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          After Lorne

            The ringmaster of Saturday Night Live is 80 years old. What happens to the show, not to mention American comedy, when he retires?

            

            
            
            By 
        Reeves Wiedeman,
          a features writer at New York Magazine 
          since 2016. He is the author of ‘Billion Dollar Loser: The Epic Rise and Spectacular Fall of Adam Neumann and WeWork.’
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  This article was featured in One Great Story, New York’s reading recommendation newsletter. Sign up here to get it nightly.


  
  



  Lorne Michaels has a rule, whenever he finishes another long season of Saturday Night Live, to take off the month of June. He might go to his home in Amagansett, or the blueberry farm he owns in Maine, and usually to Europe, where last summer he had a few work obligations in the middle of his break. In London, he stopped by the Savoy Theatre to pose on the red carpet with Tina Fey at the British premiere of Mean Girls the musical, which he produced, and made time for dinner at the River Cafe with Jimmy Iovine, Paul McCartney, Dr. Dre, and Bruce Springsteen, who was in town to play Wembley Stadium. During dinner, Iovine told a story about how, in 1975, when Michaels was gearing up for SNL’s launch, Iovine was a few blocks away at the Record Plant studio working with Springsteen on Born to Run.


  After that, it was on to Paris in July, for the Olympics, which NBC was using as a soft launch for its extravagant run-up to the 50th anniversary of SNL, Michaels’s fiefdom since its founding. Michaels went to see Simone Biles in the women’s team-gymnastics final — a comedy GOAT watching an aerial one — and ran into his longtime friend Mick Jagger at a party hosted by LVMH. At some point, Michaels decided to try to get Springsteen to mark 50 years of Born to Run by performing at SNL’s 50th-anniversary blowout, which is happening the weekend of February 14. So when Steven Spielberg called to see if Michaels might join him on his boat in the south of France, where he was tooling about with Bono, the Edge, and Springsteen, Michaels, ever the producer, decided to seize the moment: He asked Spielberg to coax Springsteen into playing the show, invoking his other rock-and-roll friend to convince him. “Well, you know, Mick and I both think he should do it,” Michaels said.


  This 50th season of SNL has been a yearlong reminder of the influence that Michaels continues to exert not only over his show and the galaxy of comedians, musicians, and A-listers who have been drawn into its orbit but also over the power brokers and institutions that govern the world of entertainment from New York to Hollywood. This season, he brought in a conveyor belt of SNL family members to play Kamala Harris (Maya Rudolph), Joe and Hunter Biden (Dana Carvey and David Spade), Robert F. Kennedy Jr. (Alec Baldwin), and Doug Emhoff (Andy Samberg) and invited John Mulaney and Martin Short and Chris Rock — SNL stars from three different decades — to come back as hosts. An NBC executive recently called an old colleague to complain about the exorbitant expenses Michaels was accruing. “I told them, ‘Just agree to this; otherwise, Lorne is gonna have to call whoever Lorne calls,’” the former executive said. “Even today, people are confused by the chain of command at NBC. Just look at the org chart: Lorne looms slightly off the chart and above us all.”


  SNL has been long derided as middling middlebrow entertainment, a show well past its prime. But thanks to Michaels, it has also endured in a way nothing else has. Even in its current, supposedly diminished state, it is the highest-rated entertainment show on broadcast TV — ahead of anything in prime time that isn’t football. SNL remains consistently profitable despite being incredibly expensive to produce, and clips from last season were viewed 3.1 billion times, making it, with apologies to the Bachelor franchise, the most culturally relevant product on network TV today.


  And SNL is only one part of the Lorne Michaels Extended Universe. The show has spawned beloved television series (30 Rock) and movie franchises (Wayne’s World) along with a seemingly endless crop of comedy writers and performers who have used SNL as a passage to stardom. For the past decade, Michaels has also produced the rest of NBC’s late-night lineup, installing SNL alums Jimmy Fallon and Seth Meyers as hosts of The Tonight Show and Late Night, which means that Michaels now controls NBC’s late-night airwaves from Monday through Saturday. That leaves only Sundays for rest — fitting for a comedy god.


  Planning for the 50th anniversary, which will begin with a concert at Radio City Music Hall on February 14 and conclude with a show in Studio 8H at 30 Rockefeller Plaza on February 16, started more than two years ago. “It will be emotional, but everyone will show up because it’s important,” Michaels said when he announced it at Cannes. Well, not everyone: The Boss has so far resisted Michaels, although McCartney, Tom Hanks, Sabrina Carpenter, and Bad Bunny are filling out the lineup. And despite all the hype, the anniversary seems to be coming together as SNL does every week — at the last minute. Several old SNL hands have recently been called back to duty. “I just finally agreed to do it today, mostly so I can get a ticket for my girlfriend,” Jim Downey, a former SNL writer of 30 years, told me in January. Another longtime staffer, Ken Aymong, who managed SNL’s budget and production for 38 years, retired in 2021 at 71 years old. “It was just time,” he told me. But Michaels called on him to work on the anniversary anyway. “Lorne called me, and he just goes, ‘So this is what we’re doing for the 50th,’ and he keeps talking,” Aymong said. “And before I got a chance to say anything, he says, ‘I gotta run.’” If the show matches previous SNL anniversary specials — 26.5 million people tuned in for the 40th — it will be the most-watched non-football event on TV this year.


  No one else could pull off a spectacle so monumental, owing in large part to the mix of loyalty, admiration, and fear Michaels has instilled throughout the ranks of Hollywood royalty. (Last year, Ariana Grande said calling Michaels to ask if Bowen Yang could take time away from SNL to play a supporting role in Wicked was “the most nervous I have ever been.”) The closest analogue might be Anna Wintour, who has been running Vogue for 36 years. “When I saw The Devil Wears Prada, I broke out into a cold sweat,” a person who worked with Michaels told me. “That’s literally how you felt: I can’t possibly satisfy this person’s expectations.”


  But Michaels turned 80 this past November, in the middle of an SNL episode hosted by Charli XCX, which makes him just two years younger than Joe Biden. His age has added an undercurrent of queasiness to the 50th-anniversary victory lap as Michaels’s empire rolls on without a firm succession plan. For better or worse, the machinery of American comedy has built up around him, and no one knows how the laugh factory will function if Michaels retires — or what it means if he chooses to cling to the show into his twilight years. Besides, who could replace him? Who will try to cajole Springsteen one day and bully NBC executives the next while managing the fragile egos of comedians and taking the ultimate measure of whether SNL is funny or not? The longer Michaels keeps going, the more singular he becomes, even as he drifts into a situation that has trapped so many before him. As Michaels himself has said, “You know when people leave show business? Never. No one ever leaves show business.”


  
  



  
    
      
            
              
                
                
                
                
                
                       
              

              
            

            
              
                
                
                
                
                
                       
              

              
            

            
              
                
                
                
                
                
                       
              

              
            

            
              
                
                
                
                
                
                       
              

              
            

      

    

    
      
        LORNE’S UNIVERSE, clockwise from top left: Paul Simon, Michaels’s closest friend and neighbor; Chris Rock, one of several SNL alums who came back to host during the 50th season; Alec Baldwin, a particularly difficult talent Michaels was adept at handling; and Seth Meyers, who is thought to be keen to take the SNL job if Michaels retires. Photo: Bryan Smith/ZUMA Press/Alamy Stock Photo; Joe Schildhorn/BFA/Shutterstock; Kevin Winter/Getty Images; Lloyd Bishop/NBC/Getty Images.
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  There are many obstacles to understanding Lorne Michaels, and they start with the roadblocks he puts up himself. (Michaels declined to be interviewed for this story.) When I reached out to people who have known and worked with him, many responded with unease. “Alas, I am one of the many who would rather leap out a 17th-floor window of 30 Rock than go on record about L.M.,” one SNL staffer from the 2010s wrote to me, referring to the location of the SNL offices. A recent cast member: “I am not saying a word about Lorne until he is long dead.” A former writer: “I look forward to chatting with you someday about literally anything else.” One big-time Hollywood agent said he would talk to me only with Michaels’s permission, as did an SNL writer who otherwise has a reputation for rebelliousness. A cast member who spent almost a decade on the show called me during a break from shooting a movie, then said that, on second thought, he had better talk to his manager first. (I never heard from him again.) The most common refrain was a simmering concern about the upcoming anniversary show: There are only a few hundred seats in Studio 8H, and people were nervously awaiting their invitations. When I asked a former SNL writer about a mildly unflattering Michaels anecdote she had previously told in a book, she requested that I not repeat it in this article. “I’m hoping to go to the 50th, and I would like a warm reception,” she said.


  Others were happy to talk, albeit often anonymously, even when they insisted that they had stopped stressing so much about Michaels and his role in their lives. “I don’t honestly think much about Lorne,” one longtime employee told me toward the beginning of a conversation that eventually lasted three hours. Many people were eager to attach themselves to Michaels at a nostalgic moment or to take another stab at understanding a man who had confounded them for years. “If you actually figure it out,” said Penelope Spheeris, who directed Wayne’s World and Black Sheep for Michaels, “maybe you could let him know.”


  When SNL debuted in 1975, Michaels was only 30 years old, but he already had a preternatural cool for his age and relative inexperience. When things grew tense, as they often did in the early days, Michaels made a habit of walking around the SNL offices holding a glass of wine to appear more relaxed. He realized early in his career that his skills weren’t as a performer, but the comics working on the show saw him as an inscrutable presence who seemed to be developing a persona on the fly. A longtime staffer told me that one of the show’s writers used to entertain his colleagues with an impression of Michaels in which he would pretend to be shaving while looking into the bathroom mirror and reminding himself of the evolving quirks of his personality. Does Lorne like hot dogs? A beat. Yes, Lorne does like hot dogs. Michaels got to the office late every day, the idea went, because he had to spend the morning preparing for the role of his lifetime: himself.


  Michaels even started to play a version of himself on the show: the straight-man producer managing the chaos. He was a comedy obsessive who loved getting into the nitty-gritty of cracking a sketch, but he also stood a little apart from the clowns and scamps he hired to make the show. After a blockbuster five-season run, Michaels left SNL in 1980, setting up a disastrous interregnum rescued almost single-handedly by Eddie Murphy. Michaels came back in 1985, with his hair starting to gray and wearing a suit. This version of Michaels — the “grandee in a satin smoking jacket,” as Downey put it — has become the show’s most frequently recurring character, appearing in more sketches than the Coneheads, the Cheerleaders, and Stefon combined.


  Michaels also realized the usefulness, in show business, of cultivating your own legend. “He’s Canadian Buddha — a little bit cryptic,” Jon Hamm, who has hosted SNL three times, told me. The only person in modern life to produce more impressions is probably Donald Trump. Michaels inspired Mike Myers’s Dr. Evil (“Rrrriiight”) and Baldwin’s 30 Rock character, Jack Donaghy. “Lorne’s got a tuxedo in the glove compartment of his car,” Baldwin once said. Hugh Fink, who wrote for the show in the late ’90s, told me he wants to put on a Broadway show of former SNL cast members doing their best Michaelses. The title: Forlorn.


  The persona was its own source of power in part because the role of coolly calculating producer was a natural one for Michaels. In the early days of SNL, Michaels threatened to quit many times when he wasn’t getting his way. But he also knew the value of a compromise. When NBC executives were resistant to Richard Pryor hosting during the show’s first season, Michaels agreed to putting Pryor on a delay in case anything he said ran afoul of NBC’s censors. When Conan O’Brien, an SNL writer who had barely any experience in front of a camera, was struggling in his early run of hosting Late Night in the 1990s, Michaels told him to stay calm — the goal was simply to get to do the next night’s show. “The longer you’re on,” he told O’Brien, “the longer you’re on.”


  Michaels was learning this lesson from experience. The 1990s was his most troubled period at SNL. Ratings were down, and the show was losing money. One critic called SNL “a lifeless, humorless corpse,” and NBC executives began considering replacements, including Judd Apatow. Michaels suddenly realized how sad he would be if the show were taken away from him and agreed to meet a number of the company’s demands, nudging Chris Farley and Adam Sandler out and firing Norm Macdonald after Don Ohlmeyer, who was a senior NBC executive at the time, complained about his work on “Weekend Update.” (No one has ever accused network executives of having good taste.) To prove his commitment, Michaels left his newborn son in the hospital to make it to a Wednesday read-through when Sarah Jessica Parker was hosting.


  Michaels was ultimately saved by his other great skill: an eye for talent. The end of the 1990s saw the emergence of Will Ferrell and the arrival of Tina Fey and Maya Rudolph, part of a cast that became one of the most beloved in the show’s history. “Lorne’s success with the network is more a tribute to his guile and charm than it is to his being a bulldog,” said Downey, whom Michaels fired along with Macdonald. The goal was to simply outlast whoever the new boss was at the time. (Michaels has worked for 16 different heads of entertainment at NBC.) After Ohlmeyer retired, Michaels hired Downey again and brought Macdonald back to host.


  While Michaels was fending off NBC’s attacks, it didn’t hurt his negotiating hand when he suddenly became very rich. An executive at Broadway Video, Michaels’s production company, had the idea to acquire the rights to various classic television properties: Lassie, The Lone Ranger, Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer, Frosty the Snowman. The acquisition was strategic. “Lorne said to me, ‘I left the show once already, and I can’t afford to count on NBC being my bankroll for the rest of my life,’” Steve Shippee, Broadway Video’s CFO at the time, told me. “Our role was to build an asset base completely outside of his producer services so that he had the ability to tell NBC to fuck off.” In 1996, Broadway Video sold the properties for $91 million, roughly half of which went into Michaels’s pocket. “They had no financial leverage over him at that point,” Shippee said.


  Michaels’s track record also started to speak for itself: The show had been good enough for long enough that even though Michaels has never officially been an NBC employee, he was part of the network’s fabric. An NBC executive who began working on SNL in the aughts told me that, by that point, it was a fool’s errand to do battle with Michaels. “The regime was new and tried to say, ‘Cut back on cast members or how many episodes,’” the former executive said. “Lorne would always win.” The show’s cast members have long talked about seeing Michaels as a father figure they were trying to please, and over time, even Michaels’s bosses started to seek his approval, rather than the other way around. Kevin Reilly, the president of NBC’s entertainment division from 2004 to 2007, said that a highlight of his tenure came when Michaels, not known for displays of affection, gave him a hug. “Especially having a complicated relationship with my own father — it’s all anybody wants,” Reilly said. “To have Lorne think you’re good.” In 2019, when NBC announced Katie Hockmeyer as the network’s new head of late-night programming, an NBC executive told me they were shocked to hear an HR executive say that “Lorne handpicked Katie” for the role. “Since when does a producer handpick the person they’re reporting to?” the executive said.


  SNL is an incredibly expensive show to produce and always has been. “Can you make it for less? It would be hard to make it for more!” a former NBC executive told me. The act of doing a new live show every week with custom sets and costumes eight floors up in a Manhattan skyscraper with tiny elevators adds up. Ken Aymong was asked at various points to sketch out how much money NBC would save if SNL were made on a more production-friendly stage, and the number was so large that he could only estimate it as “a lot.” In addition to the 17-member cast, more than 300 people appear in the credits of each episode; by comparison, Late Night With Seth Meyers employs roughly 60 people. SNL costs more than $4 million an episode and north of $100 million a year — more than The Tonight Show, which airs four new episodes every week. And it is Michaels who safeguards the show’s funding.


  Michaels doesn’t always get what he wants. In 2019, he hired Shane Gillis, the sort of red-state comedian that Michaels has always wanted to have on the show. Before the season started, old jokes Gillis made on a podcast using slurs about Asians went viral. Within days, NBC executives, under pressure from an Asian American advocacy group, demanded that Michaels fire Gillis; one NBC executive from the time told me that “Lorne was railroaded into it.” Michaels could have fought for Gillis, but he had learned over the years that survival meant sometimes letting things go. Michaels stayed in touch with Gillis, and once the fervor died, he brought him back to host. Last year, he even asked him if he might play Trump.


  
  



  
    
      
            
              
                
                
                
                
                
                       
              

              
            

            
              
                
                
                
                
                
                       
              

              
            

            
              
                
                
                
                
                
                       
              

              
            

            
              
                
                
                
                
                
                       
              

              
            

      

    

    
      
        Clockwise from top left: Mick Jagger, one of multiple stars Michaels refers to by first name only; Netflix CEO Ted Sarandos, Michaels’s nearest competitor in the comedy world; Tina Fey, often named as a possible successor to Michaels; and Jimmy Fallon, one of Michaels’s many protégés. Photo: Gary Gershoff/WireImage; SANN, GICA, ROLO/Backgrid; PEMA/Backgrid; Bruce Glikas/FilmMagic.
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  After the success of SNL’s first season, Michaels bought a loft downtown and made the mistake of letting John Belushi crash there one night. Belushi fell asleep with a cigarette in his mouth, the place caught on fire, and Michaels never lived below 59th Street again. By season five, NBC was paying him seven figures, according to Saturday Night: A Backstage History of Saturday Night Live, a juicy history of the show’s first decade by Doug Hill and Jeff Weingrad. Michaels had the house in the Hamptons and an apartment on Central Park West right next to Paul Simon, whom he met just before SNL went on the air and who would become his closest friend. A door in Michaels’s kitchen opened into Simon’s laundry room.


  Michaels quickly started running in glitzy circles; in the 1990s, when one of Michaels’s assistants expressed awe that he was going backstage at a Rolling Stones concert, Michaels replied, “I have a backstage pass to life.” Mike Myers remembers arriving at Michaels’s Hamptons home and being shown to “Mick’s room,” while Dana Carvey was given “Jack’s room,” as in Nicholson. Whenever Michaels mentioned something “Paul” had done, no one knew whether he was talking about Simon or McCartney. Michaels is so infamous for blithely dropping the first names of his famous friends into conversation that when he mentioned Cher during a lunch with Steve Martin and Kevin Nealon, Martin stepped in to quip, “Cher who?”


  Over the course of 50 years, Michaels has structured SNL in a way that suits his quirks. To start, he rarely gets to the office before 5 p.m. Michaels has been a night owl ever since the ’70s, when he blanched at the idea of a breakfast meeting with an NBC executive that led to SNL because it was too early in the morning. In the 1990s, Andrea Fisher, a private chef who worked for Michaels and his family, said the only meal she had to make for Michaels himself was breakfast, served every day at noon in his bedroom: a crumpet with jam, fresh mango, and a French press. One of Michaels’s assistants told me he “doesn’t like to stay at a hotel that cuts off breakfast.”


  Michaels has three assistants, known somewhat derisively as the Lornettes because they have almost always been young, female, attractive, hardworking, and resolutely obstructionist when it comes to getting time with their boss. They occupy a row of desks outside his office in order of seniority. “When you’re an agent’s assistant, you’re always asking for something, but when you’re Lorne’s assistant, people always want something from you,” a person who has done both jobs told me. Whenever Michaels is on his way to 30 Rock, one of the Lornettes turns on a popcorn machine; he has been addicted to the snack since he picked up the habit years ago as a way to quit smoking. (Anne Beatts, a writer on the show, said she and Tina Fey had once bonded over the fact that “the smell of popcorn actually triggers an anxiety mechanism in me.”) Dinner has always been important to Michaels — he takes the host out every Tuesday to an Italian restaurant near 30 Rock — and specifically dinner out on the town. When I told a former Lornette that I had recently spoken to a powerful person in Hollywood who ate dinner with Michaels a few times a year, she told me, “There’s a list of a hundred people that could be.”


  The fact that Michaels is comfortable in the world of the rich and powerful has given him a certain expertise in managing and wrangling big personalities. Three different NBC executives I spoke to all had stories about how Michaels had shepherded Alec Baldwin through seven years of 30 Rock. Kevin Reilly said that a day after 30 Rock won Best Comedy at the Emmys, Baldwin’s agent called to say he wouldn’t be returning to the show. “I call Lorne in a panic, and Lorne says, ‘He’ll realize in retrospect that this is a very good time in his life. He’ll be there,’” Reilly said. “Lorne didn’t hit the panic button.” Ben Silverman, who replaced Reilly, told me, “There were myriad moments where Alec would threaten not to show up, Alec would demand a pay raise, Alec would demand a weird schedule,” and Michaels was always there to smooth things over. “He just spoke Alec,” Silverman said.


  Around this time, Michaels had surveyed the shifting entertainment landscape and had a prescient realization. “The network isn’t that powerful anymore,” he said in 2006. “Talent is.” Michaels has always had to fight to keep SNL’s stars from abandoning the show for more lucrative Hollywood gigs, which has led him to give considerable leeway to people he wants to keep around. In 2022, after the midterm elections, Michaels invited Dave Chappelle to host at a moment when Chappelle’s jokes about trans people had made him a lightning rod. A non-binary member of the writing staff told producers that they preferred to sit the week out. Michaels didn’t have a problem with it, but “Page Six” blew up the story when it reported incorrectly that multiple writers were boycotting. During dress rehearsal, Chappelle told a joke about the situation. “The papers got it wrong,” Chappelle said, according to SNL staffers who watched the performance. “Only one person has a problem, but the paper got confused because that person is a they.”


  Michaels didn’t object to the joke per se, but he and other producers immediately started fielding angry texts from the cast and writers who felt betrayed after working hard all week to put on the show with Chappelle. After rehearsal, Michaels warned Chappelle against telling the joke on air. “You’ll lose the staff,” he said. The point was less that the joke was unfair — or lame — and more that telling it would not be in service of putting on a good show. The comment was also in keeping with Michaels’s style of avoiding direct orders and instead letting the talent come around to the result he wants on their own. (A common refrain: “I know you don’t want to do that sketch — and when you do it, you’ll be fine.”) Chappelle left the joke out of the broadcast.


  Some staffers weren’t sure Michaels would have Chappelle back after the incident. But Michaels reveres the comedian, forgave his transgression, and persuaded him to return to host the first show of 2025. “This goes back 50 years to Richard Pryor,” said Ted Sarandos, the Netflix co-CEO who has given Chappelle multiple stand-up specials. “I think what Lorne saw then is what he sees now in Dave, and me too. Whoever is the best at this craft in our time, full of complexity, full of challenges, full of finding lines and crossing them — it requires a power broker to protect that.” Chappelle chose to appear in fewer sketches than most hosts do, and his monologue went on for 16 minutes and 49 seconds — the longest in SNL history. (Chappelle holds the second and third spots, too.) But the only visible conflict in the studio came when Chappelle started the monologue by talking about how hard Michaels had begged him to come back. Michaels bristled at that — and then later announced that Chappelle would appear again at the 50th-anniversary show.


  There’s a way in which Michaels’s management of talent can make him seem like the Mafia don of comedy. If you’re in the family, you’re taken care of. A former cast member told me that, in 2017, Pete Davidson told new cast member Chris Redd not to worry about a deal he had signed for another show that might conflict with his SNL duties. “I’m pretty sure Lorne is undefeated in contract disputes,” Davidson said. Michaels prefers to keep his hands clean, depending on consiglieri to deliver bad news or to ax cast members he isn’t bringing back. One former cast member told me Michaels sent him a nice bottle of whiskey on his birthday, with a personalized note, only to fire him through a deputy shortly thereafter. “You cannot say ‘no’ to Lorne Michaels,” said Spheeris, the Wayne’s World director. “If  you do, your head is slashed off — to the guillotines.” After Spheeris declined Michaels’s request to direct a movie adaptation of Tim Meadows’s SNL character the Ladies Man, Spheeris says Michaels “never spoke to me” again.


  A clear hierarchy has always existed at SNL. Last fall, during a series of photo shoots for this magazine with cast members from all 50 years of SNL, Seth Meyers surveyed the assembled group during one shoot — which included Jimmy Fallon, Tina Fey, Kenan Thompson, and Steve Martin — and exclaimed, “Lorne’s ten favorites!” Another shoot later on included a different group: Rachel Dratch, Chris Kattan, Joe Piscopo. When Tim Meadows walked in, unaware of Meyers’s earlier comment, he said, “What is this — Lorne’s least favorites?”


  Michaels has long had a reputation for breeding a brutally competitive environment at the show. “It was my first big job, and Lorne scared the fuck out of me,” said David Mandel, an SNL writer who would go on to work at Seinfeld and serve as the showrunner for Veep. “I overscrutinized every interaction. At one point, he said something like, ‘Are you having a good time?’ I thought, Do you think I’m having too good a time? ” Michaels is infamously tight with praise, and prone to playing mind games, which has fostered accusations that he is running a comedy cult. Kenan Thompson, who is SNL’s longest-serving cast member ever, said that he finally got comfortable around Michaels in his 17th year on the show. “The atmosphere was sadomasochistic,” R. D. Rosen, who lasted only a few months as a writer in the 1980s, told me. He recalled one of Michaels’s deputies reacting to a sketch idea he had by asking for his hand and slapping it. Part of Rosen’s decompression process was publishing a mystery novel a few years later called Saturday Night Dead. In the story, the enigmatic and powerful showrunner of a sketch-comedy show is mysteriously defenestrated from his midtown office during the after-party. (Spoiler: One of the writers did it.)


  SNL staffers I spoke to from recent seasons said the environment seems to have loosened up. David Spade recalled a cold open in the fall in which he had played Hunter Biden while current cast member Sarah Sherman played Matt Gaetz. When Michaels gave her a stage direction, Spade was shocked to hear Sherman respond, “I’ll try.” “I’m like, How about ‘Yes, sir!’?” Spade said.


  But SNL remains a place where people never quite know where they stand, even after they’ve gone. While talking to people in the SNL diaspora and the parts of the comedy world that obsess over the show’s inner workings, I heard several rumors about why cast member Chloe Troast wasn’t asked back to the show this season. Some of the theories were simple enough (the writers couldn’t figure out how to use her), while others fit the perception of Michaels as a fickle tyrant: Troast had invited a friend to the show’s after-party who sidled up to Michaels’s table and stole a piece of food off his plate; she had been asked to lose weight after the season was over; or Michaels simply felt the staff had grown complacent, and he had wanted to shake things up. When I mentioned all these rumors to another SNL-er, she cautioned against believing anything when it came to sussing out Michaels’s decisions. “Maybe all of that is true, but here’s the thing: We’ll never know because he’ll never say,” she said. “And she’ll always wonder.”


  Decades into handling some of the biggest stars in the world, he carries a certain swagger. In 2015, SNL reached out to Taylor Swift to ask if she would make a cameo in a video sketch spoofing Swift’s girl squad that suggested it was actually an apocalyptic cult. Michaels was in his office when Swift called him directly to say that not only would she not appear in the video but she wanted Michaels to kill the sketch entirely. Michaels heard Swift out, but as he did he picked up a piece of popcorn from the basket on his desk. “Taylor, I do not negotiate with terrorists,” Michaels said before tossing the kernel into the air and catching it with his mouth. The video aired, and on Monday, Michaels found flowers at his office with a note from Swift: “I hope there’s no bad blood.”


  
  



  In 2002, when Michaels was approaching 60, he sat for a portrait with the painter Eric Fischl. As The New Yorker’s Susan Morrison recounts in a poignant moment in her new 600-page biography of Michaels, Fischl took dozens of photographs of Michaels while he happily regaled the painter with his Old Hollywood tales. But when Fischl developed the photos, they took him by surprise. He saw “a kind of world-weariness” in the high-flying power broker. “His body language was such that when he finally sort of fell into himself in the chair, you could see what the weight had done,” Fischl said. When Michaels came back to view the finished portrait, he stared at the painting in silence for a while before asking Fischl, “How did you know?”


  Michaels has admitted that making SNL can be draining — that when he spends four hours reading the stage directions on 40 potential sketches at every Wednesday read-through, there are moments when it “feels like life is slipping away from me.” But he also has remarkable stamina for an 80-year-old; even today, he holds court at the SNL after-party until three or four in the morning. “He has never, even for five minutes that I have known or observed, been on autopilot,” Richard Plepler, the former head of HBO who has known Michaels since the ’90s, told me. “I used to have dinner with him at seven or 7:30 and then say, ‘Okay, Lorne, I’m going home.’ And he’d be going back to the office.” Michaels has long been a bit of a health nut; he and Paul Simon have shared a trainer for years, and Michaels has never missed a single SNL episode in Studio 8H. “I sensed that he was aging a bit — that he wasn’t as quick and sharp — but not by much,” Don Roy King, who served as SNL’s director for 15 seasons before retiring in 2021 at the age of 73, told me. “The fact was I was slipping faster than he was. Eighty years old is old! I know because it’s here for me.” Others who know Michaels have detected a subtle decline but nothing unusual for a newly minted octogenarian. “With Lorne, you always feel like there’s an NBC page hanging upside down in the closet with his blood slowly draining into him,” a person who has known Michaels for years said.


  On today’s SNL, Michaels’s role during the first half of each week is now largely ceremonial. He used to come back to 30 Rock after his Tuesday dinner with the host, a little tipsy, and pop in on writers to see what they were working on or take appointments with anyone looking for help executing an idea. But the current writing staff doesn’t check in as much with the boss — even if he wishes they did. “That’s too bad, because it was fun to come in and run the beats of a sketch down with him,” Al Franken, one of the show’s original writers, told me. “There’s an age difference now between him and the writers that wasn’t there when I was doing it.” It’s primarily on Saturday that Generalissimo Michaels still emerges, offering sometimes biting critiques during dress rehearsal to writers, who then have to scramble to fix their sketch before the live show. Every writer I spoke to admitted that his notes are still usually spot-on.


  A studio executive who has worked with Michaels recalled a dinner with him 15 or so years ago during which Michaels said, “I don’t even know what’s funny anymore.” The point of saying this wasn’t to emphasize his comic obsolescence but to point out that he knows the only way to keep SNL relevant is to trust the instincts of the younger writers and actors, even when he didn’t quite get the jokes and references that they were making. Even SNL’s critics admitted that, while he’s obviously not on TikTok, he still has an eye for the new or unusual — for hiring a Sarah Sherman or a Bowen Yang. A misconception about the comedy that appears on SNL is that it reflects Michaels’s taste. In reality, it reflects his assessment of how the audience responds at dress rehearsal, after which he chooses the sketches to make it to air. “He and Trump kind of have this superhuman sense for reactions,” a staffer who worked on the show during the first Trump administration said. “They listen to the audience.”


  Still, it is impossible to ignore the fact of Michaels’s age, especially when the subject of succession comes up. For years, he has greeted the question with a joke. There would come a time, the bit goes, when it would become obvious to Michaels and everyone around him that he had lost a step and should no longer be running a show as important and complicated as SNL — at which point he would stick around for another three years.


  By 2020, Michaels seemed to have put an actual timeline on his departure. He had signed a contract through the 50th anniversary and said on the Today show that the 50th season would be his last. “By that point, I think I really deserve to wander off,” he said. He told friends the same thing, and SNL-watchers took note of internal reorganizations and decisions that suggested Michaels was looking toward a future without him. Last year, Michaels approached the Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas at Austin about hosting his archive and said on the Emmys red carpet that the question of his succession would be settled before the 50th-anniversary show came around.


  But something changed along the way. Today his refrain is simply “Talk to me after the 50th.” The flip-flopping — what one Michaels associate called “his weird, cokeheadish retirement back-and-forth” — has confused everyone around him. “All the waffling is a little bit Iger-y,” an entertainment executive who knows Michaels said, referring to Bob Iger’s tortured return to Disney. Several people floated the possibility that Michaels might stay too long — that inevitably, a decline would come, a mistake would be made, and the chance to go out on top would be gone.


  Nevertheless, the consensus among people at SNL, within NBC, and around Hollywood is that Michaels isn’t going anywhere. “My bet? He’ll just stay,” a longtime Michaels associate told me. “I fear with Lorne that he’s so inextricably linked to the show, and his life is so inextricably linked to the show, that he can’t imagine it without him.” At the very least, the decision is entirely up to him. No one at the network is in a rush to push Michaels out, partly because it isn’t clear who could fill his shoes. As Michaels likes to say, “There are no heirs apparent in show business.”


  While no one questions that Michaels is in control of his fate, SNL is, technically speaking, no longer his show. For much of SNL’s run, Michaels has owned a roughly 50 percent stake in everything, from the show’s merchandise to syndication. (SNL’s format has been licensed for localized versions in Italy, Russia, Japan, and many other countries.) But around SNL’s 40th anniversary, in 2015, NBC decided that it wanted to buy Michaels out and paid him more than $200 million for his stake in SNL, according to multiple people with knowledge of the transaction. “Based on the numbers that accountants look at alone, they couldn’t necessarily justify it,” one former NBC executive said. “But you can bake in the fact that this thing is gonna be around for years — oh, and happy Lorne, happy life.” The sale suddenly put the issue of succession squarely in Comcast’s sights. “It’s impolite to do so, but succession was being discussed back at the 40th,” the executive said.


  
  



  The leading contenders to replace Michaels are generally considered to be Tina Fey and Seth Meyers. “Seth and Tina would come in knowing what they would do differently. They’ve been thinking about it for years,” a recently departed NBC executive told me. The presumption is that the job is Fey’s if she wants it. She lives in New York, spent years handling Baldwin on 30 Rock, and has a clear love for the show, having come back to host or cameo almost every season since she left in 2006. In 2023, the New York Post blindly reported that Fey had been approached about the job, but the chatter in Hollywood circles is that so far, at least, she hasn’t taken the bait.


  Meyers, meanwhile, spent 13 years at SNL, which makes him the third-longest-tenured cast member in the show’s history, after Kenan Thompson and Darrell Hammond. Meyers’s affection for SNL is deeper and more public than pretty much anyone else’s, and a person who has worked with him said he seems unlikely to turn down an offer if it comes. While NBC renewed his late-night contract last year through 2028, his show has suffered budget cuts (including the axing of his in-house band), and the future of late-night programming overall is in doubt. Last year, NBC trimmed Fallon’s Tonight Show to four nights a week, and CBS canceled James Corden’s late-night show entirely.


  Thinking up other candidates has become a parlor game in the comedy world. If Michaels wanted to stay in-house, there’s Colin Jost, who is 42, spent a decade as a writer on the show before joining the cast to co-host “Weekend Update,” and is no stranger to dealing with celebrity. (He is married to Scarlett Johansson.) Judd Apatow’s name comes up, but he’s almost 60. If not Tina Fey, then maybe Amy Poehler? Michaels has a few deputies on the writing and producing staff who know how the show works. “Don’t think that somewhere in Lorne’s mind, he won’t have harbored the idea that this is a family business,” one former NBC executive told me. “In a world where Theo Spielberg worked at the show” — along with the children of Calvin Klein, Al Gore, Regis Philbin, and Woody Allen, whose daughter Manzie is now on the writing staff — “it would be foolish not to think the next head of Broadway Video, and perhaps of SNL, might have the last name Michaels.” Henry, his eldest son, was a writer on a show Michaels produced; his middle son, Eddie, now works at Broadway Video; and his daughter, Sophie, joined SNL last year in the talent department.


  The more pressing question may be whether anyone who is capable of the job would want it. Running SNL is a weekly grind, and the role might feel limiting to some of the performers who are supposedly in contention. A former SNL-er put it this way: “Do I think that Tina Fey, who is rich and successful and gets to make her own shows, wants to run that shitshow? I do not.” Whoever comes in next will be working in the shadow of Michaels’s legacy while operating without the decades of fortification Michaels has built up within NBC. After Michaels left the show in 1980, NBC cut SNL’s budget, and everyone around the show assumes the same thing will happen whenever he leaves again. “This whole regime does a lot of belt-tightening, and I can’t imagine that it doesn’t make them absolutely insane to see the budgets at SNL,” one former NBC executive said. A few SNL-ers suggested that perhaps the show should simply come to an end whenever its creator and impresario steps down.


  When I asked Downey, the longtime SNL writer, what he would look for in Michaels’s replacement, he thought for a second and then offered a caricature: “I could imagine a person around 30, with lots of energy, who has a knowledge and appreciation of comedy, who defends writers, and who respects actors but doesn’t want to be one.” I pointed out that he had just described Lorne Michaels 50 years ago.


  
  



  It’s very apocalyptic here,” Ted Sarandos, the Netflix CEO, said when I reached him in early January. The fires in Los Angeles were just starting to rage, and the air quality was so bad that Sarandos had been forced to cancel a walk that afternoon with Michaels, who was on a holiday break from SNL. Michaels is a big walker, and the two try to get out whenever Michaels is in town. “The first time we did it, we walked for three hours around Beverly Hills, just in circles, and I said, ‘Do you always walk this long?’” Sarandos told me. Seth Meyers recently told a story about spending a summer in the aughts taking so many long walks with Michaels while making a movie that Meyers, who is 30 years younger than Michaels, had to go see a doctor for knee pain.


  Sarandos is the only person in the past 50 years who has come close to challenging Michaels’s crown as comedy’s most powerful man, thanks to the howitzer of cash Netflix has sprayed around the comedy world in recent years. Sarandos is a self-described comedy nerd and has long considered Michaels a mentor; he goes to the show three or four times a year, mostly for fun, and Michaels gave him a seat for the 50th anniversary. “He is, to me, a bridge to the beginning of it all — a real living embodiment of the history of television,” Sarandos said of Michaels.


  In certain respects, maintaining that connection is what’s at stake when considering the future of SNL with or without Michaels. The show’s influence has always extended well beyond its time slot, and the lineage of TV comedy that stems from SNL is a syllabus of the genre: It’s Garry Shandling’s Show, King of the Hill, Parks and Recreation, Portlandia, and many more were all created in part by SNL alums, while every writers’ room from Seinfeld to The Simpsons was filled with staffers who came from SNL. “Where did I learn how to be a showrunner? In some ways, it goes all the way back to SNL,” said Mandel, the Veep showrunner. “You are the mini-producer of your sketch; you are giving the actors notes, and giving the director camera blocking, and talking to wardrobe and set design.” Tina Fey devoted an entire chapter of her book, Bossypants, to “Things I Learned From Lorne Michaels.”


  A minority view I heard: Good riddance. Some in the comedy world have long felt that SNL had too much power and that the show was a comedy Death Star tractor-beaming every funny person in America into the Lorne Michaels way of making comedy. “Big picture, I think SNL has made comedy worse,” one prominent comedy showrunner said. “Certainly there has been legendary comedy on SNL, but would that talent have not found full-flowering in other systems? The idea that if not for Lorne, there would be no Will Ferrell — I don’t agree with that at all.” The showrunner argued that “comedy and institution should not be in the same sentence” and that “the natural order is for the new to replace the old — not just people but in terms of ideas. At a certain point, you’re chasing a handful of glory years and golden moments.”


  Streaming and the internet have certainly made it easier than ever to find new and offbeat comedy, and in conversations about SNL alternatives, many people invoked I Think You Should Leave, the cult Netflix sketch-comedy hit created by SNL alums Tim Robinson and Zach Kanin. Robinson spent a year as a performer on SNL before stepping back from the cast to work as a writer. “It was always a puzzle for Lorne — he knew Tim was a genius; he just didn’t know how to fit him in that show,” Sarandos told me. Robinson and Kanin initially brought the idea for the show to Broadway Video, but Michaels’s company passed. Some of the sketches that ended up on the show started out as SNL scripts that were too weird to make it to air, and to many, the show stands out as the kind of gonzo comedy that can flourish when an 80-year-old isn’t at the helm.


  But it was just as easy to see I Think You Should Leave as yet another extension of Michaels’s influence. Andy Samberg, Akiva Schaffer, and Jorma Taccone — the Lonely Island trio behind “Lazy Sunday” and “Dick in a Box” — executive-produced the show, and Schaffer directed the first season. Almost all of the episodes were written by SNL alums, and half a dozen cast members have appeared on the show. What could be lost in a post-Michaels, post-SNL world, its defenders told me, are the precision and professionalism that come from an SNL education. “I think it’s important to have a university that just weathers the storm of changing passion,” Downey said. “I don’t think you get I Think You Should Leave without SNL. I’m not even sure you get The Simpsons.”


  Michaels is unapologetic about being “the last person standing who thinks network TV is important,” as he has put it, and has a particular sense of what that means. One of his refrains to his staff over the years has been that they are making a show for the entire country. He believes holding on to the show’s mass appeal has been more important to its survival than staying on the bleeding edge of comedy. When John Mulaney and Simon Rich wrote a sketch that involved two parents explaining to their children that Noodles, the family dog, had died of autoerotic asphyxiation, Michaels said, “I hope you’re proud of yourselves; that just went out to all 50 states.”


  Beyond NBC, the value proposition of SNL has always been Michaels’s ability to identify, train, and rocket comedians into the broader Hollywood universe. The show isn’t minting stars in the way it did as recently as the aughts — but no one else is either. The argument many comedy people seemed to be making to SNL naysayers is Be careful what you wish for. One entertainment executive voiced a fear that we are heading toward a world in which the dominant comedians would be “anyone whose last name is Paul” — Jake, Logan — at the expense of the Feys or Rudolphs or Mulaneys. “If you believe Joe Rogan,” the executive said, “then Studio 8H is now in Austin.”


  It’s easy to imagine Michaels, the standard-bearer for an elevated middlebrow comedy that speaks to all 50 states, cringing at the thought. He has long said that he wants to see SNL live on without him, and even if Michaels has not settled on his future, he would likely see the humor in how some of the funny people he has hired think his tenure on the show might one day end. I heard several different renditions of the same darkly comic premonition, as if his many protégés were all workshopping the same premise for a sketch about their inscrutable boss. “I have this vision of him — it’s Saturday night, end of a season,” one of them said. “He tells whoever, ‘I’ll be at the party soon,’ and then he sits down in his office and closes his door. Everybody goes off to the party and then, like a robot, he just realizes his battery is dead. On Monday, when they find him, it’s completely rigor mortis Lorne.” The kicker: “And for the first five or six minutes after the discovery, they don’t even realize he’s dead.”
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  A few years ago, dreading the slow but inevitable approach of my 40s, I began working out five times a week. I became one of those guys who know what a psoas is and settled on a preferred brand of moisture-wicking T-shirt. And a brand-new fear wormed its way into my subconscious: the worry I wasn’t getting enough protein.


  Put simply, despite my virtuous exercise habits, I still felt like shit most of the time. After rigorous research (listening to some health podcasts), I figured that eating more protein would give me more energy and steer the fragile container that is my body in the right direction. I decided to shoot for 120 grams daily: a nice round number that, according to online macro calculators, still felt ambitious for someone of my modest stature. But hitting that number, I soon found, required a moment-to-moment calibration that structured the rhythms of my day. Let’s call it low-grade protein anxiety.


  At the grocery store, I wouldn’t even look at a product if it didn’t promise me double digits. Despite our lack of cabinet space, I started to purchase enormous tubs of whey protein and collagen. I started cooking a lot more meat — especially grass-fed beef — which required me to meal plan carefully and treat our freezer like a Jenga puzzle. At the bodega, I found myself drawn to items like the Core Power Elite High Protein Milk Shake, which contains 42 grams of protein, the rough equivalent of a six-ounce sirloin. Then my wife and I had a son, after which at least 30 percent of my anxiety became focused on what we were feeding him. He’s a picky eater, and often the protein-specific foods — the string cheese, the scrambled eggs, the chicken adobo — would be what he threw to the dog. His resistance to eating protein touched on another latent worry: If he didn’t eat enough, would he grow up to be a short guy like me?


  These preoccupations aren’t specific to me. The protein insurgence is all around us. Just take a stroll through your local grocery store and you’ll see protein is being jammed into all kinds of unlikely places. In the snacks aisle, you’ll find Quest Tortilla-Style Protein Chips (18 grams a bag), which come in zesty flavors like Nacho Cheese and Loaded Taco. In the freezer aisle, you’ll see an emergent category of protein ice creams by brands like Smearcase, which offers 39 to 44 grams of protein and is “powered by cottage cheese and boosted with collagen.” There are protein cookies, protein freezer waffles, protein cheese puffs, protein Moon Pies, protein Snickers bars, and protein truffles; in the beverage aisle, protein water, protein soda, protein beer. And I was gobsmacked to learn of protein seasonings, like Devious Foods’ Protein SZN, which comes in flavors like salt and pepper and can be sprinkled on top of other proteins, like a chicken breast, for additional gains.


  Some of this stuff tastes pretty good. I’ve become a fan of Immi instant ramen, specifically the black-garlic “chicken” flavor that has ingredients like pea protein, wheat gluten, and sunflower-seed protein (23 grams per serving). Friends are fans of Magic Spoon, a low-carb Froot Loops–ish cereal start-up that claims 12 to 14 grams of protein per serving and that, in just over five years, has managed to raise more than $200 million in funding. Of course, there’s plenty of bad to barely edible stuff as well. A bag of Wilde Protein Chips, made from a slurry of chicken breast, egg whites, and bone broth, was found to be revolting by everyone in my household except the dog.


  None of these quirky food brands, however, surprised me more than what I stumbled upon last fall while roaming the cereal aisle of my local Brooklyn grocery store. Sandwiched between the Cap’n Crunch Oops! All Berries and Trix With Marshmallows was a box of Wheaties, the 100-year-old General Mills cereal that helped launch the acting career of Ronald Reagan and has become synonymous with rose-tinted Americana — the edible equivalent of standing for “The Star-Spangled Banner” before a ball game. But there was a key distinction. This was a box of Wheaties Protein with the word protein printed much larger than Wheaties. And while the old version offers three grams of protein per serving, this version contains 21 to 22 grams, a sevenfold increase that seemed if not chemically unstable, then at least gustatorily risky. At this grocery store, the original Wheaties was nonexistent, seemingly replaced overnight by the svelte insurgent.


  General Mills has long been emblematic of our love of the convenient carb — its name refers to its origins as a flour mill — the pioneer of Bisquick mixes and Betty Crocker boxed cakes and, more recently, the steward of the Pillsbury Doughboy and Totino’s Pizza Rolls. Now, the conglomerate is doubling down on convenient protein, an undeniable sign of the nutritional event horizon upon us. Wheaties Protein debuted this past April as one of a trinity of new protein cereals offered by General Mills. In December, the company released Cheerios Protein for families with children; then there’s Ghost Protein Cereal, the box of which looks not unlike a MrBeast thumbnail and seems designed to target nerds (its strongest appeal has been to “teens and younger adults,” per the company). Ghost, made with soy and dairy protein, offers 17 to 18 grams per serving and comes in two flavors: peanut butter and marshmallow, which synergistically uses the same marshmallow recipe as Lucky Charms.


  In some ways, protein was biding its time. Unlike the other core macro-nutrients, fat and carbohydrates, which have at various points been demonized by pop-science journalism and fad diets, protein is something people can largely agree on regardless of identity or political affiliation. Still, there’s something that feels inherently suspect about food we’re told is good for us but looks like a Pop-Tart. “I feel like this is just a rebrand of Y2K Atkins,” says Andrea Hernández, a food-and-beverage expert. The food industry, she suggests, exists within a quantum of extreme pendulum swings, and high protein may be the latest in the dialectic of low-fat, high-fiber, low-sugar, and other buzzwords before it. Many nutritionists have argued, too, that people in the western world already get way more protein than what our bodies require. Was I actually nudging my health in the right direction, or was I just an easy mark for a megaindustry pulling invisible levers to shape our food preferences? I figured a journey into the heart of corporate America’s everything-is-protein movement could help me find out.


  
  



  One of the origins of the modern protein boom can be traced to the period after World War II when industrialized agriculture turbocharged dairy production. This led to an abundance of whey, the liquid by-product of turning milk into cheese. It was often regarded as waste; farmers would feed it to their pigs and cattle or scatter it on the ground as fertilizer, and a lot of it was just dumped into rivers or sewers. By the middle of the 20th century, it became a significant source of water pollution in cheese-making capitals like Vermont and Wisconsin. One cheese plant discarded its excess whey in an abandoned drinking well, and in 1942, the substance had produced enough gas that the pressure blew the well’s cover off.


  According to a sociological history of whey protein by Gavin Weedon and Samantha King, dairy producers and the food industry grew desperate to figure out what to do with the surplus, especially as the 1970s brought a swell of environmental legislation that often made simply dumping it a no-go. That decade, a technological breakthrough arrived in the form of membrane filtration, a technique by which whey proteins could be separated and purified from the liquid while staying soluble (up until then, whey was mostly available as a gritty, water-insoluble powder that nobody really knew what to do with). Early iterations of protein supplements existed — Hollywood nutritionist Rheo Blair is often credited with inventing an early protein powder using milk and egg — but whey came to be seen as the gold standard owing to its “complete” chemical composition, which means it contains all nine essential amino acids.


  All the while, protein’s stock was rising. Arnold Schwarzenegger’s cult 1977 documentary, Pumping Iron, inspired a bodybuilding craze. An enterprising doctor named Robert Atkins had begun publishing books advising a low-carb, high-protein weight-loss regimen, which 30 million Americans would try by the early aughts. Body ideals evolved too. “Since about the 1990s, we’ve seen the popularization of the ‘thin, but toned’ ideal in which women were expected to be skinny yet display a certain amount of muscle tone,” says Julie Brice, a kinesiology professor at California State University, Fullerton. And “the masculine body ideal has become increasingly large and muscular, reflected by movies, television, magazines,” says Jason Nagata, a pediatrician at the University of California, San Francisco. He cites studies that show how, over the past 30 years, boys’ action figures have grown more jacked.


  Prompted by concerns about the climate and animal welfare, the food industry also started making strides in wringing protein from all kinds of plants, like peas, hemp, mung beans, rice, pumpkin seeds, chia seeds, sacha inchi (a star-shaped seed native to parts of the Caribbean and South America), and even algae. As Mahfuzur Rahman, a professor of food science at the University of Arkansas who used to work at Kraft Heinz, puts it, the challenge with isolating protein from plants has historically been its low extraction yield and taste, which skews “beany, grassy, or nutty.” For the first dilemma, Rahman says, enzyme technology has gotten much more effective with plants, allowing manufacturers to pull out more protein without damaging its quality. And according to University of Massachusetts food-science professor David Julian McClements, manufacturers are now using selective breeding and genetic engineering, especially in pea and soy plants, to remove undesired flavor profiles. Kathleen Hefferon, a lecturer at Cornell who also runs a protein company, says that researchers are even finding ways to take the crops associated with protein and breed them to contain more of the macronutrient, and some companies are trying to grow animal proteins in plants. “There’s a company using potatoes to make egg proteins,” Hefferon says. (Despite these biotechnological innovations, fundamental challenges remain. Many plant proteins are not naturally water soluble, one reason some powders still tend to clump. And chalkiness and bitterness haven’t fully gone away, though manufacturers have gotten better at masking them.)


  Food scientists acknowledge that companies wouldn’t have invested so much effort if the hunger for protein hadn’t kept pace. In the wellness-podcast ecosystem, which flourished during the pandemic and post-pandemic years, figures like Andrew Huberman and Peter Attia routinely plug the power of protein for maintaining muscle function and living a long, happy, ambulatory life. Nor is protein still the province of men who know what their resting heart rate is. Prominent doctors like Gabrielle Lyon and Mary Claire Haver, both of whom have large social-media presences, argue that women need to do resistance training and consume much more protein, especially as they enter menopause. That recipe — protein paired with exercise — has also emerged as essential for staving off sarcopenia, or the loss of muscle mass as a result of age and inactivity, which has strong associations with many diseases, including Alzheimer’s and other forms of cognitive decline.


  Recently, the adoption of GLP-1 weight-loss drugs has opened the door for new categories of protein products. The medicine dramatically curbs appetites, and some doctors encourage high-protein diets to prevent the loss of muscle while losing weight. I spoke to Vy Cutting, a former fashion designer at Louis Vuitton based in London who in 2023 founded a line of protein sodas called Feisty. The first batch involved just stirring in some pea-protein powder; it tasted bitter, she says, with notes of burned tire and Tylenol. Since then, she has been approached by Selfridge’s and Whole Foods Market about stocking her sodas, and she recalls talking to someone high up in the beverage industry who told her semaglutides are already reshaping retailers’ decision-making. “He had loads of data from all these big retailers, and he was like, ‘In a few years, they’re going to completely change what they’re buying because Ozempic people are eating less but they’re looking for nutrient-dense food,’” Cutting says. Her own journey into protein began with a brutal knee injury that led her to discover the pleasures of weight lifting, and she thinks anyone can become a protein convert. “I was sitting on the tube recently,” she says, “and I saw this goth eating a protein bar.”


  ***


  In November, I  booked a trip to Minneapolis to visit the General Mills headquarters, a Tony Stark–esque megacampus surrounded by duck ponds, birch-tree groves, and a sculpture garden. It’s here that the company’s engineers and branding experts figure out how to make and market its vast portfolio of products, which includes Chex and Chex Mix, Annie’s Mac & Cheese, Dunkaroos, Yoplait, Cinnamon Toast Crunch, and Old El Paso Taco Shells.


  Doug Martin, General Mills’ chief marketing officer, first saw the protein incursion coming more than a decade ago, when he was working on the General Mills brand Nature Valley. Protein wasn’t yet mainstream, he claimed; in those days, “you had granola bars for families in the grocery aisle and performance bars over by the pharmacy. They were thought of very separately.” Still, Martin said, “something we realized even back then was there are only a few bits of nutrition knowledge that everyone picks up from their mom, and one is, ‘You gotta have some protein.’” In 2012, he helped launch the Nature Valley protein bar, the company’s first. Because the bar was targeted at families, the team wagered that maybe it didn’t need the 20 grams of protein of a bodybuilder’s bar — ten might suffice. In year one, it exceeded expectations, earning $100 million in revenue.


  That bar was a trial balloon demonstrating to the C-suite that protein was moving away from the fringe realm of meatheads and toward the center of the nutrition universe. And breakfast — especially for General Mills — was fertile territory. About a decade ago, the R&D team enlisted thousands of testers, the kinds of fitness enthusiasts who might work out multiple times a week, to give feedback on new products. All of them were looking for more protein, said Nicole Ayers, the business-unit director of General Mills’ “morning foods” division, and the specific number R&D heard again and again was “at least 15 grams per serving,” the equivalent of a protein shake.


  Wheaties, with its history of marketing to athletes and fitness junkies, was a natural candidate to undergo renovation. According to Ayers, about two-thirds of Wheaties consumers were 55-plus, people “who’ve been eating this product for 30 years.” Increasing the protein quantity was also an attempt to reach a younger audience. But multiplying an existing product’s protein content can be tricky. Protein changes the fundamental taste and texture of a cereal flake, and in the case of Wheaties, mimicking the old flake was paramount. The cereal couldn’t stray too far from its original hardness rating, a number on a scale of one to nine assigned by an expert panel of cereal sommeliers (representatives declined to share the hardness rating of Wheaties Protein). Another consideration was “tooth pack,” which refers to how much of the stuff gets stuck in your teeth per bite. Plus there’s the inconvenient fact that cereal undergoes phase changes after sitting in milk.


  Over two years, General Mills went through 40 iterations of Wheaties Protein trying to pump as many grams of protein in each single-cup serving as possible. “Fifteen grams was a threshold, but we really pushed ourselves to hit 20,” said Brandy Edmonds, who heads its “morning foods” R&D. In its first attempt, her team tried to take advantage of the protein the cereal already contained in a concentrated form of wheat called vital wheat gluten. Could more just be added? “There’s a limit to how much we can add that actually tastes good,” Edmonds admitted. We were in one of the company’s test kitchens in a remote corner of the campus. In front of me was a museum-quality arrangement of dozens of little glass containers, each of which held a different version of cereal in the R&D phase. Some flakes were hexagonal lattices to help fight sogginess, some were puffed up with rice, a few were balls.


  When describing the quest for a bowl of Wheaties with 20 grams of protein, Edmonds slipped into fitness-speak. “You’ve got to push to failure,” she said. “You’ve got to find the bounds.” The R&D team then tried combining wheat bran with other proteins, like those from peas or milk. Some of the results were chalky or dry or cardboardlike or brittle to the point of being crushed to dust in the box. Ultimately, the team landed on soy, which has a slightly nuttier flavor and, when baked, didn’t compromise the flake’s texture and stability. (Soy is one of the few plant-based proteins that is considered complete; when using other plant-based proteins, Rahman says, many companies will combine two or three to mimic the amino-acid profile of an animal source.)


  Cheerios presented a different calculus. It’s one of the most popular cereal brands in the country, selling around 260 million boxes a year. And by polling customers, the company learned any changes to the shape or texture would be controversial. “They want their O unadulterated,” Edmonds said. More than for Wheaties, people had a clear sensory expectation for Cheerios and didn’t want a whiff of protein. Because so many children would be eating it, allergens like dairy and soy protein were out. Luckily, Cheerios eaters “were not seeking out double digits; it wasn’t like we had to hit ten or 15,” Edmonds said. Most were happy with a bowl containing the protein equivalent of an egg. The reinvented Cheerios deploys pea protein with cinnamon or strawberry flavoring, perhaps to mask the supplement’s beany taste (the original Cheerios flavor isn’t an option).


  The General Mills team seems to know what I discovered through my own protein journey — that it can often feel laborious to hit one’s macros. No one should have to live on cottage cheese and Greek yogurt alone. Ayers told me about a friend who, in the morning, would eat six or seven eggs, followed by a Clif bar and protein shake for lunch, then chicken breast and broccoli for dinner. Not everybody can or wants to do this, nor could many stomach the monotony. “People still need some convenience,” said Martin. “We’re not all going to go homestead and milk cows. People need packaged food solutions.”


  Still, the company is careful to clarify it wouldn’t officially call Cheerios Protein “high protein” — that label, a representative said, applies to food with 20 percent of the daily value. In 2014, the company launched a different version of Cheerios Protein that included both the original cereal and granola clusters. (Those clusters boosted the protein count; the innovation of the new Cheerios Protein, a spokesperson said, is that all the protein is contained inside the Os.) Four years later, General Mills settled a consumer-watchdog group’s lawsuit alleging misleading marketing: Cheerios Protein, the suit claimed, offered only slightly more protein than the original (the front panel claimed 11 grams, and four of those came from adding milk) but a lot more sugar. As part of the agreement, General Mills conceded to print descriptors like SWEETENED WHOLE GRAIN CORN AND AND OAT CEREAL WITH CRUNCHY ALMOND GRANOLA CLUSTERS AND REAL CINNAMON on the front of the box in a font size at least half as big as the word protein. It also changed the protein quantity on the front of the box to seven grams.


  It’s true that a closer examination of labels at the grocery store suggests the protein trend has also brought some protein inflation. One box of Chickapea “high protein” pasta has two sets of nutrition facts, one for the official two-ounce serving size (13 grams of protein) and one for a larger serving that matches the box’s claims of 24 grams. (Chickapea says the larger serving better reflects the amount people are likely to eat.) BHU Foods protein truffles contain only one gram each (two for the peanut-butter flavor). Protein SZN’s advertised amount (ten grams) corresponds to a serving of two tablespoons, which is an awful lot to sprinkle on anything, let alone a piece of chicken.


  
  



  Back in Brooklyn, while indulging in my daily doomscroll, I came across a category of people who drink chicken-breast smoothies. Rather than subjecting themselves to supplements or powders, they’ll throw some shredded chicken breast into a blender with other smoothie ingredients.


  I was curious. Maybe this concoction could offer a perfect marriage of the unprocessed simplicity of chicken breast with the convenient efficiency of a protein bar. So after picking up a pack of chicken tenderloins at the store and boiling three (150 grams uncooked, about 48 grams of protein), I tore the chunks of flesh into the blender and added a splash of water plus everything I could find in my freezer: the crumbly end of a bag of raspberries, two bananas, some blueberries, a forgotten package of açai. The result looked like a normal berry smoothie and, on first sip, tasted like one. Then the back end arrived, coating my tongue in what I can only describe as a slick film with the viscosity and taste of a can of Campbell’s Chicken Noodle Soup. That’s when I realized my tactical error: Having added all these extra ingredients, I was left with a Venti-size chicken smoothie to finish. I offered some to my wife, who set her cup down barely touched. My son, I knew, would never go near it.


  The recommended dietary allowance, or RDA, of protein has stayed roughly the same since 1941, when the U.S. National Research Council first set these nutrition guides as part of wartime food-relief efforts. “They basically wanted to check how much protein we needed to not go catabolic — in other words, to not break down our own tissue,” says bariatric surgeon and author Garth Davis. In the decades since, the number has hovered around 0.8 to one gram of protein per kilogram of body weight. For a 130-pound woman who doesn’t exercise very often, this would mean consuming at least 47 to 58 grams of protein a day. In the context of an American diet, where a Chipotle bowl can top 50 grams of protein, this is easy work.


  In recent years, though, some researchers have argued that the RDA is out of date, especially for those who are serious trainers or undergoing body recomposition. In 2018, a team of nutrition researchers from McMaster University and other institutions published a paper in The British Journal of Sports Medicine titled “A systematic review, meta-analysis and meta-regression of the effect of protein supplementation on resistance-training-induced gains in muscle mass and strength in healthy adults.” Analyzing data from 49 studies and nearly 1,900 people, all of whom did some resistance training twice a week, the meta-analysis concluded that, for this group, an optimal amount of protein for growing muscle and gaining strength may be as high as 1.6 grams per kilogram (though the benefits seem to taper off after that point). The current RDA “is designed to prevent a protein deficiency in virtually everyone,” says Jorn Trommelen, a professor and researcher who specializes in muscle mass at Maastricht University in the Netherlands. “But preventing deficiencies is not necessarily the ideal value.”


  One of the paper’s co-authors, Brad Schoenfeld, graduate director of the Human Performance and Fitness program at CUNY’s Lehman College, says that at least with regard to body-composition goals, it’s probably better to eat a little more protein than you need, rather than too little. But with long-term health in mind, he warned against allowing protein to displace other necessary macronutrients like fats and carbs. And for those who aren’t regularly strength training, many experts say that loading up on protein is, at best,  pointless. Davis explains it like this: “For the average person not lifting a lot of heavy weights, when they’re drinking all these protein shakes, it’s basically delivering bricks to a building site but not having anyone there building the house, and you’ve just got a whole bunch of bricks building up outside. If you’re not utilizing those bricks, it’s not going to do you any good.”


  In the past, physicians sometimes warned about the relationship between consuming lots of protein and high rates of cancer, diabetes, and cardiovascular kidney disease; now, the medical Establishment suspects these risks may have more to do with meat (for example, the animal fat) than the macro-nutrient itself. “We have even more data now that the source of the protein makes an important difference,” says Walter Willett, professor of epidemiology and nutrition at Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health. Like many in his field, he believes plant protein is superior for longevity and protecting against disease. Still, he cautions, “each of them needs to be evaluated critically because they might not be good if loaded with refined starch and salt.”


  Indeed, the key to making a high-protein diet healthy is the form it comes in. Wild-caught sockeye salmon: good, probably! Individually wrapped protein cinnamon rolls you can buy at Target: maybe not so much. Substantial scientific literature has suggested many kinds of ultraprocessed foods contribute to a host of chronic diseases, largely because they can be high in sugar, salt, refined grains, and saturated fat, and maybe also because of their levels of advanced glycation end products, or AGEs, which form when food is cooked in high dry heat. Injecting these foods with more protein “is like putting lipstick on a pig,” says Michelle Davenport, a nutrition scientist who’s been studying AGEs for over a decade. “Millennials have this idea that we can reverse indoctrinate all these unhealthy habits of snacking,” says Hernández, the food-and-beverage expert. “We’re trying to do right by adding protein to a cereal and then slapping it with premium branding.”


  It’s hard not to see big food’s high-protein makeover as a Band-Aid for a hopeless food system, an easy way to capitalize on people who may have a hard time giving up chips and candy. When I ask Alan Aragon, another of the authors of the 2018 meta-analysis, what he thinks, he considers for a moment “It’s both a money grab and a potential benefit for very specific populations who have trouble getting enough protein in the course of the day,” he says. Older adults especially have a hard time eating enough protein, he points out. This makes me think about my own parents, who are both around 70 and barely eat anything anymore unless it’s takeout or Diet Coke. Almost every time I go home to visit, they’re a step slower, seem a little more tired, and have a fridge full of groceries about to go bad. When I was growing up, our family often defaulted to cheap and convenient fast food like 99 cent tacos from Jack in the Box and fries from Wendy’s — a habit difficult to unlearn. I selfishly wondered what would have happened if I had eaten more stuff with protein in it growing up, especially during puberty. Is my son going to benefit in the long haul from having all these options, even if they’re not perfect?


  Proteinified food is just slightly better junk. Whether you notice the “better” or the “junk” first is a Rorschach test: You see whichever you care about more in the moment. The morning after I flew home from General Mills headquarters, I unpacked my carry-on full of cereals and poured my picky 2-year-old a bowl of the cinnamon-flavored Cheerios Protein. Trying something new at breakfast is always a gamble, as his hunger can set the tone for the rest of the day, but I was feeling wiped and my laziness won.


  “What do you think, dude?” I asked as he sat down at his little stool. “Is it yummy?”


  He ignored me and took a bite. And then, miraculously, another.
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        In the moments before an Army Black Hawk helicopter collided with a passenger jet over the Potomac River on January 29, killing 67, an air-traffic controller at Reagan National Airport repeatedly alerted the helicopter to the presence of the jet. The Black Hawk pilots replied that they had the plane “in sight.” In the audio, there is an eerie, workaday calm to these exchanges. There is no panic; nothing seems amiss except, perhaps, the quickening pace. As the trajectories of the two aircrafts converge, the control tower instructs the helicopter to “pass behind” the jet. Seconds later, you can hear the controllers react to the collision: “Ooh! Oh my — ” The audio cuts out before the word God.


  Since the crash, I’ve been haunted by this transmission: the sudden change from professional placidity to alarm, from control to helplessness. There is pathos in the panic. It’s the sound of people watching a disaster unfold that seconds earlier might have been prevented. We don’t know precisely why this collision happened. Experts have speculated about several factors: failed or faulty collision-alarm systems, night-vision goggles obstructing the pilots’ view, congested airspace, understaffing. What we do know is that a highly complex system of human and mechanical coordination broke down. Once it had, there was little to do but appeal to the Almighty.


  By the next day, President Donald Trump and his allies had settled on a culprit: diversity, equity, and inclusion. As investigators sought basic facts about the accident, Trump, Vice-President J. D. Vance, and Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth blamed, without evidence, Federal Aviation Administration efforts to diversify the workforce. Of Obama’s FAA, Trump said, “They actually came out with a directive: too white.” This tendentious scapegoating was to be expected; it’s one of the unpleasant features of our era that we can often anticipate Trump’s logic, our minds infected by his dumb-fuck cruelty. But the brazenness was impressive. And through it, the administration pioneered a ready-made excuse for anything that goes horribly wrong under Trump’s watch. As bodies were pulled from the Potomac, as families grieved, the president shifted responsibility to minorities, women, and people with disabilities — all presumed to be incompetent.


  In reality, both the crash and the White House’s excuse-making were instructive premonitions of disasters ahead. As Trump and his unelected billionaire benefactor Elon Musk take a sledgehammer to the federal bureaucracy, they’re operating on two key principles, tied together to maximize impunity: scapegoating and speed. It’s an approach that goes hand in hand with Steve Bannon’s old strategy for overwhelming the opposition: “flooding the zone.”


  First, there is the calculated ideological sleight of hand. They will use DEI as an excuse to hollow out government capacity, then blame DEI for the fallout. It’s a plutocrat’s protection racket. Having already effectively shuttered usaid — Musk called it a “viper’s nest of radical-left marxists who hate America” — Musk and Trump have turned their sights on the Department of Education, putting dozens of employees on administrative leave, citing DEI (although only a fraction of them are actually involved in diversity initiatives), and directing the department’s civil-rights office to prioritize antisemitism investigations over those into other forms of discrimination. The White House is reportedly considering an executive order to shut down the DOE altogether.


  At the same time, and in every respect, the first weeks of Trump’s second term have been premised on velocity. The White House has taken a “Gatling gun approach to governance,” the New York Times reported. Executive orders and firings of top-level bureaucrats have come in the dozens at the DOJ, the FBI, the National Labor Relations Board, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, and more. Musk — an unaccountable, anti-government radical — has been loosed into the bureaucratic works to root out “woke” ideology and inefficiencies, commandeering, with the help of a cadre of sleepless tech nerds, the Office of Personnel Management, gaining access to the Treasury’s vital payment system, and attempting to unilaterally defund disfavored federal programs, essentially usurping Congress’s power of the purse. Many of these efforts will face legal challenges. Whether the Supreme Court’s conservative majority will ratify Trump’s power grab is an open question; whether Trump would abide by an adverse ruling is another.


  Musk’s role here is, as the Silicon Valley adage goes, to “move fast and break things.” He sees the government as a sclerotic and inefficient instrument, fettered by regulation and ideology. But in many government systems — including the Treasury payment system recently seized by Musk’s team of peach-fuzz prefects — inefficiency is a feature, not a bug. Nathan Tankus, an expert on the government’s fiscal plumbing, told The American Prospect that his “central terror” in regard to Musk is that he will look at “the redundancies which are the premise of mission-critical IT systems … and say look at this inefficiency.” In matters of state, inefficiency is the price we pay for consistency, for fail-safes and predictability. If the Treasury system goes haywire because one of Musk’s whiz kids messes with the code, we could see Social Security and disability checks interrupted, veterans deprived of health care, kids going hungry. We saw a preview of this sort of crisis on January 27, when an Office of Management and Budget memo (later rescinded) froze federal grant payments across the government, causing health-care officials to lose access to the Medicaid portal. The administration may or may not have intended this outcome, but a larger and longer malfunction, whether mistaken or engineered, could cost lives.


  The Silicon Valley mind-set is also perilous for personnel policy. For tech leaders, people themselves are an impediment, an anachronism holding back our machine-led future. (If the overeducated middle strata can’t be disabused of their progressive notions, they can at least be replaced by AI.) But firing or forcing retirement on large portions of the federal workforce and waiting to see which systems falter in the breach — as Musk did when he took over Twitter — is not a risk the government can afford. You can’t rip the wiring out of the walls to map the circuitry. For many parts of the bureaucracy, including those that could use renovation, the mantra is the opposite of Silicon Valley’s: Move slowly and try not to break anything because human lives hang in the balance. According to an internal FAA report, staffing at Reagan’s air-traffic-control tower the night of the collision was “not normal for the time of day and volume of traffic.” Per the Times, a single controller was handling an amount of work usually assigned to two. This is effectively the future Trump and Musk want. It is one in which many good people would be made to witness terrible, preventable catastrophes — while resorting to God’s mercy alone.


  If and when this happens, DEI will once again be the alibi and then, again, the motive: a way to divert blame and an excuse for further sabotage. One wonders how long the public will abide this two-step. It’s a cliché that Trump cares less about governance than about its performance. For many of his supporters, he offers libidinal satisfactions in place of tangible rewards, and that’s enough. He floats free of reality, buoyed by vibes, with material consequences and politics bewilderingly delinked. The eggs may not be cheaper, but they taste better with a side of Schadenfreude.


  The result is that Trump’s sinister maneuvers can seem simultaneously more and less significant than they are; one feels silly for panicking and complacent for assuming the worst won’t happen. But the rubber has not lost all contact with the road. Musk’s campaign against the bureaucracy will have concrete effects on the capacity of the government to do its job, and he knows it. That’s why he, the richest man in the world, has asked Americans to expect “temporary hardship.” Real things do happen. Planes can fall from the sky. The government is a perpetual disappointment machine, except when it’s something worse.
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        On a beach in Santa Barbara, the former reality-TV star Spencer Pratt is sipping a skinny margarita and recounting how he and his wife, fellow reality veteran Heidi Montag, lost everything. His son Gunner’s art, Montag’s collection of Hermès espresso cups. His own collection of crystals. His hummingbird sanctuary. His chargers. His gym equipment. The giant Martin Schoeller portraits of Pratt and Montag that once hung in their living room. All a pile of toxic ash, destroyed in the Palisades firestorm.


  “It was so scary,” Pratt says over FaceTime, wearing a PALISADES STRONG hat and a TORTURED POETS DEPARTMENT sweatshirt, of the day the fires broke out. On the morning of January 7, Montag evacuated with their children from their house in the hillside down to Pratt’s parents’ house on the bluffs. Pratt’s father, a dentist, drove up to help him fight the fire. “My dad wouldn’t leave. I was just yelling at him. I had to grab him and literally, physically, put him in the car and then drive him away,” Pratt says, leaning back in his lounge chair. Later, he caught his father on security cameras sneaking back to try to put the fire out again.


  Even as the fires were still burning, Pratt posted a series of videos of himself watching them come closer and closer. In the days after, Pratt and Montag were nearly the first celebrities to publicly confirm they had lost their home. Now, as it was with Tom Hanks and COVID, Pratt has the dubious distinction of being the famous face of a disaster. And he’s working it: “I’m the thirstiest, hungriest person in the game,” he says.


  Before the fires, the couple known as “Speidi” were survivors of the aughts reality heyday. They had starred on MTV’s The Hills, where they acted as press-hungry villains and amplified their notoriety with sideshow antics in the tabloids. The pair did whatever they could to hang on to what infamy they had, no matter how strange or desperate. In 2009, Montag underwent ten plastic surgeries in a single day. Pratt called the paparazzi on himself, then posed with a prop shotgun in a PALIN FOR VP T-shirt. A few years later, they reintroduced themselves as reality-TV whistleblowers, lamenting in interviews The Hills’s manipulative producers and the toll the surgeries took on Montag’s health. In 2018, they went back to MTV for a Hills reboot; it lasted only two seasons. They had their sons, Gunner and Ryker, and started their online business, Pratt Daddy Crystals.


  Eventually, they scraped and selfied their way into buying a home on one of the most beautiful stretches of California coastline in Pratt’s hometown of Pacific Palisades. The split-level house, which they bought for around $2 million, had made the past 15 years of trolling worth it. “That house was our stock; it was our bitcoin,” Pratt says. “Every dollar we’ve hustled for in the last nine years. The Hills reboot, anything that makes money on any social media, we put into this house. We kept saying one day our sons will have this and the property alone will be worth $15 million.” They didn’t live extravagantly, Pratt says. Instead, they nested, relaxed. They built out an office with their Us Weekly covers and Montag’s Playboy spread framed on the wall. Pratt tended to his hummingbird sanctuary on the terrace. “We traveled once a year to Heidi’s parents in Colorado. We went out one night a week to Rustic Canyon in Santa Monica. Yes, we spent too much money on Erewhon. But it all went into the house. I think a lot of people never got behind us because they thought we were these annoying rich people. They didn’t get that we were doing all these annoying things just so we could keep getting organic eggs and paying taxes in L.A.”


  So after it burned, Pratt did what he does best: He hustled. One of Pratt and Montag’s biggest regrets from their time on The Hills was sinking $2 million into an ill-fated pop album for Montag called Superficial. In the days after the Palisades fire, Pratt thought, “Why can’t these songs that we spent all of our money on during The Hills not have their flowers right now?” The pair began incessantly asking supporters to stream Montag’s single “I’ll Do It.” Flavor Flav posted a video of himself listening to it. Then Diplo. Then Paris Hilton. Within two weeks, Montag had the No. 2 dance album in the U.S.; she eventually outsold Ringo Starr. Public opinion of the couple turned so swiftly that Bravo executive Andy Cohen issued a grave apology for calling Montag “trash” in 2011.


  “You can’t call it a resurgence,” Pratt says of Montag’s sudden rise, sun glinting off the purple ametrine crystal hanging around his neck, the only one he saved. “This is her breakout.” Now that he’s his wife’s maniacal pseudo-manager, Pratt’s phone is blowing up. “I’m saying ‘yes’ to everything,” he tells me. “Yes” to a Pitbull remix. “Yes” to a box of free tequila from Don Julio’s grandson. “Yes” to a weekend in a five-star hotel paid for by a friend he made on TikTok, which is where he’s calling from right now. (He and Montag are otherwise subletting a place in Santa Barbara.) He films himself 5,000 times a day (his own estimate) talking about Montag’s music and the fires, taking breaks to repost fan videos and call his insurance company. He also couldn’t help getting into a few beefs in the press reminiscent of his Hills era: In just a few weeks, he’s called out Alex Cooper for allegedly declining to post Montag’s song, refused Cohen’s apology on Montag’s behalf (they’ll accept only a “personal” one), and claimed Taylor Swift left him on read. (All of the drama has been churning through Speidi’s old haunts: Us Weekly, E!, Perez Hilton.) He and Montag have also filed a lawsuit against the City of Los Angeles and the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power, saying the fire was avoidable with better prevention.


  “Heidi is spending way more time living in the reality of having nothing, losing everything, having to start at zero again. So she doesn’t even think of herself as a global pop star. And I keep on wanting to shake her like, ‘Honey, you’re No. 1 in 15 countries,’” Pratt says. He’s having an easier time adjusting to what he sees as a cruel twist of fate: This tragedy has brought them to a level of fame he never thought, but always hoped, they might achieve. “It’s just this horribly amazing great time,” he says, shaking his head. “I’m just the happiest I’ve ever been in my life and the most upset.” Pratt estimates the pair may have made $150,000 so far from Montag’s music; still, he thinks he’ll need at least $5 million to rebuild in the Palisades. Then he’ll need millions more for his parents, whose house also burned down.


  “That’s why my energy’s like, Get so rich that I can just come in and do what I gotta do to bring my world back,” he says, talking faster. He wants to help reconstruct the whole Palisades. “I would love to rebuild Gerry Blanck’s Martial Arts Center that’s been there for 43 years. It burned down. Rosie Nails that’s been there for 41 years. Mila Skin Care, 34 years. Heidi’s like, ‘Oh my God, you’re trying to buy this town?’ I’m like, ‘No, I want to help these people rebuild,’” he says. “‘So I can get my nails done. And get my town back.’”
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          Escaping Trump’s First Days

            Traveling in Colombia, I realized I couldn’t outrun the new regime.

            

            
            
            By 
        Torrey Peters,
          Torrey Peters is the author of the novel ‘Detransition, Baby’ 
          
      


              
          

        

      

    

      
          
                 
          

              

        
            Torrey Peters in Mayapo, Colombia, in January.
          Photo: Courtesy of the subject
        

  

  
    
      
        During the pandemic, I bought an apartment in Colombia. Since then, I’ve been spending winter and spring there, working toward my Colombian residency, building a potential escape from the U.S. that I hope I will never need. I don’t have any previous ties to Colombia, no clear reason to choose this country, except that I feel weirdly at home; it feels like visiting America’s distant future, a beautiful country torn apart by a century of failed politics. In Colombia now is the peace after our coming civil war.


  To avoid the news at the start of the second Trump administration, I decided to ride a small motorcycle east along the Caribbean coast to La Guajira, a desert on the border of Venezuela. I was scared to do it — people kept telling me I shouldn’t ride alone as a woman there: Robberies were frequent on the road past Riohacha. At a gas station, I waited until a convoy of trucks came by and I merged my motorcycle to ride the desert road among them, à la Mad Max. No one tried to rob me — because of the trucks or perhaps because the road is not so dangerous after all.


  In Mayapo, I met a group of kite-surfers, a mix of Wayuu Indigenous people, Venezuelans, and French. They could really put on a show, launching themselves three or four stories above the waves. Even far from the beach, over the metal roofs of the squat buildings between the road and the shore, I’d glimpse the parabola that their bodies sketched across the horizon.


  On my fourth morning in Mayapo, I woke up and left without announcing my departure. That afternoon I got a text from one of the French women asking why I hadn’t said good-bye. I didn’t respond because I was driving. Then came a second text in which she asked, seemingly only half-joking, if I was CIA. I didn’t get it until I saw the news: Gustavo Petro, the Colombian president, had denied landing permission to two American military planes filled with shackled Colombian migrants rounded up in the first days of the new Trump regime. In retaliation, Trump had declared exorbitant tariffs on the country and instituted a travel ban and visa freeze for Colombians. The timing of my departure had raised suspicions among the surfers. Strange that an American with no particular reason to be in Colombia should hurry off right before a major diplomatic incident.


  For the record: I’m not CIA, just trans. I left because I got tired of hanging around with cis straight people, tired of hearing the surfers call each other “faggot” while I got texts from friends about how Trump had signed an executive order that would deny trans people our passports. (In the coming days, more texts would follow: how he had effectively outlawed youth trans care; how his order named trans-affirming surgeries as “mutilations”; how we had been de facto banned from federal bathrooms.) I’d been stopped by police many times along the road to La Guajira; it was dotted with checkpoints. At the beach, I thought about how many times I’d shown them my passport — marked for ten years with an F — which will be taken away from me when I renew it next year. I thought about what it’ll be like to travel that same stretch with an M beside my feminine name. Meanwhile, all around me, the Venezuelan guys called each other maricón and laughed.


  But then it’s not like I could complain. Why were those guys in Colombia anyway? Because my country had fucked up theirs, so they had crossed the border to work as instructors and carpenters at French-owned kite-surfing camps. And then I show up to decree which words they can use with each other? No, better to just leave.


  That’s been the funny thing about my position: Even French people could think I am CIA. To have been these past few years a white American trans woman with some money and renown was to have been a member of an oppressed class — but only sort of. In Mayapo, my personal grievances were what? A future passport I won’t like and objections to the word faggot, which wasn’t even said to me?


  Yet I am alienated. So alienated that it can feel better to be in another country inexplicably because it makes explicable my alienation from the culture around me. I can point and say, “Yes, that’s why I feel this way” and then get on with things. To feel so alienated in the culture of my birth suffocates differently.


  On the dusty trip back west into where the Sierra Nevadas rise from the Caribbean, I again showed the police my passport at the checkpoints. They manned the roadblocks in pairs, lounging under tarps hung for shade; young and bored, their faces shiny with sweat.


  I wonder whether they cared about the F on my passport, whether they will even notice when it becomes an M. When had I begun to care? Early in my transition, I had resigned myself to forever having an M on all government documents. That had been the way of things. I didn’t care for the government’s take on my gender, and the government didn’t care for mine. When I finally did get an F, I did it not because I wanted that gender marker so badly but because Hillary Clinton, during her stint as secretary of State, had made it so simple for me to do that it seemed irresponsible not to. It was only once I had that government-sanctioned F that the F became important to me. Somehow, I betrayed myself: Having approval from the government allowed me to believe in that approval, to find a sense of safety in it, so that now, when it is being taken away, the loss hurts and I am resentful and afraid. No wonder I pass for CIA: a true believer in my country’s say-so, eager for a hug from the State Department.


  By the last police checkpoint, I began to consider whether anything taken from me so easily was ever mine in the first place. Whether one should pragmatically navigate bureaucratic documentation for reasons of safety but refuse to believe in it — whether denied or, especially, when granted. My state of being, or anyone else’s, isn’t really a question of what’s in the little blue book. It’s everything outside it: the nations and genders of birth that seek to follow wherever we go. I had planned an escape, but there is no escape — except for what we reject in our minds and create with one another.


  Within 12 hours of my ride into Santa Marta, Petro had backed down to Trump. The detained migrants were sent back to Colombia. In the Colombian newspapers, some officials argued that Petro never had the right to deny migrants entry into their home country, even if they arrived on American military planes and in shackles. They were documented citizens of Colombia, after all. Some of them, I imagine, have passports.
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          The Very Best Mattresses, As Tested by Our Editors

            We slept on each of these for at least a week.
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            By 
        Amelia Jerden,
          the Strategist’s sleep writer, covering mattresses, pillows, and more. 
          She has been writing about sleep products since 2021, previously as a staff writer for Sleepopolis.
      


              
          

        

      

          
    

      
          
                 
          

              

        
            Best of the boxed mattresses — and beyond.
          Photo: Vivie Behrens and Jacob Moscovitch
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  Shopping for a new mattress can feel daunting because there are so many factors to consider, including your sleeping position, whether you run hot or cold, your firmness and materials preferences, and your budget. The sheer number of options is overwhelming, especially if you’re not totally sure what you’re looking for: Do you want an all-foam mattress or a hybrid mattress? Do you prefer the feel of memory foam or latex? And often, the “perfect” mattress for you only becomes obvious once you’ve actually slept on it. So to help make sense of it all and find the best mattresses in a never-ending sea of them, our staff has been testing them ourselves and making note of how it feels to actually sleep on them in real life.


  Since 2018, our team has tested around 40 mattresses, and we’re constantly adding new models to our testing queue. Senior editor Jen Trolio and I spend hours in the weeds of mattress research to match each new tester with a mattress they might actually purchase for themselves. We start by asking a lot of prying questions about how they sleep, what they like and don’t like about their current mattress, and whether they share a bed with any partners or pets. We ask each tester to try the mattress in their own home, and sleep on it with their own bedding, for at least a week — though most testers usually spend a month or longer. Then we grill them about what they like and don’t like, how soft or firm the mattress feels, whether they’re sleeping any hotter or cooler than normal, and so on.


  A couple other things to note: Unless stated otherwise, the starting prices we’ve listed are for queen-size mattresses. If you know which type of mattress you want, you can click any of the links in the table of contents to jump ahead. We’ll continually test more mattresses and update this post to reflect new additions or mattresses that have fallen from grace, but for now, here are our thoughts on the best mattresses we’ve tried to date.


  Update on February 13, 2025: Updated prices and checked stock for all products.
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      For decades, most mattresses were filled with interlocking hourglass-shaped springs, also known as Bonnell coils, that were designed for uniform support across the surface of the mattress, then topped with batting for comfort. Because the springs were all connected, there was a lot of bounciness and motion transfer, and they weren’t especially good for pressure relief. It wasn’t until the 1990s, when Tempur-Pedic first made a mattress using NASA-designed viscoelastic polyurethane foam, a.k.a. memory foam, that there were any big shifts in how mattresses are built.


  Today, there is a lot more variety in the mattress landscape. All-foam mattresses abound, as do hybrid mattresses that combine foam and springs. Traditional innerspring constructions have greatly evolved, replacing interlocking springs with “pocketed” steel coils that are individually encased in fabric and can move independently of one another. These pocketed coils are the most common type of springs used in hybrid mattresses, too; the result is better motion isolation, pressure relief, and overall support. Latex and latex hybrid mattresses (which actually had a brief moment in the mid-century before falling out of fashion in the 1970s) have surged in popularity, both for latex’s bouncy, cooling feel, and its eco-friendliness relative to polyurethane foam.


  All-foam mattresses often let you sink in a bit more and contour around your body, though foam can vary quite a bit in how soft or firm it is. Foam can also range in quality and durability — look for high-density foams for the most long-lasting material. Hybrid mattresses that layer foam on top of pocketed coils tend to offer more support, thanks to the sturdy coils. But hybrids can also vary a lot in how soft or firm they feel, depending on the thickness, type, and density of the top foam layers, also called “comfort layers.” Some “zoned” mattresses also have extra lumbar support in the form of strategically placed high-gauge coils across the center of the mattress, or pillow tops, which are basically mattress toppers sewn to the top of the bed (you can think of them as essentially another comfort layer).


  We’ve described the construction of each mattress below, and our testers took note of how enveloped or supported they felt; whether a mattress caused them to sleep warmer or cooler than usual; and, in cases of shared sleeping arrangements, whether they could feel partners or pets moving around.
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      Often, manufacturers rate their mattresses on a firmness scale from one to ten, but the way you sleep will have an impact on the type of mattress you find most comfortable and how you experience its firmness. Side sleepers, for example, need pressure relief on their hips and shoulders, along with a mattress that supports the alignment of the spine, shoulders, and pelvis. Back sleepers will do better with a firmer mattress, which helps support the spine, and stomach sleepers often prefer softer mattresses that cradle their body but are not so soft that they sink in too deep.
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      This is arguably the most important factor to consider when buying a mattress, but it’s the hardest to quantify. Some of our writers and editors used sleep trackers or sleep-tracking apps to study their sleep quality. Others have anecdotal evidence, like waking up without an alarm or with less back pain, or never sweating through their sheets.
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            Saatva Classic Mattress - Queen
          
        

          
            
  
  $2,099
  

          

      

    
        Mattress type: Innerspring | Firmness: Plush soft, luxury firm, or firm | Height: 11.5 or 14.5 inches | Sizes: Twin, twin XL, full, queen, king, California king, split king, split California king | Trial period: 365 days | Warranty: Lifetime | Shipping: Free white-glove delivery to 48 states and free mattress removal | Returns: $99 processing fee for returns and exchanges during the trial period


    


    
      
  
    
        
  
  $2,099
  

 at Saatva
    

    Buy

  


    

  


   
  
 

    






  TL;DR: This mattress is good for just about anyone. Saatva’s combo of two types of springs, three firmness options, and a Euro top ensures excellent support and comfort. Durable materials and quality construction, plus a great warranty and included white-glove delivery, sweeten the deal to make the Saatva our No. 1 pick.


  Who tested it: Amelia Jerden, the Strategist’s sleep writer, and Simone Kitchens, Strategist senior editor. Jerden is a back and side sleeper who prefers a softer mattress, and she has tested over 50 mattresses in her career. Kitchens is a back-to-side sleeper who frequently deals with back pain. Kitchens also edits the Strategist’s bedding coverage and is our resident firm-mattress connoisseur — she has tested four of the firm mattresses featured in this post.
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      Sturdy back support: When Kitchens tested the Saatva Classic mattress (first in Luxury Firm, and later in Firm), she was on a quest to find a mattress to support her sore back. What she liked most was the support it offered, which she says kept her lower back from collapsing in and kept her spine in alignment. When I retested the Saatva a few years later, I had a similar experience. This mattress is largely made of sturdy coils, so it isn’t especially sinky, and I felt very lifted up. Though there isn’t an entire foam layer, the Saatva does have a memory-foam lumbar support — a strip of foam that runs horizontally across the middle of the mattress — which provides some lower-back relief. I also tested the Luxury Firm version, which is the middle firmness option. While it was firmer than my normal preference, I came to really appreciate the strong but still gentle support.


  Easy to change sleeping positions: The Saatva Classic is very easy to move around on. The coil-heavy construction means it won’t conform around you the way memory foam would, so you’ll feel more “on top” of it and you’ll never get that sunken, stuck feeling.


  Comfortable for all sorts of sleepers: Because there are three firmness levels to choose from (Plush Soft, Luxury Firm, or Firm), the Saatva Classic can work for just about everyone. The Luxury Firm model I tested should appeal to most people. Side sleepers who want some additional pressure relief should go for the Plush Soft model, while back or stomach sleepers who want an even firmer option should pick the Firm model. Both Kitchens and I really liked sleeping on the Saatva, even though we have different sleep styles and preferences.
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      Noticeable motion transfer: The bounciness from the coils can lead to more noticeable motion transfer than you’d feel on a mattress with thicker layers of foam.


  Minimal pressure relief: The Luxury Firm Saatva Classic that I tested was slightly too firm for me while side sleeping. There isn’t much padding above the coils, so I felt my shoulder getting jammed up a bit. However, Kitchens found the Luxury Firm model extremely comfortable for side sleeping, so personal preference will definitely come into play. I think the Plush Soft model may have offered better pressure relief for me, as well as those like me who have more sensitive joints.


  Pillow top gives the bed a tufted top: Kitchens didn’t love the tufted top layer, as she prefers a smoother sleep surface.
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      Construction: The Saatva has three main layers — two layers of springs plus a Euro-top cover. The bottom layer is made of interlocking steel coils (typical for an innerspring mattress), and the second layer features pocketed coils, which are individually wrapped in fabric and compress independently from one another. This double-stacked coil construction is what makes the Saatva both sturdy and bouncy. Wrapped around the perimeter of both coil sections is a border of high-density foam, which gives the mattress extremely strong edge support. An organic-cotton Euro top covers the coils, with a narrow strip of memory foam under the center of the cover, to provide extra lumbar support. This construction — coils on coils with a touch of foam for the lower back — makes the Saatva one of our favorite mattresses for back pain, too.


  Firmness and support: There are three firmness levels to choose from. The Luxury Firm is the middle option, closest to the versatile “medium-firm” feel that most people will find comfortable. The Plush Soft offers a slightly more cushioning that may be preferable for side sleepers or lighter-weight people (who won’t sink into their mattress as much). The Firm will have the least sinkage and the most resistance, keeping you the most “on top” of the bed.


  




  
    
      
          
            
            
            
            
            
                  [image: A hand pressing into the corner of the Saatva Classic mattress.] 
          

      

      
    

    
      
      Photo: Amelia Jerden
    






  
  
    Best (less expensive) mattress






  


  
      
              [image: Zinus Ultra Cooling Green Tea (Hybrid) - Queen] 
      
              
                [image: Very Good Deal]
              

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Zinus Ultra Cooling Green Tea (Hybrid) - Queen
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  $699
  

          

      

    
        Mattress type: Hybrid | Firmness: Medium | Height: 12 inches | Sizes: Full, queen, king | Trial period: 100 days | Warranty: 10 years | Shipping: Free to 48 states and Washington, D.C.
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  TL;DR: If you want a little bit of cushioning, a little bit of support, and you don’t want to spend a lot of money, this hybrid mattress is a good bet for many types of sleepers.


  Who tested it: Amelia Jerden, the Strategist’s sleep writer, who has tested over 50 mattresses in her career. Jerden is a back and side sleeper who prefers a softer mattress.
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      Middle-ground firmness: I’d call this mattress a “true medium” — a little softer and cushier than the mattress-industry standard of medium-firm. As someone who likes a lot of padding and pressure relief, this slightly-soft feel was really comfortable for me.


  Good for back and side sleepers: I felt well supported on my back with a touch of low-back cushioning from the soft foams. I like when a mattress’s upper layers can “fill in” the gap between my lower back and the mattress, as my back has a bit of a natural arch to it — I have to actively engage my core muscles, Pilates style, to lay my back flat against a hard surface, so I appreciated how this mattress adapted to me. And on my side, I usually didn’t feel too much pressure on my shoulder.


  Hybrid construction strikes a nice balance between cushion and support: The springs give the bed some support structure, keep it from feeling overly doughy, and add a bit of bounce. After about two weeks of sleeping on the mattress, I still found it really comfortable. I think it’s a great choice for people who want a hybrid mattress at a very affordable price.
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      Could use a little more pressure relief: On my side, I occasionally felt my shoulder jamming up (a common issue for me on a too-firm mattress). For someone with sensitive joints, or who routinely sleeps on their side, it may not offer enough pressure relief.


  Lackluster edge support: When I sit on the edge of the mattress, I easily start to slip off.


  




  
  
    
      
        
           Construction and firmness
          
            
              

              

            

          

        

      

    

  

  
      Construction: The Ultra Cooling Green Tea Hybrid is the most luxurious and expensive bed that Zinus offers, but it is still incredibly affordable compared to most other mattresses on the market. The mattress is 12 inches tall with two inches of gel-infused memory foam, a half-inch of memory foam, and a layer of individually wrapped coils that Zinus says are sorted into seven distinct zones to provide different levels of cushioning and support for different parts of your body. The coils are reinforced around the perimeter of the mattress for a bit of extra edge support, and the mattress has a polyester-knit cover.


  Firmness and support: Zinus doesn’t specify the mattress’s firmness but recommends it for combination sleepers and says it will provide “customized support” to relieve aches and pains. I’d personally rank it between five and six on a firmness scale of one to ten where one is soft and ten is firm.
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            Zinus Original Green Tea Memory-Foam Mattress - Queen
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  $269
  

          

      

    
        Mattress type: All foam | Firmness: Firm | Height: 12 inches | Sizes: Twin, full, queen, king | Trial period: 100 days | Warranty: 10 years | Shipping: Free to 48 states and Washington, D.C.
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  TL;DR: An ultra-affordable, all-foam mattress that will get the job done as long as you like a firmer feel.


  Who tested it: Amelia Jerden, the Strategist’s sleep writer, who has tested over 50 mattresses in her career. Jerden is a back and side sleeper who prefers a softer mattress.
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      Comfortably firm (for firm mattress lovers): As a fan of softer mattresses, this Zinus Original Green Tea mattress was not a great fit for me (more on that below). However, my partner actually loved the Original Green Tea; he even said he felt less neck pain, and as if his spine were more neutrally aligned, after we switched to this bed. He is a textbook combination sleeper and reported feeling comfortable in all three main sleeping positions, including on his side. For those who like a firmer feel, this mattress is a really good value.


  Affordable price: It’s not especially easy to find a decent queen-size mattress for under $500, making this a good choice for those on a tight budget.
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      Too firm for some side sleepers: Prior to testing this mattress, I had been sleeping on an ultracushy memory-foam mattress, so lying down on the firmer Zinus was quite a change, as it doesn’t have much give. However, it’s not as firm as some other superfirm beds I’ve tried, such as the Plank (which my colleague Simone Kitchens has reviewed below). After a couple of weeks on the Original Green Tea, I started to feel more comfortable when lying on my back, but it still felt too firm for side sleeping — my shoulder felt jammed.


  Lower-quality construction: The materials of the Original Green Tea also feel a little cheap to me, so I suspect this bed may not be super-durable in the long run, but if you’re looking to save money, it’s a solid option.
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      Construction: The least expensive mattress Zinus offers, the Original Green Tea is ten inches tall and made of three layers of CertiPUR-U.S.-certified foams. According to the federal-law tag, the ratio is about 80 percent polyurethane foam (for the base) to 20 percent memory foam (for the comfort layer). Zinus says its foam is infused with green tea for use as an antioxidant to “maintain freshness.” The mattress is covered with a polyester-knit cover that Zinus says should not be removed and is not washable, though I did notice mine had a zipper on the bottom of the cover.


  Firmness and support: Zinus advertises its Original Green Tea mattress as soft and pressure-relieving, but I disagree — I think it’s pretty firm, and the foam didn’t conform around my body very much. Compared to the brand’s Ultra Cooling Green Tea Hybrid above, I’d rank it as a 7.5 on a firmness scale of one to ten where one is soft and ten is firm.
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            Leesa Original Mattress - Queen
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  $909
  

          

      

    
        Mattress type: All foam | Firmness: Medium | Height: Ten inches | Sizes: Twin, twin XL, full, queen, king, California king | Trial period: 100 days | Warranty: 10 years | Shipping: Free; white-glove delivery and old mattress removal starting at $159
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  TL;DR: This is a good mattress for anyone who doesn’t want to overthink it, with substantial pressure relief that suits all types of sleepers.


  Who tested it: Maxine Builder, former Strategist editor. She’s a stomach sleeper who prefers a plush mattress.
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      Plush, but not sinky: I used a sleep tracker for five nights while testing this mattress, and according to the data, I fell into a deep sleep quickly and stayed there every night. The mattress felt soft and plush, but I never sank down into it.


  Excellent pressure relief: My husband, who is so enamored with sleeping on hard surfaces that he sometimes naps on a yoga mat on our hardwood floor, raved about the pressure relief and comfort he felt from the foam filling in the small of his back while he slept.
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      Construction: Leesa is one of the OG mattress-in-a-box companies — it’s been selling an all-foam mattress since 2014. In 2018, Leesa reformulated its basic mattress for the first time, replacing its top layer of trademarked Avena foam, a latex alternative, with a layer of what the brand calls “LSA200 foam technology.” Beneath this so-called comfort layer is a layer of memory foam, followed by a support layer.


  Firmness and support: According to Jamie Diamonstein, one of Leesa’s co-founders, the comfort layer has improved “pushback,” meaning it better fills in the gaps around your body when you lie down. “The goal was to enhance the pressure relief of the body through this technology,” he says. “We’ve created a foam that responds to the shape and the sleeping position of your body, then it pushes back and balances your body out.”
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        Mattress type: All-foam | Firmness: Medium-firm | Height: 12 inches | Sizes: Twin, twin XL, full, queen, king, California king, split king | Trial period: 365 days | Warranty: Lifetime | Shipping: Free shipping to 48 states; $250 shipping to Alaska and Hawaii; white-glove delivery and old-mattress removal for $199 in most states
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  TL;DR: Get all of the benefits of memory foam — including motion isolation and meaningful support — without overheating.


  Who tested it: Casey Lewis, former Strategist senior editor and stomach-to-side sleeper, who runs hot.
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      Just-right level of “sink”: At first, the Nectar seemed almost too firm to the touch. When I plopped down on a corner, it had nearly no bounce at all. But when I curled up to go to sleep, it was surprisingly enveloping. The mattress has just the right amount of give, in that it’s comfortable for me to move around on, but I don’t feel anyone (or anything) else moving around.


  Low motion transfer: For the first time ever, I didn’t wake up every time my dog flopped or fidgeted throughout the night.


  Stays cool: My worries about the memory foam making me overheat never came to fruition. Apparently, the mattress’s cooling gel, which honestly sounded a little dubious to me, really does work. While I still woke up with stress dreams, I never once woke up with sweat-soaked sheets.
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      Not very bouncy: If you do like some bounce to your bed, this one is a bit lacking in that department.
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      Construction: The Nectar Memory-Foam Mattress is an all-foam bed with a quilted cover on top of layers of “gel-infused” memory foam, support memory foam, and high-density poly foam.


  Firmness and support: Because of all that foam, I found the Nectar to be quite firm. The company rates it as a “just-right” 6.5 on a scale of one to ten, where one is soft and ten is firm.
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        Mattress type: All-foam | Firmness: Medium-firm | Height: 9.5 inches | Sizes: Twin, twin XL, full, queen, king, California king | Trial period: 100 days | Warranty: 10 years | Shipping: Free shipping to 48 states; $200 shipping to Alaska and Hawaii
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  TL;DR: Another affordable crowd-pleaser for anyone who’s happy with all-foam construction.


  Who tested it: Lauren Ro, Strategist writer and a back-to-side sleeper, who prefers a firm mattress. Ro also covers bedding for the Strategist, so she knows a thing or two about sleeping comfortably.
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      Balance of softness and responsiveness: Right off the bat, the mattress felt substantial. The textured-fabric cover felt plush to the touch, and when I pressed my open hand down on the mattress, it bounced back with a friendly rebound. Lying on the Tuft & Needle for the first time, I immediately felt embraced.


  Works for multiple sleeping positions: Sleeping on my back, I felt supported and cocooned at the same time, and when I turned to my side, the transition felt natural. Tuft & Needle describes its in-house Adaptive Foam as soft and comfy while still being bouncy and supportive, and I completely agree. My husband really likes it, and he’s a back and stomach sleeper whose temperature runs a little hotter than mine.
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      Preferred a firmer feel: Ultimately I decided to get a firmer mattress with springs, but I’ve kept the Tuft & Needle Original in my guest room for a few years now. In that time, we had a friend who stayed with us for several months report that it was very comfortable, and had other guests who’ve slept on it ask what mattress it is. Still, for me it is too soft and squishy to sleep on every night.
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      Construction: Tuft & Needle offers three mattresses: the Essential Original foam mattress; the Mint, an upgraded version of the original; and the Mint Hybrid, which has both foam and springs. The Original has just two layers of material: a seven-inch support layer of dense foam as the base and a three-inch top comfort layer of proprietary Adaptive Foam infused with a “cooling gel” and graphite to keep you cool.


  Firmness and support: The mattress’s simplicity helps explain its lower price. Tuft & Needle says it has a “medium firm” feel, though I’d personally put it on the softer side of medium.
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        Mattress type: Hybrid | Firmness: Plush soft, luxury firm, or firm | Height: 12 inches | Sizes: Twin, twin XL, full, queen, king, California king | Trial period: 100 days | Warranty: 10 years | Shipping: Free shipping to 48 states; not available for shipping to Alaska or Hawaii
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  TL;DR: Aviya is supportive but soft and a good choice for those who don’t want to overthink it but know that they’d prefer a combination of foam and springs.


  Who tested it: Alexis Swerdloff, New York deputy editor and a side sleeper.
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      Supportive and sturdy: I slept really well! At first, coming off of my experience with a mattress I will not name that was just way too soft, I wondered: Wait, is this “luxury firm” mattress too firm? But after a few nights, I got used to my new firmer mattress, and it’s been great so far. It’s quite a bit thinner than previous mattresses I’ve tried, which worried me — but it’s just as supportive, if not more.


  Pain relief: After a few months, I am sleeping very soundly and well with no aches and pains (which was a problem with my prior mattress), as is my husband, who honestly is a bit of “The Princess and the Pea.” He put it like this to me: “I don’t have a lot to say about it, because it’s very comfortable and I never wake up complaining, which is all you can ask for.” Kinda true!
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      Doesn’t feel especially luxe: While this mattress is perfectly comfortable, I don’t feel like I’m being bathed in the lap of luxury (the pillowy top of the mattress isn’t particularly plush or soft).
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      Construction: Aviya’s mattresses are made in a Cleveland factory that has been manufacturing mattresses for more than 100 years. The brand makes just one style of mattress that is 12 inches tall and layers foam over an innerspring system comprised of individually wrapped coils. There is also a three-inch perimeter of high-density foam surrounding the coils in the bottommost layer, to provide edge support.


  Firmness and support: Aviya offers three options for firmness: plush/soft, luxury firm, and firm. According to the company, the luxury firm is its best seller.
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        Mattress type: Latex hybrid | Firmness: Medium-firm | Height: 11 inches | Sizes: Twin, twin XL, full, queen, king, California king | Trial period: 100 days | Warranty: 25 years | Shipping: Free U.S. shipping; white-glove delivery and old-mattress removal available in most states, starting at $119
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  TL;DR: Come for the all-natural materials and handmade construction, but stay for the plush yet supportive mattress that’s suitable for most types of sleepers.


  Who tested it: Liza Corsillo, Strategist senior writer and a back-and-side sleeper, who shares the bed with her husband and toy poodle.
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      Medium-firmness that works for multiple sleeping styles: I’ve been sleeping on the Birch Natural for over two years, and it’s my favorite mattress of the ones I’ve tried so far because it is firmer and feels sturdier than the Avocado and the Casper I’ve slept on in the past. It has a solidly medium-firm feel, which works well for both me (a back-to-side combination sleeper) and my stomach-sleeper husband.


  Stays cool: While I don’t feel actively “cooled” on this mattress, I don’t overheat, either, even though I tend to run warm.


  Easy to move on, but with low motion transfer: The Birch is easy to move around on, and I’ve never felt stuck in it, but it still isolates motion well; my husband tosses and turns, but I never feel it unless he actually bumps into me.


  Feels high-quality: I also spent a lot of time on this mattress postpartum, and I still enjoy sitting on it to watch TV in bed. Some days, I even work from bed and I’m still comfortable, which is impressive considering it’s not an ergonomic office chair. And even though it’s usually covered with my bedding, I do appreciate how attractive this mattress looks bare — it looks expensive.
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      Not much bounce: While I don’t ever feel stuck on the Birch, it’s not particularly springy.


  Lacking in hip support: And while I like the medium-firmness, I also would consider a firmer mattress in the future, as I have noticed my hips feeling less supported on this mattress, particularly after having a baby.
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      Construction: The main selling point for Birch is that it’s a “nontoxic” mattress made from “thoughtfully sourced” materials — including Rainforest Alliance–certified latex from sustainably tapped rubber trees, organic cotton, America-manufactured steel, and all-natural birch wool from New Zealand sheep. That wool is the standout material, as it provides cushion and plushness, helps regulate temperature, and acts as a natural flame retardant.


  Firmness and support: Birch rates the Birch Natural as “medium firm,” which is right in line with our testing.
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        Mattress type: Hybrid | Firmness: Medium-firm | Height: 11 inches | Sizes: Twin, twin XL, full, queen, king, California king | Trial period: 100 days | Warranty: 10 years | Shipping: Free U.S. shipping; white-glove delivery option for $150
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  TL;DR: An affordable, slightly softer hybrid mattress with an especially stylish cover.


  Who tested it: Ambar Pardilla, Strategist writer and a combination sleeper, who prefers a firmer mattress and runs hot.
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      Supportive, with an on-top-of-the-bed feel: Before I received the Leesa Original Hybrid, I was sleeping on an Allswell namesake hybrid mattress I’d purchased a few years earlier. The Leesa is firmer than the more cushiony Allswell, with good edge support and a comfortable level of bounciness — it’s definitely a mattress you sleep on top of, rather than sink into.


  Comfortable in multiple positions: I tend to go to sleep on my side and wake up on my back, and I never had any trouble changing positions. I felt supported either way, with my posture aligned as it’s supposed to be.


  Doesn’t overheat: And even though I run hot, the Leesa didn’t cause me to wake up in a sweat. Part of the reason is that it has a fabric cover made from an especially breathable knit.
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      Knit cover loosens over time: Overall, I’m happy with this mattress, but I noticed that after about two years of sleeping on it, the knit cover has stretched a bit and become somewhat loose. Occasionally, it will bunch up underneath my sheets, which can be slightly annoying.
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      Construction: Launched in May 2022, the Leesa Original Hybrid is a more budget-friendly alternative to Leesa’s Sapira Hybrid mattress that sandwiches 789 “active response” springs between a high-density-foam base layer and two CertiPUR-U.S.-certified foam top layers — one made of memory foam for pressure relief, the other made of high-airflow foam for breathability. The “cool knit” polyester-and-viscose cover is a step up aesthetically from more traditional-looking white quilted mattress covers; reminiscent of a classic T-shirt, it’s heather gray with a diagonal pattern and Leesa’s signature white accent stripes.


  Firmness and support: Leesa says the Original Hybrid is “medium to medium-firm,” with a firmness range between five and eight on a scale of one to ten. The innerspring core is more supportive than the all-foam Leesa Original reviewed above; the brand recommends it for all body types and sleeping positions and describes it as the Leesa Original “with bounce.”﻿
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        Mattress type: Hybrid | Firmness: Medium-firm | Height: 11.5 inches | Sizes: Twin, twin XL, full, queen, king, California king, split king | Trial: 365 nights | Warranty: Lifetime warranty | Delivery: Free white-glove delivery to 48 states and free mattress removal, $99 processing fee for returns and exchanges during the trial period
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  TL;DR: This foam-and-innerspring hybrid has zoned lumbar support and more foam overall than our top-pick Saatva, giving it a more cushioned and contoured feel.


  Who tested it: Latifah Miles, former Strategist writer. Miles is a side sleeper who doesn’t move around much but sleeps next to a restless partner who tends to toss and turn.
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      Cushioning without sinking: When I first laid down on the Saatva, I was worried it was too soft, because the quilted top and memory-foam layers are very forward. But when I actually slept on the mattress, the top layers contoured around my body while the coils and extra lumbar support prevented the sinking feeling that can come with memory foam.


  Good motion isolation: The coils are designed to absorb motion which, for me, is essential. My husband moves around more and wakes up earlier than I do and the Saatva has more noticeable motion isolation than our previous mattress — I don’t even feel him getting out of bed to start his pre-dawn morning routine. I realized that within a few nights of sleeping on the mattress, my husband, who is often restless and snores very loudly, seemed to be sleeping more peacefully (and more quietly, too). He told me he feels like he’s getting the best sleep of his life, and is waking up less often during the night.


  Sturdy edges: The extra-firm edge support around the perimeter also adds a lot of stability.


  Free white-glove delivery: All that, plus the fact that Saatva delivers its mattresses unfurled and sleep-ready, while offering free disposal of your old mattress, has made us converts.
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      Construction: Saatva’s Memory Foam Hybrid is 11.5 inches tall, layering an organic cotton cover and 1.5 inches of memory foam over coils made from recycled steel. The mattress has a half-inch layer of cooling, gel-infused memory foam through the middle third of the mattress to disperse your body heat and provide enhanced lumbar support. (On the cooling front, the memory-foam layer features a “wave” design with rolling cutouts to promote airflow.) The eight-inch innerspring layer is made of pocketed steel coils that are individually wrapped to help with motion isolation, and sits on a one-inch layer of support foam. The perimeter of the mattress is wrapped in high-density foam rails to provide extra-strong edge support. All of the foam in the mattress is CertiPUR-U.S. certified foam, and no chemical flame retardants are used.


  Firmness and support: The Saatva Memory Foam Hybrid comes in one firmness level that the company rates as medium firm and says is best suited for side sleepers. It has zoned support through the center third of the mattress to provide lower-back-pressure relief.
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        Mattress type: Hybrid | Firmness: Flippable with one soft side and one firm side | Height: 13 inches | Sizes: Twin, twin XL, full, queen, king, California king | Trial period: 120 days | Warranty: 10 years | Shipping: Free shipping to 48 states; $350 shipping to Alaska and Hawaii
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  TL;DR: Layla’s flippable design almost makes it feel like you’re getting two mattresses for the price of one.


  Who tested it: Tembe Denton-Hurst, Strategist writer and a plus-size back-to-stomach sleeper, who prefers a soft mattress.
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      Responsive feel: The Layla Hybrid is bouncy, and never gives that sinking feeling.


  Good for couples: My partner and I have had no problems sleeping through the night on it — we never overheat, nor do we feel each other moving around.


  Two (good) firmness options: We’ve slept on both sides, firm and soft, and each proved supportive. I prefer the softer side because I like my mattresses to be a bit plusher, but the firm side isn’t too firm for my taste — perhaps a smidge firmer than the Allswell Luxe Hybrid, which I slept on happily for years. While there are cheaper hybrid mattresses (like my beloved Allswell), the ability to simply flip this one should you want a softer or firmer feel makes it worth the investment, especially if you’re sharing a mattress with someone who prefers a different feel. It’s almost like you’re getting two mattresses for the price of one.
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      Nothing yet: I’ve been sleeping on this mattress for three years, and I still love it.
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      Construction: Layla offers two styles of mattress: an all-foam model and this coil-foam hybrid. The hybrid mattress consists of seven layers (the all-foam one has six); at its center is a six-inch layer of springy coils that offer increased airflow and more support, especially for larger bodies. Those foam layers are made of a copper-gel memory foam that the brand says has cooling ability.


  Firmness and support: Both the all-foam and hybrid mattresses are flippable, with one side featuring a layer of softer memory foam and the other a layer of firmer foam. Layla rates firmness on a scale of one to ten; the soft side ranks at a four and the firm side at a seven, regardless of construction.
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        Mattress type: Hybrid | Firmness: Medium-firm | Height: 13 inches | Sizes: Twin XL, full, queen, king, California king, split king | Trial period: 100 days | Warranty: 10 years | Shipping: Free shipping to 48 states with white-glove delivery; shipping fees apply to Alaska and Hawaii, cost calculated at checkout
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  TL;DR: A luxe option for combination sleepers that’s firm enough to keep stomach sleepers’ hips lifted, yet flexible enough to relieve joint pressure for side sleepers, and balanced enough for back sleepers. Though it’s priced on the higher end, white-glove delivery is included — a nice touch.


  Who tested it: Crystal Martin, Strategist senior editor and a combination back, stomach, and side sleeper, who needed a more supportive mattress.
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      Comfortably firm (after breaking it in): When it arrived, the delivery guys set it up and instructed me to let it rest for a few hours. I don’t remember there being any noticeable off-gassing. For the first month, it felt too firm — not at all like it did in the showroom. So initially it wasn’t very comfortable, and I had a few aches and pains in my shoulder and back. But because I had tried the same model in the showroom, I suspected the mattress would eventually give, and I toughed it out. I’m really glad I did. Now, after breaking it in and acclimating to it over four months, the Purple RestorePremier Firm feels very comfortable.


  Good support and pressure relief: I have the support I need as a combination sleeper. And the earlier shoulder pain I felt from side sleeping is gone too.


  “Suspended” feeling on the signature grid: The gel grid in the mattress has an interesting feel that I’ve grown to really appreciate. I get a slight suspension from the grid, which is really comfortable. It also gives a little shock absorption when I’m flipping back and forth at night. The feeling is subtle but meaningful, like wearing an excellent running shoe compared to a just-okay running shoe. Or even a bit like floating.
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      Initially too firm: While I was ultimately happy with this mattress, it did take a while to break in.


  Heaviness makes it difficult to move: Additionally, it’s very heavy. I’ve had about six different mattresses in my life, and this is easily the heaviest, which can make it challenging to move.


  




  
  
    
      
        
           Construction and firmness
          
            
              

              

            

          

        

      

    

  

  
      Construction: One of Purple’s more high-end models, this hybrid mattress features a three-inch layer of the brand’s signature flexible gel grid, a hyperelastic polymer that flexes under pressure but keeps you “floating” on top of the mattress, rather than sinking too deeply into it. Beneath the GelFlex grid, there’s a middle section of foam, and then a base of pocketed coils, to provide extra-responsive support and pressure relief. The mattress also has a band of high-density foam wrapped around its perimeter to bolster the edges and prevent them from collapsing under weight.


  Firmness and Support: Purple describes this mattress as medium-firm and good for all sleeping positions. It originally came in two firmness levels (soft or firm), but the brand has since reduced it to one option that’s more of a middle ground. We tested the Purple RestorePremier Hybrid firm model, which should be very similar to the new medium-firm one.
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        Mattress type: Latex | Firmness: Medium or medium-firm | Height: Eight, ten, or 12 inches | Sizes: Twin, twin XL, full, queen, split queen, king, split king, California king, split California king | Trial period: 100 days | Warranty: Lifetime | Shipping: Free standard shipping to 48 states; shipping not available to Alaska and Hawaii; white-glove delivery and old-mattress removal starting at $249
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  TL;DR: A truly plush mattress that’s made with centuries-old mattress-making techniques but meets modern environmental standards.


  Who tested it: Hilary Reid, Strategist senior editor and a combination side-and-stomach sleeper.
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      Highly plush feel: The Natural Bliss mattress I tested was ten inches thick, with the softest firmness level available. When I first sat down on it, I was immediately taken by how plush it was — something I appreciated even more when I lay down. The mattress had a pleasingly old-fashioned feel to it; it’s hard to describe, but it felt like the sort of mattress you’d find in a spare room at your grandmother’s house — something well made that she held onto for that reason (which kind of makes sense when you consider the company’s use of old-world-style manufacturing techniques).


  Works for multiple sleeping positions: Lying on my side and my stomach was incredibly comfortable: I felt both supported and like I was sinking into the bed a bit, which had a pleasantly coddling effect that I think helped me sleep more deeply.


  No synthetic materials: While I don’t have any allergies or chemical sensitivities, I can imagine the latex mattress making a lot of sense for someone who does.
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      Hard to move: This mattress is extremely heavy and difficult to move. When it was delivered to the lobby of my building, I ended up having to enlist a neighbor (whom I didn’t know well) to help me carry it into my apartment. I would definitely recommend that anyone who buys it make a plan in advance for how they’ll get it into their home and onto their bed frame, as it is significantly heavier than any other mattress I’ve moved.
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      Construction: PlushBeds makes all of its mattresses in a California factory using naturally derived, sustainable materials — an operation, it notes, that has received both Global Organic Textile Standard and Global Organic Latex Standard certifications. According to the brand, all of its mattresses are made following centuries-old methods of European mattress-makers; according to a representative, “hand side stitching, hand-compression tufting, and hand-stitching covers” are three such techniques used. But PlushBeds mattresses’ materials — latex and gel memory foam — are more modern. The Natural Bliss mattress contains two layers of Arpico latex (a natural latex made from tapping rubber trees that the brand says have been grown without synthetic fertilizers or pesticides), a so-called Eco Fire Barrier layer (made of a chemical-free fire-retardant material), and a hand-stitched organic-cotton cover. It comes in three thicknesses — eight, ten, or 12 inches — with the thicker mattresses made of heftier latex layers.


  Firmness and support: No matter the thickness you choose, you can choose either a medium or medium-firm mattress. (We tested the medium.)
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        Mattress type: Innerspring | Firmness: Firm | Height: 12 inches | Sizes: Twin, twin XL, full, queen, king, California king | Trial period: 100 days | Warranty: 10 years | Shipping: Free shipping to 48 states; shipping not available to Alaska or Hawaii
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  TL;DR: The Parachute Eco Comfort is the only mattress we tested with absolutely no foam. It has a firm feel, thanks to the classic innerspring construction.


  Who tested it: Margaret Rhodes, former Strategist senior editor and a stomach-to-side sleeper, who likes a soft but supportive mattress.
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      Breathable construction: In the age of the foam mattress, it’s easy to forget how breezy springs feel. (At least I did.) Parachute’s mattress is very firm, so my initial impression was one of sleeping on a very sturdy topper floating on nothing — I immediately noticed that my body heat was no longer trapped beneath me.


  Firm feel with lots of support: Because Parachute deliberately made a firm mattress, it recommends that lovers of soft ones add Parachute’s mattress topper, which we’ve actually, separately, deemed the best of its kind. I tried that, and the pillowy layer on top of such a supportive mattress works well.


  All natural materials: One more thing: Ever since Wendi McLendon-Covey told the Strategist about looking for “an organic mattress that wouldn’t leach chemicals,” I’ve had a back-of-my-mind paranoia about sleeping nestled into carcinogenic brain-cell-killing fumes. Paranoid, yes, but the fact that Parachute’s mattress uses 100 percent organic cotton and New Zealand wool brings me some welcome peace of mind. It doesn’t smell like anything, meaning it has none of the plastic aroma that issues from a lot of other vacuum-packed mattresses. (That effect is called “off-gassing,” and it’s not harmful, just unpleasant.)
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      May be too firm for some: Sans topper, this mattress is very firm. And considering the Parachute topper is an added cost of $260 to $390, depending whether you choose the down or down-alternative option, it’s not the most budget-friendly solution for those seeking a softer option. (Although you could, of course, buy a more budget-friendly topper from another brand.)


  




  
  
    
      
        
           Construction and firmness
          
            
              

              

            

          

        

      

    

  

  
      Construction: This mattress is spiritually modeled after a Hästens model that, years ago, Parachute founder Ariel Kaye saved up to buy. “I’m not saying we use horsehair or the same construction, but the idea was always to have a heritage mattress,” Kaye says. That’s why Parachute uses only springs — there are 6,000 coils in the queen size — and zero foam, which is more prone to losing its shape and breaking down. There are two levels of coils sandwiched between wool and covered in quilted, organic cotton.


  Firmness and support: This is a firm mattress, one that Parachute says is firmer than most hybrid mattresses but softer than traditional innerspring mattresses.
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        Mattress type: All foam | Firmness: Medium | Height: 11.5 inches | Sizes: Twin, twin XL, full, queen, king, California king | Trial period: 100 days | Warranty: 10 years | Shipping: Free shipping to 48 states; $200 shipping to Alaska and Hawaii
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  TL;DR: Upgrading from Tuft & Needle’s Original model to the Mint buys you extra cooling layers and a medium firmness that works for multiple sleep styles.


  Who tested it: Arielle Avila, Strategist writer and a combination sleeper, who runs hot and prefers a plush mattress.
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      Substantial feel: Before I got the Mint, I slept on Zinus’s affordable Green Tea Memory Foam Mattress. Out of the box, I could immediately tell the Mint is more luxurious. While it actually isn’t as thick as my Zinus, the Mint felt more substantial and looked nicer, with its gray knit cover.


  Supportive but not too firm: Over time, I had started to sink into my Zinus so much that I couldn’t tell how flat my pillows had become. This quickly became apparent when I started sleeping on the Mint, which felt way more supportive — so much so that I needed to replace my pillows. Without my body sinking into the mattress, my flat ones weren’t supportive enough of my neck. While supportive, the Mint never felt too firm on my hips or shoulders whenever I rolled to my side. Instead, I’d describe the feeling as being cradled, something I felt when sleeping on my stomach. I didn’t really understand what the term “soft yet supportive” meant until I slept on the Mint, but that’s exactly how I’d describe it. My boyfriend, who shares the mattress and prefers a firmer feel, slept well on it — he claimed he woke up more refreshed than ever.


  Doesn’t overheat: As for the mattress’s cooling abilities, I’ll just say this: There were a couple nights I forgot to turn my fan on and didn’t wake up drenched. My boyfriend, who runs hot like I do, remarked he didn’t get as hot sleeping on this mattress.
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      Less durable in the long run: I don’t have many complaints — I’ve been sleeping on this bed for a little over three years, and I still love it. However, my partner and I have noticed it losing some support over time. He prefers a firm mattress, so he has particularly noticed it getting softer.
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      Construction: The Mint Mattress is a premium version of the Tuft & Needle Original Mattress, and it shares some design elements with the Original. Both have a foam base that is topped with Tuft & Needle’s proprietary Adaptive Foam. But the Mint has two additional layers of Adaptive Foam, compared to the Original’s one, as well as additional edge support. Its two-inch middle layer of Adaptive Foam is infused with a purportedly cooling ceramic gel, and its three-inch top layer of Adaptive Foam is infused with graphite that the brand claims will “pull body heat away.” Additionally, Tuft & Needle updated the Mint in May 2022 with a new cover that has a zip-off, machine-washable top.


  Firmness and support: While made of denser foam than Tuft & Needle’s Original Mattress, a representative for the brand says the Mint actually feels softer — but overall, it still is a medium firmness.
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        Mattress type: Hybrid | Firmness: Medium-firm | Height: 13 inches | Sizes: Twin XL, full, queen, king, California king | Trial period: None | Warranty: 10 years | Shipping: Free shipping to 48 states; $500 shipping to Alaska and Hawaii
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  [Editor’s note: If you purchase directly from Casper, the Casper Wave Hybrid Snow is final sale with no trial period. This mattress has been discontinued but is available while supplies last; the Casper Snow is a similar option from the brand’s new lineup that we plan to test soon. Only twin-XL, full, and California-king sizes of the Casper Wave Hybrid Snow are in stock at Casper.com. Additionally, this mattress cannot ship to New York. At Amazon, it is available only in twin XL, full, and queen.]


  TL;DR: A Casper, for sweaty sleepers.


  Who tested it: Dominique Pariso, Strategist writer and a back-to-side sleeper, who runs extremely hot.
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      Keeps a hot sleeper cool: The mattress arrived just in time for summer, so I was really able to put its cooling abilities to the test. I was initially a little skeptical that a mattress with so much foam, notorious for trapping body heat, could keep me cool. Before getting the Casper Wave Hybrid Snow, I was using the Eight Sleep pod cover — which literally cools the mattress using a water pump — and while the Casper can’t really compare to that type of tech, I was impressed with how well it regulated my temperature during the night. I didn’t wake up in sweaty sheets once, even during the hottest nights of the year.


  Supportive structure and middle-ground firmness: The brand describes the mattress as being “medium-firm,” and while I generally prefer a soft mattress, I actually found myself sleeping better with the additional support.
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      Too firm for a soft mattress aficionado: As someone who likes a softer mattress, the medium-firmness of this mattress is actually a bit too firm for my taste. I did appreciate the extra support the firm structure offers a few months ago, when I was dealing with some hip pain and needed the extra support. But after sleeping on this mattress for about 18 months, I can confidently say I’d prefer a softer mattress.
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      Construction: The Casper Wave Hybrid Snow is a hybrid cooling mattress that stacks multiple layers of cooling gel, foam, and latex over a base of pocketed coils, with an array of temperature-regulating elements throughout. The cover is infused with phase-change material to help you maintain a consistent temperature; the foam and latex are perforated to encourage airflow; and six graphite “HeatDelete” thermal bands are sandwiched between the foam and the latex to keep heat moving away from your body.


  Firmness and Support: Medium-firm and, like Casper’s Original Hybrid mattress, it has “zoned support,” with softer foam around the shoulders and more support under the hips and lower back. There are also gel pods under the waist and lower back to encourage proper spine alignment. According to the brand, this is its “most supportive” model.
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        Mattress type: Foam with GelFlex Grid comfort layer | Firmness: Medium-firm | Height: 9.25 inches | Sizes: Twin, twin XL, full, queen, king, California king, split king | Trial period: 100 days | Warranty: 10 years | Shipping: Free shipping to 48 states; white-glove delivery (including removal of your old mattress) for $200
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  TL;DR: With a unique construction and anomalous materials, Purple’s mattress is well suited to those who sleep hot — and who are game to try something very different.


  Who tested it: Jason Chen, former Strategist deputy editor and a side sleeper, who prefers a firm mattress.
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      Unique-feeling, supportive grid layer: Lying down on the mattress was a brand-new sensation: You’re very aware of the gel surface, which has almost the rubbery give of a kids’ party bouncy house. I didn’t mind the texture of the square grid, though, because the mattress has such supportive structure.


  Pressure relief for side sleeping: When I lay on my side, it was like being cradled rather than smothered, the way I felt on my old foam mattress. My pressure points in my shoulders and hips never ached — I used to have to move around to avoid spots that had dipped and retained heat, but the gel layer never held divots. After a week, I was fully converted and found myself wanting to spend time in bed during the day: reading magazines, using my laptop, playing with the dog.
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      Construction: The standout feature of the Purple’s original mattress is a two-inch layer of the brand’s proprietary hyper-elastic polymer “GelFlex Grid.” The layer isn’t a smooth plane but a grid of squares, which you can definitely feel. The polymer was invented in 1996 by the brothers Tony and Terry Pearce (both engineers), and it’s a strong but moldable gel-like material that was then used in medical beds, Dr. Scholl’s soles, and toy balls. The construction of the original mattress layers the GelFlex Grid over multiple layers of foam. There’s also the Purple Plus (which upgrades the original with even more foam for extra comfort, and offers a choice between a “soft” and “firm” feel) as well well as a hybrid model that still contains foam for comfort but replaces the foam base layer of the mattress with coils for more responsive support and additional breathability. We tested the original.


  Firmness and support: Purple describes its original mattress as medium-firm, with a “very stable feel.”
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        Mattress type: All foam | Firmness: Medium-firm | Height: 11 inches | Sizes: Twin, twin XL, full, queen, king, California king, split king | Trial period: 100 days | Warranty: 10 years | Shipping: Free shipping to 48 states; $250 shipping fees apply to Alaska and Hawaii
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  TL;DR: A reliable all-foam, medium-firm mattress that’s just right for side sleeping.


  Who tested it: Kiki Aranita, Strategist contributor and a side sleeper, who shares a king-size bed with her side-sleeping husband and her Chihuahua, Coconut.
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      Middle-ground firmness: I live in two places, which makes me sound very fancy, but it’s just because of my husband’s job; we have a house in Philadelphia and an apartment in Washington, D.C. In the master bedroom in the Philly house, I’ve had the same Casper Original mattress for ten years. I’ve always loved it because it’s firm without feeling like an upholstered rock — I grew up in Hong Kong, where standard mattresses are so firm that’s how I usually describe them. But the OG Casper has a great amount of squish without making me feel like my back isn’t supported because the mattress is too soft. When we were shopping for mattresses for our apartment, we did a short stint on a Tuft & Needle Essential mattress that turned out to be a shade too soft. So we ditched the Tuft & Needle for the new Casper One, which we also bought for the Philly guest room. It’s firm enough to be supportive, but still soft enough to relieve pressure on my joints — a Goldilocks sort of just-right for me and my fellow-side-sleeper husband. I also like how the mattress has give but not really bounce — I don’t like mattresses with springs; I just want to sleep on a firm sponge.


  Well-constructed: I like the One even better than the Original because it’s encased in soft gray microfiber so if it were to stain, the staining wouldn’t show. Even though it no longer has a sewn-on lip the Original had, the edge support is strong enough that I never feel like I’m going to end up on the floor. I’m equally comfortable on both the Casper One and the Casper Original.


  Fiberglass-free: And if, like me, you’ve visited the fiberglass-in-my-mattress corner of TikTok, you’ll be relieved, also like me, to find that one of the changes Casper made from the Original to the One is removing the fiberglass.


  




  
  
    
      
        
           What we didn’t like
          
            
              

              

            

          

        

      

    

  

  
      Lacks the cupped edges of the Casper Original: While the edges are still very sturdy on the Casper One, I did really like the more cupped edges that the Casper Original had.
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      Construction: The Casper One is an all-foam mattress, launched in 2024 and designed as the brand’s new flagship product to replace the Casper Original that first came out 2014 (and which you can still buy on Amazon, for now). The bed is constructed with three layers of foam — a top layer of flexible polyurethane foam, a middle layer of memory foam, and a base layer of support foam. All three layers together stand at 11 inches tall and are wrapped in a knit cover. One noteworthy change in the Casper One, compared to the Casper Original, is that the Casper One is made without a fiberglass fire barrier. While fiberglass has been a common mattress component for decades — all mattresses are legally required to have a fire-retardant element — many brands like Casper are moving away from the material due to health concerns that fiberglass can cause if it somehow escapes the mattress.


  Firmness and support: Casper describes the One as having a “medium feel” that’s best for back and stomach sleepers, but in testing we found it also works well for side sleeping.
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        Mattress type: Hybrid | Firmness: Medium | Height: 12 inches | Sizes: Twin, twin XL, full, queen, king, California king | Trial period: No trial period, but unopened mattress may be returned within 90 days of purchase | Warranty: 10 years | Shipping: Free U.S. shipping; old-mattress removal for an additional $105
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  TL;DR: Allswell has made a stellar budget-friendly hybrid mattress that offers a remarkable value for the price.


  Who tested it: Margaret Rhodes, former Strategist senior editor and a stomach-to-side sleeper, who likes a soft but supportive mattress.
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      Firm feel and sturdy back support: The strangest thing happened the first time I slept on the Allswell: I lay down on my back to assess the mattress, noting how buoyant I felt. Then I stayed that way and passed out. (It’s almost physiologically impossible for me to do this.) Perhaps I was feeling emotionally spent — I had just crawled into bed after seeing A Star Is Born — but more accurately, there was something comfortably paralyzing about letting this very firm mattress straighten out my skeleton. If I were writing taglines, I’d call the Luxe Hybrid “sumptuously Spartan.”


  “On top” of the bed feel: You float firmly atop the mattress instead of nestling in. I slept like a rock for eight hours, several nights in a row. In the mornings, while my alarm clock snoozed, I’d return to my back from a fetal position and could practically feel my spine unfurling again, realigning for the day.
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      Construction: Allswell is Walmart’s mattress-in-a-box brand. It offers four models: the 12-inch-tall, medium-firm Luxe Hybrid, a firmer 12-inch-tall hybrid cheekily named the Brick (which we’ve reviewed below), a cheaper hybrid mattress simply called the Allswell, and the Supreme, a 14-inch-tall hybrid with a temperature-regulating foam layer and so-called Euro top. All of them have the same basic construction: A layer of individually wrapped coils is topped with high-density foam and copper-gel-infused memory foam.


  Firmness and support: According to Allswell’s own ratings, the Allswell Luxe Hybrid is in the middle of the brand’s firmness scale, with a “medium” feel. The coils are meant to help minimize motion transfer and provide edge support on all sides.
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        Mattress type: All foam | Firmness: Medium | Height: 12 inches | Sizes: Twin, twin XL, full, queen, king | Trial period: 100 days | Warranty: 10 years | Shipping: Free shipping to 48 states; not available for shipping to Alaska or Hawaii
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  TL;DR: Even without springs, this mattress offered enough support to alleviate back pain, and despite its memory foam, it never caused overheating.


  Who tested it: Simone Kitchens, Strategist senior editor and a back-to-side sleeper, who frequently deals with back pain. Kitchens also edits the Strategist’s bedding coverage and is our resident firm-mattress connoisseur — she has tested four of the firm mattresses featured in this post.
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      Generous hip support: The Cocoon Chill is every bit as firm as the innerspring-coil mattress I slept on for years, but the memory foam hugs me in a way that makes my lower back feel particularly supported. Weird visual for you: Imagine two open palms gently lifting up your sacrum area. There was no hip-sinking feeling; the foam filled in the areas around my lower spine that generally ache, making it feel like I was very much on top of the mattress. The first night, I don’t remember moving around all that much. The following morning, the usual roll-out-of-bed lower-back creakiness was gone.


  Relieves back and neck pain: I have very specific sleeping issues. I’ve had acupuncture and done physical therapy over the years to alleviate chronic back and neck soreness. Right before trying the Cocoon Chill, I had a new, specific bit of spinal pain. But much of that immediately subsided after that first night and hasn’t returned. Crawling into this bed at the end of the day gives me a floating yet hugged feeling that I find to be full-body relaxing.
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      Gets a little warm: Memory foam can cause you to heat up, and though it wasn’t a major issue on this mattress, I found myself cranking up the AC or opening a window more often than when sleeping on latex or a bed with coils.
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      Construction: Cocoon Chill is Tempur-Sealy’s bed-in-a-box offering, and the mattress comes with a heat-dissipating knit cover. There are two models available, the ten-inch-tall memory-foam Chill and the bouncier 12-inch-tall Chill Hybrid. We tested the memory-foam option, which has a pretty straightforward construction: layers conforming memory foam and “comfort foam” atop six inches of high-density foam for support.


  Firmness and support: There is one firmness option, which Cocoon rates as a six out of ten on a firmness scale where one is soft and ten is firm. (The hybrid version of this mattress has the sam firmness rating, but will feel a bit more like a classic innerspring mattress due to a support layer of coils instead of high-density foam.)
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        Mattress type: All foam | Firmness: Flippable with one firm side and one extra-firm side | Height: Nine inches | Sizes: Twin, twin XL, full, queen, king, California king, split California king, short full, short queen, Olympic queen, short king, RV king | Trial period: 120 days | Warranty: 10 years | Shipping: Free shipping to 48 states
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  TL;DR: Plank says its mattresses are for people “who say a typical firm is never firm enough.” The Plank Firm is a flippable, all-foam mattress designed to reduce back pain. Brooklyn Bedding, Plank’s parent company, is based in Phoenix and constructs all their mattresses in-house at their factory.  


  Who tested it: Simone Kitchens, Strategist senior editor and a back-to-side sleeper, who frequently deals with back pain. Kitchens also edits the Strategist’s bedding coverage and is our resident firm-mattress connoisseur — she has tested four of the firm mattresses featured in this post.
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      Truly firm (with two options to choose between): I wanted to test the firmest mattress out there — or one of the many that claim to hold the title. In the first few minutes after I opened the Plank Firm and let it expand, it didn’t feel all that firm when I pressed my hand down. I sunk an elbow into it: pretty squishy. I let it breathe in the guest room for a few weeks. By the time it was hauled onto my platform bed and I splayed myself out on top of the ultrafirm side (to be honest, I wasn’t even interested in trying the less-firm side), I could confirm it was the firmest memory-foam mattresses I’d ever laid down on.


  Not too rigid: But not in the way that every firm-mattress-averse person might think: This is not a rigid futon with no give. That initial squishiness I felt is actually part of the design, and makes it appealing for people like me who might roll from side to side — no compressed shoulders in the morning.


  Excellent for back sleeping: But where this impressively firm mattress really shines is when you’re lying on your back. The foam doesn’t just fill in around the contours of your body, it puffs you up on top of it with your weight evenly dispersed. The best way to describe it is “neutral spine” — similar to lying on the floor at the end of yoga class in Savasana, when the curvatures of your spine are all in alignment.
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      Foam sleeps warmer than coils: I found that this mattress, like the Cocoon Chill above, slept warmer than other beds I’ve tested owing to the all-foam construction.
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      Construction: The Plank comes in three versions: Plank Firm, their signature memory-foam option; a hybrid Plank Firm Luxe version with features a six-inch core of individually encased coils; and the Plank Firm Natural with GOTS-certified organic cotton and Talalay latex. Each mattress incorporates a flippable design, so you can choose a firm or firmer side. The company told me that the firmness of the models differs, but in general, the Plank Firm, the style I tested, is its firmest option. The Plank Firm, which is nine and a half inches tall, includes six inches of high-density base foam core.


  Firmness and support: One side of the Plank Firm is considered “traditional firm” while the other is “ultra firm.”
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        Mattress type: Hybrid | Firmness: Extra-firm | Height: 12 inches | Sizes: Twin, twin XL, full, queen, king, California king | Trial period: No trial period, but an unopened mattress may be returned within 90 days of purchase | Warranty: 10 years | Shipping: Free U.S. shipping; old-mattress removal for an additional $105
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  TL;DR: The Brick is Allswell’s “extra firm” option. It’s a hybrid mattress with memory-foam and coils that make it firm and supportive, but not in a rigid way. At $427 for a queen, it is a no-frills but not rock-hard option. The mattress is assembled in Arizona.


  Who tested it: Simone Kitchens, Strategist senior editor and a back-to-side sleeper, who frequently deals with back pain. Kitchens also edits the Strategist’s bedding coverage and is our resident firm-mattress connoisseur — she has tested four of the firm mattresses featured in this post.
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      Firm feel with some cushioning: Having spent months sleeping on Brooklyn Bedding’s Plank mattress, I kept it in mind when reviewing the Brick. The two are technically different mattresses: The Plank is a pure memory-foam option, where the Brick is a hybrid memory-foam innerspring type. Neither feels firm in a “slab of concrete” way, but there is some nuance in comparing these two. The more cushioned top layers of the Brick make it feel like a firm mattress in disguise — and also do a great job tampering motion transfer from a partner. But because of its coils, the Brick has a lot more bounce and a bit more give than the Plank. You’re going to feel your knee sink in deeper when climbing onto the Brick, but once you’ve settled into your sleep position, the two start to feel more comparable.


  Contouring without sinking in: Since both mattresses incorporate memory foam, there is a slight contouring but never a sinking feeling. Though each slightly softened after a few months, both maintain a very supportive quality.


  Affordable and versatile: While the Brick is categorized as firm because of its coils and support, the memory foam adds a universal appeal that I think many different types of sleepers would appreciate. This explains my last note regarding price: You should also consider this mattress for your guest rooms and Airbnb beds instead of some other inexpensive soft memory foam, which ultimately get too soft. Your guests will thank you.
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      Lower-quality construction: You’ll notice the low price in some of the materials — the quilted top panel felt a little cheap, and the edge support is not super-structured-feeling. However, they still don’t feel like too much of an issue when your bed is made and you’re lying in it (quite comfortably).


  No trial period: This mattress also doesn’t have a trial period, so once you open the box, you can’t return it, which may be a sticking point for those who need the reassurance of being able to test at home.
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      Construction: At 12 inches, the Brick is tall. Eight inches of that is fabric-encased coils, topped with two inches of high-density medium-support memory foam and then one inch of copper-infused memory foam for cooling purposes. The final layer is 1.25 inches of quilted top panel. The mattress is made with CertiPUR-U.S.-certified memory foam.


  Firmness and support: I tested the Allswell Hybrid in extra firm. The company also offers a medium version.


  






  
  
    Best firm mattress for side sleepers
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        Mattress type: Hybrid | Firmness: Firm | Height: 11.5 inches | Sizes: Twin, twin XL, full, queen, king, California king, short queen, RV king | Trial: 100 days | Warranty: Ten-year limited warranty | Shipping: Free shipping to 48 states, $250 shipping to Alaska and Hawaii


    


    
      
  
    
        
  
  $972
  

 at Helix
    

    Buy

  
  
    with code: STRAT27

  



    

  


   
  
 

    






  TL;DR: An affordable and firm hybrid mattress that avoids that sinking feeling, thanks to its balanced combination of springs and foam.


  Who tested it: Louis Cheslaw, former Strategist associate editor and a side sleeper, who prefers a firm mattress.
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      Firm option for side sleepers: Even though this is a mattress designed for back and stomach sleepers, it was the one that was recommended to me when I took the brand’s sleep quiz; I told representatives from Helix that I am a side sleeper who prefers something firm, and they promised it would work for me, too. Sleeping on the Dawn, I drifted off as quickly as I ever have, regularly slept through the night, and never woke up feeling hot, sweaty, or achy in the morning.


  Supportive (including on the edges): Presumably because of its coils, I never once felt like I was sinking into the mattress — even on days I worked for hours in bed. When my girlfriend spent the night on it with me, we never rolled inward toward each other, as we would on the all-foam mattress we had been sleeping on. This support revealed itself in other ways, too: When sitting on the edge of the Dawn to, say, put my socks on or scroll through my inbox in the morning, I never slipped off.
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      Construction: Helix doesn’t offer just one style of mattress-in-a-box. It has more than a dozen, ranging from plush to firm, including six “Luxe” editions that upgrade the “Core” designs with additional layers of foam and a pillow top and come with a longer warranty. (Beyond that, there is also a further-upgraded “Elite” collection that adds layers of micro-coils between the uppermost layers of foam, for even more support and a finished mattress that stands a towering 16 inches tall.) Most of Helix’s core mattresses, including the Dawn, are made of four layers — one layer has springs, and the rest are various foams. Warm sleepers have the option to upgrade to a cooling cover for an additional $199 or a cooling cover plus a pillow top for an additional $299.


  Firmness and support: Of Helix’s available mattresses, the Dawn is its firmest. The main differences between it and Helix’s less firm options, according to the brand, is that the Dawn’s second foam “comfort layer” has a firmer feel than other models’ comfort layers. The company rates the Dawn’s firmness level as eight or nine on a scale of one to ten and suggests it for back and stomach sleepers.
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        Mattress type: Hybrid | Firmness: Softer, luxury firm, firmer, or plus (designed for heavy people) | Height: 13.5 inches | Sizes: Twin, twin XL, full, queen, king, California king | Trial period: 120 days | Warranty: Lifetime | Shipping: Free standard shipping to 48 states; $199 shipping to Alaska and Hawaii
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  TL;DR: The firm construction, including a lumbar-focused support pad, offers balanced support that can ease nightly back pain but doesn’t sacrifice comfort.


  Who tested it: Katy Schneider, New York Magazine features editor and a combination sleeper, who prefers a soft mattress.
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      Firm but contouring: Though I bristled at the word “firm,” I quickly converted from “will only sleep on pillows” to “I think I’m a firm-mattress person.” Because the memory-foam layer is thin, it still felt soft without enveloping my body.


  Good for back pain: The mattress seems to have saved my boyfriend’s back — he claims he hasn’t woken up with pain since we started sleeping on it — and its springs seem to absorb our movement. My boyfriend often comes to bed much later than I do, and I found that I noticed him flopping down a whole lot less on the WinkBed than I did on my old bed.


  Works for multiple sleeping positions: I find that I’m comfortable on the WinkBed on my back, side, or stomach.
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      Construction: WinkBeds’ mattresses are handmade to order in Wisconsin, and many of the people working at its factory have been building beds by hand for most of their careers. Wink CEO Dan Adler says certain techniques — like hand-sewing the mattress quilt and tape edge, and laying the inner springs by hand — ensure the quality of construction on every mattress the company makes. From top to bottom, these mattresses have a thin layer of foam (for comfiness), air springs (to keep things cool), a support pad (to keep your lumbar area well-supported), and tempered steel coils (for pushback, and to keep the mattress from losing shape).


  Firmness and support: The WinkBed is available in three firmnesses: softer, luxury firm, and firm. There is also the Plus, specifically designed for heavier people.
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        Mattress type: All foam | Firmness: Medium-firm | Height: Ten inches | Sizes: Twin, twin XL, full, queen, king, California king, split king | Trial period: 365 days | Warranty: Lifetime | Shipping: Free shipping to 48 states; white-glove delivery and old-mattress removal starts at $100
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  TL;DR: Our tester — a devoted runner — did find some truth to Bear’s claims that its mattress promotes muscle recovery after workouts.


  Who tested it: Karen Iorio Adelson, former Strategist senior writer and a side sleeper, who prefers a firm mattress and runs hot.
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      Recovery-promoting cover: The Celliant cover doesn’t feel noticeably different to the touch from any other mattress cover. But — and it may be totally psychological — my legs did feel fresher and less fatigued than they normally would on days after doing sprints and thigh-punishing barre workouts.
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      Lacking pressure relief: As a side sleeper, I felt significant pressure buildup along my hips and shoulders (similar to this pressure-map test of the Bear on Sleepopolis). But my husband, who sleeps on his stomach, didn’t experience any pain, so the Bear seems more compatible with back and stomach sleepers.
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      Construction: Bear used to market its all-foam Original mattress as engineered for athletes, promoting temperature regulation and quicker muscle recovery after workouts. These benefits purportedly come from a mattress cover made from a licensed technology called Celliant, a synthetic fiber designed to direct body heat back into the muscles as restorative infrared heat. It sounds like science fiction, but there have been some clinical studies with promising initial results, including one conducted at the University of California Irvine Medical Center showing that Celliant-infused socks helped relieve chronic foot pain. Though the brand now bills its products as well-suited for anyone who wants to sleep better, those interested in Celliant technology can add it to the cover of their Original mattress for an additional charge. Bear also makes a variety of other mattresses without the Celliant option.


  Firmness and support: Bear describes its mattress as medium-firm, with enough sinkage to feel “contouring and cradling.”
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        Mattress type: Hybrid | Firmness: Flippable with one soft side and one medium-firm side | Height: 8 inches | Sizes: Twin, full | Trial period: 100 days | Warranty: 10 years | Shipping: Free in U.S.
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  TL;DR: A great combination of price, comfort, and features — most notably a unique flippable design that will accommodate growing kids from toddlerhood to tweendom.


  Who tested it: Jen Trolio, Strategist senior editor, and her two kids. Trolio edits the Strategist’s sleep coverage, and she has tested her fair share of mattresses (and pillows, mattress protectors, and more). She’s a combination sleeper, as are her kids.
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      Double-sided (with two firmnesses): My daughters each tried a Helix Kids mattress in the bunk bed they share, with my now-6-year-old sleeping on the firmer side and my now-9-year-old sleeping on the softer side. Both girls have slept on their respective mattresses nightly for two years, and I have spent countless hours lying beside them — in no small part because I am prone to falling asleep next to them in the evenings and “napping” for a bit before eventually making it to my own bed. Though my achier grown-up spine doesn’t notice a huge difference between the two firmness levels of the mattress, my older daughter was able to identify the softer side, princess-and-the-pea style, and has been sleeping soundly on it ever since. I’m just happy to have the choice, as it makes the mattress feel like one of the best values on the kid mattress market; not only might it last an entire childhood, but thanks to its hybrid construction, it’s tolerable for an adult to sleep on occasionally (something I couldn’t say for many other kids’ mattresses after testing a couple all-foam models that were far too soft).


  Kid-friendly design: It also expanded quickly when it first arrived, it didn’t off-gas at all, and though we thankfully haven’t pushed any limits of its water-repellent and stain-resistant claims, I have no complaints about the comfort or temperature regulation of the cover (which I did top with a mattress protector anyway).
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      Oddly floppy: I don’t have many complaints about the experience of sleeping on this mattress, but I have noticed it can be difficult to move as it is fairly floppy. Still, while the floppiness makes it challenging to maneuver, it does make it easier to squish the mattress into the trunk of a car to transport it or to pull up a whole corner when changing sheets in a bunk bed.
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      Construction: The Helix Kids mattress aims to serve children from the moment they get their first “big kid” bed, around age 2 or 3, all the way to age 12 or so (presuming a twin size or full size will meet your family’s needs, as it doesn’t come in queen or king sizes). It has a flippable hybrid construction, with a firmer side rated for ages 3 to 7 and a softer side rated for kids 8 to 12; both are supported by a middle layer of six-inch steel coils. The firmer side has a one-inch layer of high-density foam to provide more spinal support to smaller kids. The softer side has a one-inch layer of gel memory foam for a more plush feel. Both foams are Greenguard Gold and CertiPUR-US certified. At eight inches tall, the Helix Kids mattress can work with traditional bed frames as well as many bunk beds. And the breathable TENCEL cover, though it isn’t removable for cleaning, is naturally hypoallergenic and treated with both an odor-resistant “microbe shield” and a plant-based stain- and water-resistant finish.


  Firmness and support: On Helix’s ten-point firmness scale, one side is rated as medium soft (4 to 5), and the other is rated as medium firm (6 to 7).


  






  
  
    Best mattress for tweens and teens
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        Mattress type: Latex hybrid | Firmness: Medium | Height: Ten inches | Sizes: Twin, twin XL, full, queen, king, California king | Trial period: 100 days | Warranty: 10 years | Shipping: Shipping starts at $99; in-home delivery starts at $249
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  TL;DR: Avocado’s Eco Organic mattress is a certified-organic and budget-friendly pick for middle-of-the-road sleepers who don’t have any specific mattress requirements or aches and pains to resolve, especially people with lighter builds like many tweens and teens.


  Who tested it: Kitty Guo, Strategist writer and a combination sleeper (back, side, stomach — you name it), with no specific sleep or temperature concerns.
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      Medium-firm feel with universal appeal: I’m an average, unfussy sleeper in every respect: I can conk out in any position, I don’t toss or turn too much, I don’t really run hot or cold, and I don’t have any back pain or muscle aches to contend with (yet …). I do prefer a slightly firm mattress with more support rather than one I sink into, but I don’t want to feel like I’m sleeping on a granite countertop, either. Though Avocado puts the Eco Organic at a five out of ten on the firmness scale, I’d personally say it’s a little firmer than that, maybe a 6.5 or so — which is the ideal level of firmness for me.


  Mid-range height: At ten inches tall, the mattress’s height is fairly standard, and I didn’t feel like I had to stoop down or clamber up to get in bed. (For comparison’s sake, Avocado’s lower-profile kids’ mattress is seven inches tall, and most of its other models are 11 inches tall or taller.) I was previously sleeping on a cheap Ikea mattress bequeathed by the former tenant whose lease I took over, and the difference once I switched to the Eco Organic was palpable — I always felt like the Ikea one was a bit too low and saggy, but with the Eco Organic, I felt like Goldilocks testing out Baby Bear’s bed: just right.


  Good support for lightweight sleepers: Since the Eco Organic contains fewer coils than other Avocado models, its level of support is more suited to those with smaller, lighter builds. (It’s a solid option for back and stomach sleepers, who typically don’t require as much zoned pressure relief as side sleepers.) That, combined with its price range and all-organic construction, makes it a great pick for growing tweens and teens who have yet to experience the sleep concerns that often come with age and aren’t particularly picky about the feel of their mattress.
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      Could be too firm: While I loved the firm feel of this mattress, I can recognize it’s not for everyone; those needing additional pressure relief (such as side sleepers or people with extra-sensitive, achy joints) might opt for something a little softer.
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      Construction: Avocado has built its entire brand around constructing mattresses with natural, nontoxic materials and manufacturing them using a sustainable production process. The Eco Organic is the brand’s most budget-conscious offering: In a king size, it costs $1,000 less than Avocado’s most popular mattress model, the Green, but still features the same foam-coil hybrid construction and certified-organic materials. It has a base of recycled steel coils that are pocketed to encourage airflow, topped by a two-inch comfort layer made of organic and naturally antimicrobial Dunlop latex, as well as organic wool (a natural flame retardant) and organic cotton. It does not contain any polyurethane foams, polyester fibers, chemical adhesives, or chemical flame retardants. The Eco Organic does have fewer coils than the brand’s other models (975 coils in the king-size Eco Organic mattress versus 1,414 coils in the Green and Vegan models), which gives it a slightly softer feeling.


  Firmness and support: The Eco Organic comes in one firmness level, which Avocado describes as “gentle-firm”; according to the brand’s own firmness scale, it ranks right in the middle at a five out of ten, with ten being the firmest. The Eco Organic provides uniform support across the entire surface of the mattress (in contrast to the zoned support of many of Avocado’s other mattress models), and there is no option to purchase it with an attached pillow top (though you can always add a mattress topper from Avocado or any other brand).
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        Mattress type: “Wovenaire” plastic core | Firmness: Firm | Height: 5.5 inches | Sizes: Crib (52 inches by 28 inches)
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  TL;DR: One of the most deservedly well-reviewed crib mattresses on the market, with a fully removable, machine-washable cover and a breathable, completely washable core.


  Who tested it: Multiple Strategist parents, family members, and infants.
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      Positive reviews from multiple parents: Though we couldn’t get reliable feedback from our tiny test subjects, all of the Strategist writers and editors who’ve used the Newton crib mattress for their own kids or other family members have given it rave reviews.


  Easy to move: The mattress is lightweight enough to easily pick up and move around, which comes in handy when you are trying to change the sheets or remove the covers to wash them. “It took less than two minutes for me to unzip, remove, and then put the covers back on,” says former Strategist writer Latifah Miles, who is a mom of two, including an infant.


  Allows airflow: She adds that the mattress also delivers quite well on its breathability claims: “I put my face against the mattress myself to see if I can actually breathe through it, and I can, without hot air kicking back into my face.” Though it’s important to always follow safe-sleep guidelines for babies no matter how breathable their mattress is, both Miles and senior writer Liza Corsillo noted that the Newton’s airiness gives them extra peace of mind.


  Comfortable but firm enough to be safe: Corsillo transitioned her son to sleeping on the Newton when he was about 6 months old and reports that the mattress is “very cushy and thick,” yet just as supportive as the “super-firm, super-thin mattresses for the Snoo bassinet and the Guava pack-and-play he slept in at night for a while,” adding that the “first time I put him down to nap on the Newton mattress, he slept for an hour and 20 minutes without stirring.”


  Durable, with simple care: Multiple parents praised how easy it is to clean, and senior editor Jen Trolio emphasized its durability, explaining that she gifted the Original to her sister about seven years ago, before her eldest niece was born; her sister has since had two more children, with the youngest now sleeping on it at age 2, and “it’s in perfect shape.”
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      Construction: Newton sells four different models of its popular crib mattress, and all of them align with the brand’s appealing marketing refrain of “completely washable from cover to core” because they don’t contain any foam, glue, or springs. The core in question is made from the brand’s proprietary “Wovenaire” material — essentially a molded web of plastic that provides a flexible yet sturdy structure while allowing for a lot of airflow. (Picture a brick of flexible plastic spaghetti with air pockets in between the noodles, and you’ll have a fairly accurate mental image of what it looks like; because of the air pockets, you can even see through it.) Newton says this technology allows babies to “breathe right through” the mattress, reducing the risk of suffocation; it also allows for the core to be literally rinsed or hosed off, if need be. All of Newton’s mattress models use the same Greenguard Gold-certified materials, with slight variations in mattress thickness, dimensions, and cover. We tested the best-selling “Original,” which is 5.5 inches thick and fits all standard-size cribs. It layers two machine-washable covers over the molded core: an inner viscose one and a quilted, plush outer one. The outer cover for the “Original”comes in four colors and is also available to purchase separately, in case you need to replace it or you’d like to have an extra on hand. Newton also sells a waterproof cover.


  Firmness and support: Newton’s crib mattress is on the firmer side, to ensure safe sleep for babies while still feeling comfortable for toddlers.
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      Not all of the mattresses that we’ve tested are singularly the best, and even though our writers and editors didn’t feel these models stood out from the crowd, you may find their reviews helpful. So we’ve outlined all of the mattresses we’ve tested here, with some notes on why they haven’t received superlatives.
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      The Avocado Eco Organic Kids mattress is a lower-profile version of Avocado’s budget-friendly line that the brand says is well-suited for bunk and trundle beds. That is definitely true: At seven inches high, it’s sized to conveniently slide beneath a taller bed frame or nestle into a bunk bed without raising a sleeping kid so high that they might fall over a safety rail. Trolio, who tested this mattress with both of her kids and two nieces, found it to be extremely springy compared to other Avocado mattresses her family has tried. That makes it fine for occasional sleepovers (and kids who love to jump) but a little less appealing for nightly use. Plus the shorter stature makes it difficult to get a neat fit with standard-size sheets. Unless a specific combination of a lower-profile height, 100 percent organic materials, and a sub-$700 price tag (for a twin) are your top priorities, we think you’re better off spending a few hundred bucks more and going with the seven-inch-tall, eco-friendly, and nontoxic Nest Lark Kids, which we’ve reviewed below. Or you could spend about $130 more (for a twin) and go with Avocado’s ten-inch-tall, 100 percent organic, medium-firm Eco Organic Mattress, which we’ve recommended above for teens and tweens but would work just as well for younger kids.
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      The Avocado Green mattress is the brand’s flagship product and it comes in three versions: standard, pillow-top, and box-top. All three are made with organic Dunlop latex, organic wool, organic cotton, and zoned sections of individually-wrapped coils. Strategist senior writer Liza Corsillo tested the Avocado Green mattress with an attached pillow-top. While she liked the feel of the mattress and described it as supportive, cushy, and cooling, she also found that pillow-top started to sag a bit over time. Sagging is a risk with pillow-top mattresses, so we recommend trying standard version of this mattress instead; you can always add a mattress topper if you want extra cushioning. We are currently testing the standard Avocado Green mattress and will add a full review in a future update.
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      Like the Bear Original Mattress, the hybrid has a top layer made with Celliant fibers woven into the quilting. The big difference is that this mattress has a layer of dozens of individually wrapped coils — or springs — in addition to its four layers of foam. It’s nearly double the price of the original, but it’s not noticeably cooler or more restorative. And according to Strategist contributor Steven John, who tested a twin-size version of this mattress, “I conk out just as easily on the Bear Hybrid as I do on the Casper Wave Hybrid.”
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      Brooklyn Bedding’s Aurora Luxe mattress is the brand’s best seller. It’s a hybrid mattress that comes in three different firmness levels — soft, medium, and firm — with the option to add a two-inch foam pillow top for an additional $400. (Strategist writer Latifah Miles tried out the pillow-top version of this mattress in a Brooklyn Bedding showroom and found it especially cozy, with a “hotel-quality” level of cushioning that fans of plusher mattresses will appreciate.) The mattress has an 8-inch zoned core of pocketed steel coils topped with three layers of foam; the density of the middle layer of foam will vary according to the firmness level you select. New York deputy editor Alexis Swerdloff has tested this mattress in her home and advises that while the mattress feels luxurious and very substantial, the medium firmness level “errs on the softer side” and is “squishier” than expected — so she suggests “going in a firmer direction than you might normally.” Both Swerdloff and her husband run hot, however, and found that the mattress’s cooling features — including Brooklyn Bedding’s GlacioTex cover, which uses a specific weave to promote airflow — helped them sleep a little cooler than usual.
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      The Casper Wave Hybrid is a souped-up, premium version of the original Casper that’s designed to provide targeted support for your back, neck, and shoulders along 33 points in the mattress through contoured foam and dome-shaped gel pods that are said to work for all shapes and sizes. At more than $2,500 for a queen, it is very much Casper’s “luxury” option that’s best suited for sleep obsessives and mattress-heads, and there are other firm hybrid mattresses available for much less. Former Strategist writer Lori Keong found that the mattress ran hot, as well.


  [Editor’s note: The Casper Wave Hybrid has been discontinued but is available while supplies last. If you buy it at Casper.com, the Wave Hybrid mattress is final sale, and only twin-XL and California-king sizes are available. Additionally, this mattress cannot ship to New York. On Amazon, all sizes are available except California king.]
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      Launched in September 2023, Emma’s newest hybrid model has seven different support zones designed to ensure optimal spinal alignment for all types of sleepers. It’s made with an open-celled foam and springs designed to work together to isolate motion. When former Strategist senior editor (and light sleeper) Chelsea Peng tested the Hybrid Comfort, she says she didn’t wake up at all when an “unspecified companion” got up in the middle of the night. However, she does add that while she can confirm the zero-motion-transfer claim, she could feel the combination of a squishier outer layer over a firmer core instead of a more homogenous experience. And though the mattress boasts of cooling features and a temperature-regulating UltraDry Cover for breathability, Peng says she still ran hot. Aesthetically, the sides bow out, and Peng says the dark bottom layer of the mattress shows through her pale yellow Buffy sheets, which could be a turnoff for those who mind such things. However, when her dad — who used to work for Sealy — visited for Thanksgiving and tried the mattress himself, he had no complaints and was pleased to report that “It supports body weight in a well-distributed curve.”
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      Former Strategist editor Maxine Builder tested the Helix Dusk in 2018, and though it was labeled as the brand’s middle-of-the-road option — neither firm nor plush — both she and her partner found it to be extremely soft and felt it ran very hot. It turns out that Builder was not the only reviewer to describe even Helix’s medium-feel mattress as too soft, because in 2020, Helix swapped out its regular mattresses’ memory-foam layer — one of four layers of foam — for a firmer memory foam, which promises to give this particular model that much more support. We have not tested this new version of the Dusk (though folks on Reddit seem to say that Helix still runs on the soft side).
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      Naturepedic’s Serenade mattress is a straightforward organic-latex hybrid that doesn’t use polyurethane foam or flame retardants. (All of the brand’s mattresses are certified organic as well as EWG verified, a first for a mattress company.) The Serenade’s hybrid construction provides a balanced level of bounce and spring, while the organic-wool batting and cotton quilt on top offer comfort and breathability. It’s available in three firmness levels: firm; “cushion-firm,” which has more support deeper down but a cushier top; and plush, which offers extra softness and sink. Strategist writer Kitty Guo, who considers herself an unfussy, middle-of-the-road sleeper, has been using the cushion-firm Serenade for about six months and finds it “perfectly balanced” and fully supportive of her body weight whether she’s sleeping on her back or her side. Guo has also tested the Avocado Eco Organic, another organic hybrid mattress, and found the two fairly similar support-wise, though she does think the Naturepedic feels a bit firmer and more well constructed — she noticed an ever-so-slight dip in the Avocado after sleeping on it for a year. (The Naturepedic hasn’t shown any sinking, but it has only been six months.) At $2,000 for a queen size, it’s slightly pricier than the Avocado, but it lives up to its price point in durability and construction.
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      Nest’s king-size and California King mattresses are available with dual firmness levels — a potential selling point for partners who have different sleep preferences and enough space for a big bed. Previously called the Alexander Hybrid, the Sparrow has a flippable and replaceable top foam layer, making it a decent alternative to the Birch Natural, our pick for Best Ecofriendly Hybrid Mattress. Strategist kitchen and dining writer Emma Wartzman, a combination sleeper “who moves around a lot during the night,” purchased this mattress in March 2022 to replace a worn-out innerspring and reported that after just a few weeks, the “back and neck pain that I was waking up with every morning is literally gone.”
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      The Lark is Nest’s higher-end kids’ mattress, constructed of organic cotton, New Zealand wool, natural latex, and ecofriendly foam. Because it doesn’t have any springs like the otherwise similar Avocado Eco Organic kids’ mattress that we reviewed, above, Trolio found when she tested it with her kids that it was a lot less bouncy than the Eco Organic — and a lot more comfortable. Nest describes the seven-inch-tall mattress’s feel as luxury firm, because it’s built “with a gentle pillow top over a firm latex comfort layer.” Trolio thought it felt softer, but that’s likely because she’s above the mattress’s 110-pound weight limit. All in all, the Lark is a great mattress that her 5-year-old slept on comfortably for months. The only issue is that at over $1,000 even for a twin size, it’s an exceptionally expensive choice for a lower-profile mattress with a low weight limit, and we think you’d be better off purchasing an organic mattress marketed to adults that can serve more sleepers for a longer period of time.
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      The Puffin is Nest’s budget-friendly memory-foam mattress designed for kids. Bunk-bed-ready at seven inches thick and made of 100 percent CertiPUR-US–certified foam with a cooling outer cover, it’s a great first mattress for the smallest, youngest kids graduating to their first big-kid bed (bunk or otherwise), as the brand lists the mattress’s maximum weight capacity as 110 pounds. Yet that limit makes it a little tricky to recommend: While it will easily accommodate average-size kids through their tween years, parents whose kids regularly require extra grown-up-size snuggles (or who fall asleep in their child’s bed more often than they would like to admit) may have valid reservations about buying it. Trolio tested this mattress with her daughters when they were 4 and 7 years old, and while all three found it very comfortable, Trolio thinks it feels much softer than the “luxury firm” that Nest bills it to be. Trolio is a 140-pound adult, so take this with a grain of salt, but definitely consider the weight limit and your family’s sleep habits before you add it to your cart.
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            Saatva Latex Hybrid Mattress - Queen
          
              
                
  
  $2,499
  

              

        

          
            
  
  $2,499
  

          

      


    
      
  
    
        Buy at Saatva
    

    Buy

  


    

  


   
  
 

    






  
  
    
      
        
           Read more
          
            
              

              

            

          

        

      

    

  

  
      Saatva bills its Latex Hybrid Mattress as its most environmentally friendly, in part because one of its layers is made from a naturally derived latex instead of memory foam. But unlike Saatva’s Classic Mattress, our best overall pick, there are no firmness levels to choose between. Strategist editorial coordinator Kelsie Schrader tested this mattress and found it to be “soft and bouncy yet supportive the first — and every subsequent — time I sat down to read on it. I never felt like I was sinking nor did I have to shift my weight to a new spot, even after an hour of reading.” It’s supportive enough for all kinds of sleepers, but unless you’re actively looking for ecofriendly materials, it’s not necessarily too different from the Saatva Classic.


  






  
  
    
    
      Other Mattresses We’re Testing
    



  
      




  We’ll be testing several mattresses throughout 2025. We’re constantly matching Strategist editors and writers with new mattress models based on their sleep preferences and needs, and we’ll continue publishing their reviews in the coming months.


  Avocado Green Mattress: Because we’ve previously only tested Avocado’s flagship hybrid mattress with an attached pillow top, we’re now testing the standard “firm” version without a plush topper. It’s a zoned mattress that features layers of organic latex and individually wrapped steel support coils, as well as organic cotton and organic wool.


  Avocado Latex: A medium-firm mattress made from organic latex, organic cotton, and organic wool, with no springs. (We’ll be comparing it to a similar model from Saatva, which is also in our testing queue.)


  Bear Elite Hybrid: Bear’s most popular mattress is a hybrid with pocketed coils and foam, as well as multiple cooling materials. It comes in three firmness levels and has the option to add a Celliant cover — the muscle-recovery material that Bear originally used in its covers to market itself to athletes. 


  Boring: This newer mattress brand — from the founder of Tuft & Needle — says it intentionally designed its mattress to be simple and universally appealing, hence the name Boring. It’s a hybrid with a base of pocketed coils topped by foam.


  Glacier Summit Hybrid: This cooling-focused mattress brand, owned by the same parent company as Saatva, launched toward the end of 2024. This model is a hybrid with several layers of memory foam, including one focused on lumbar support. It also has a cooling cover and cooling infusions in multiple layers.


  Leesa Legend Chill Hybrid: This hybrid mattress has a unique layer of microcoils between the typical foam top layer and the bottom support coils for some additional bounce and uplift. It also has some cooling features, like a cover with phase-change materials.


  Purple Original: It’s been several years since we first tested the Purple Original (which is currently our pick for the Best Cooling Mattress with Gel, above), so we’re retesting it again in 2025.


  Saatva Zenhaven Latex: From the makers of our best mattress overall, this mattress is made of 100 percent organic latex with no springs. (We’ll be comparing it to a similar model from Avocado, which is also in our testing queue.) It is a zoned, dual-sided mattress that feels softer on one side and firmer on the other. It has an organic-cotton cover, with layers of organic wool on both sides for temperature regulation and extra comfort.


  




  
  



  The Strategist is designed to surface the most useful, expert recommendations for things to buy across the vast e-commerce landscape. Some of our latest conquests include the best women’s jeans, rolling luggage, pillows for side sleepers, ultraflattering pants, and bath towels. We update links when possible, but note that deals can expire and all prices are subject to change.


  Every editorial product is independently selected. If you buy something through our links, New York may earn an affiliate commission.




    


    


          



      The Very Best Mattresses, As Tested by Strategist Editors



  

  
    
  





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://nymag.com/strategist/article/best-mattresses-buy-online.html
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        An all-over-the-place assortment of stood-behind products culled from this very website that appears in the most recent February issue of New York Magazine.
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            Saatva Classic Mattress - Queen
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  $2,099
  

          

      

    
        After attempting to rest on around 40 different mattresses, the Strategist team named the Saatva Classic its ultimate favorite. Sleep writer Amelia Jerden was struck by its gentle “on top of the bed” feel, luxe organic-cotton cover, and quilted Euro top. She also appreciates that it’s not an all-foam bed-in-a-box and has two different kinds of innersprings, which give it a strong, responsive foundation and a supportive sleeping surface. Complimentary white-glove delivery comes with every purchase: A crew brought the mattress straight into her home and offered to haul her old one away for free.


    


    
      
  
    
        
  
  $2,099
  

 at Saatva
    

    Buy

  


    

  


   
  
 

    






  




  
  
    
    
        
          Celebrity Shopping
        

    

  

  
    

  
  
    Chloe Bailey’s Moisturizer






  


  
      
              [image: Kiehl’s Since 1851 Ultra Facial Moisturizer SPF 30] 
      
  


  
    
      
        
          
            Kiehl’s Since 1851 Ultra Facial Moisturizer SPF 30
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        “I am always in the Caribbean and often in the sun. When I don’t put SPF on my face, I tend to tan unevenly and get little patches on my cheeks. I love this lotion because it has SPF 30 in it. It feels really lightweight and moisturizes my skin.”
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        “I don’t cook—I warm up. This is my device of choice because it’s better than
 a microwave. It can air-fry and make toast, but I mostly use it to warm up food that I’ve ordered. The food gets a little crisp. I put the oven on for ten minutes and walk away and then—boom. Perfect.”
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        “My wife and I have our coffee together every single morning. The taste grounds me and gives me something to get excited about. I like Verve’s single-origin coffees from Ethiopia and Kenya. Verve also does special varieties. It can be expensive, but I’ll buy a couple bags and use them on special occasions.”
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    Fine Jewelry That’s Actually Pretty Affordable






  I went searching for unusual gold, silver, and platinum pieces that don’t cost more than $500—and that make for a particularly thoughtful Valentine’s Day gift. –Ambar Pardilla
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            Susan Highsmith Bitty Diamond Charm Necklace
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        The itty-bitty diamond ring is inspired by one that designer Susan Highsmith gave to a childhood crush.
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            Ted Muehling Berries
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        You can always spot a Ted Muehling original, whether it’s a rice kernel or a berry made from amethyst, chrysoprase, turquoise, carnelian, citrine, or chalcedony.
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        These are the tiniest renditions of Anthony Lent’s Man in the Moon.
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    Do You Turn on the Big Light?






  The Strategist team discussed whether a glaring overhead ever belongs in the mix (and what should replace it).


  Dominique Pariso, writer: I’m ashamed to admit it, but I’m a Big Light person. I can’t see! My roommate comes home every day and turns the Big Light off.


  Alexis Swerdloff, deputy editor: I’m always turning on 893 little lights, and my husband saunters in and turns on the Big Light. I wander around like Ebenezer Scrooge with the Hay PC Portable Lamp.
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  Bella Druckman, junior writer: I’ve recently become intrigued by Tulip Gem Bark Shades to make my ugly Big Lights more bearable.
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            Tulip Gem Shade, Bark
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  Liza Corsillo, senior writer: I love Tulips! I had to change my lightbulbs after installing them, though, because it was too dark. I still need more lamps to even things out.


  Emma Wartzman, kitchen and dining writer: I have the Crate & Barrel Weave Natural Floor Lamp, which is one of the best purchases I’ve ever made—I needed something in a small corner.
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            Crate & Barrel Weave Natural Floor Lamp
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  Crystal Martin, senior editor: I have the warm, low Ikea Trådfri smart bulbs in my overhead in a clear shade, so I do turn it on.
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  $13
  

              

        

          
            
  
  $13
  

          

      

      
        Photo: Retailer
      


    
      
  
    
        Buy at Ikea
    

    Buy

  


    

  


  

    






  




  
  
    
    
        
          Compulsive Shopping
        

    

  

  
    

  
  
    I Can’t Stop Buying Corduroy-Collared Coats






  It’s outerwear that doesn’t scream “outdoors,” and the collar adds a touch of texture to an otherwise simple layer. Here are six that I wear on rotation. –Jeremy Rellosa
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            Vintage Eddie Bauer Chore Work Green Jacket
          
              
                
  
  $80
  

              

        

          
            
  
  $80
  

          

      

    
        I got this one at a thrift store when I was in college, and I call it my George Costanza jacket. I love the boxy fit.


    


    
      
  
    
        
  
  $80
  

 at eBay
    

    Buy
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            L.L.Bean Men’s Original Field Coat with Wool/Nylon Liner
          
              
                
  
  $199
  

              

        

          
            
  
  $199
  

          

      

    
        This comes with a wool liner that has polyester sleeves.


    


    
      
  
    
        
  
  $199
  

 at L.L. Bean
    

    Buy
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            Vintage Polo Ralph Lauren Corduroy Full Zip Plaid Lined Jacket
          
              
                
  
  $185
  

              

        

          
            
  
  $185
  

          

      

    
        It’s not a particularly thick jacket, but it’s warm enough for overcast spring days.


    


    
      
  
    
        
  
  $185
  

 at eBay
    

    Buy
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            Barbour Bedale Waxed Jacket
          
              
                
  
  $415
  

              

        

          
            
  
  $415
  

          

      

    
        Barbour jackets look better when they’re worn in, so I bought mine from a second- hand seller in Europe. I wear it in wind and rain, to work, and to nicer events.


    


    
      
  
    
        
  
  $415
  

 at Orvis
    

    Buy

  


      
  
    
        
  
  $415
  

 at Barbour
    

    Buy

  


    

  


   
  
 

    






  


  
      
              [image: Rhythm James Jacket - Tobacco] 
      
  


  
    
      
        
          
            Rhythm James Jacket - Tobacco
          
              
                
  
  $125
  

              

        

          
            
  
  $125
  

          

      

    
        I have this one in three colors, but I wear the brown most. The sherpa lining is plenty warm for cool spring and fall weather.


    


    
      
  
    
        
  
  $125
  

 at Tactics
    

    Buy
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            FrizmWORKS Heritage Hunting Jacket - Forest Green
          
              
                
  
  $193
  

              

            
              
                 $275 now 30% off

              

            

        

          
            
  
  $193
  

          

      

    
        Like the classic Eddie Bauer jacket this one has a dropped, unstructured shoulder and semi-cropped length.


    


    
      
  
    
        
  
  $193
  

 at Canoe Club
    

    Buy

  


      
  
    
        
  
  $285
  

 at Finch Hudson
    

    Buy

  


    

  


  

    






  




  
  
    
    
        
          This Thing’s Incredible
        

    

  

  
    

  
  
    The Mask That Protects an Opera Singer’s Voice
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            HumidiFlyer Mask
          
              
                
  
  $57
  

              

        

          
            
  
  $57
  

          

      

    
        No one feels amazing after
 breathing airplane air for
 several hours, but I’m a
 professional vocalist and the
 resulting scratchy throat can
 render me unable to do my
 job. The HumidiFlyer mask
 purports to keep voices moist in even the driest airplane cabins, and to my delight, it made an instant difference for me. The mask’s design retains moisture while allowing the rest of your breath to escape. I can now fly and audition on the same day without issues. While the extra germ-cautious (including myself ) should use an N95 in flu season, I plan to return to my HumidiFlyer when the germs subside. –Kristen Gornstein as told to Michael Zhao


    


    
      
  
    
        
  
  $57
  

 at HumidiFlyer
    

    Buy

  


    

  


  

    






  




  
  
    
    
        
          Ask a Cool Person
        

    

  

  
    

  
  
    Two Great Dinner Plates, According to Frequent Hosts
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            Crate & Barrel Mercer White Round Porcelain Dinner Plates
          
              
                
  From 
  $7
  

              

        

          
            
  From 
  $7
  

          

      

    
        Recipe developer Caroline Chambers bought two sets for a party and then adapted them as her everyday plates. “They look like pretty ceramics,” she says. “Not a single chip, and I’ve used them exclusively for two years.”


    


    
      
  
    
        
  From 
  $7
  

 at Crate and Barrel
    

    Buy
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            Heller White Dinner Plate
          
              
                
  
  $11
  

              

        

          
            
  
  $11
  

          

      

    
        Christene Barberich, author of the newsletter A Tiny Apt., says this stackable melamine dinnerware is useful if you entertain often because you can fit a lot of it in a small cabinet. These plates have been in production for over 60 years.


    


    
      
  
    
        
  
  $11
  

 at Unison Home
    

    Buy
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  The Strategist is designed to surface useful, expert recommendations for things to buy across the vast e-commerce landscape. Every product is independently selected by our team of editors, whom you can read about here. We update links when possible, but note that deals can expire and all prices are subject to change.



    


    


          



      Kumail Nanjiani’s Special-Occasion Coffee Beans and More
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          The Best Window Shades in New York


            
            
            By 
        Maria Yagoda,
          a writer and editor who covers food, travel, and culture. 
          She has over a decade of experience in food media and is a frequent contributor to Wine Enthusiast and Travel & Leisure. Her latest book is Laid and Confused: Why We Tolerate Bad Sex and How to Stop. 
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          For Those Who Don’t Know Where to Start
        

    

  

  
      Window Works, 973-535-5860; windowworks-nj.com


  Working with this New Jersey–based company is as close as it gets to hiring an interior designer like herself, says Lauren Simone. If you don’t know a thing about shades, the team will happily detail the pros and cons of every possible permutation. “You can either have a very specific vision and want something highly customized and your own fabric or be like, ‘I have no idea where to start or what would look good,’” she says. The staff are honest and detail oriented, adds interior designer Darci Hether: “They don’t strong-arm you into buying motorized blah, blah, blah, with all the bells and whistles, to up the price.” A simple custom roller shade can start at $400, while fully dressing the same window with a flat-fold, blackout-lined Roman shade and decorative hardware could range from $2,000 to more than $5,000. Hether recently hired the company to swap Shade Store shades for personalized ones in a client’s Greenwich home and found the team’s technical expertise particularly impressive. Another time, she had to find shades for two windows that met in a corner with moldings at the top. The Window Works rep was unfazed by the task. “They’ve seen everything, so they know when a wood product would work better than, say, a cell shade or a roller,” says Hether.


  




  
  
    
    
        
          For Intricate Custom Designs
        

    

  

  
      Curtains for You, 646-481-5118; juliesews.com


  Julie Newton, the founder of this small Long Island City–based studio, is a seamstress who has created window treatments for a number of TV shows, including Jessica Jones and 30 Rock. In addition to custom shades, her company makes custom curtains, cushions, pillows, and bedding. When Emily Abruzzo of Abruzzo Bodziak Architects was designing the Maharishi store in Tribeca, she faced a tricky window-shade conundrum that Curtains for You handled with ease. “Our client had provided us with this amazing waxed cotton from India to integrate in the store’s design; it was beautiful but had to be worked just so,” she says. Abruzzo ultimately asked Newton to turn the fabric into fitted roll-up shades. “Her company did great, fast work, and it will be the first place we turn for our next custom project,” she says. A small, flat, unlined shade can go for $180, depending on its size, and a huge balloon shade with multiple layers of trim and lining may cost $2,000. Motorization adds at least another $1,000.
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          For Foolproof Motorized and Smart Shades
        

    

  

  
      Innovation Shades, 212-343-9900; innovationshades.com


  The decade-old shop has developed a cult following in the design community for its mastery of connected- and automatic-shade installations. Nicole R. Fisher, former stylist for Lady Gaga and the founder of BNR Interiors, first hired the company to connect drapery and shades to a smart-home system in a four-bedroom West Village apartment. The starting price for manual or roller shades on a standard-size window can be as low as $175, while motorization and customizations can add thousands. Her client had already sourced the fabrics she wanted, and, says Fisher, the Innovation Shades staff “were very patient with her, walking her through everything.” In the end, Innovation installed custom drapery in the primary bedroom and inside-mount Roman shades in the kids’ room for a comprehensive blackout effect. On a current project in a Tribeca apartment with 20-foot-high ceilings, Innovation is installing utilitarian roller sunshades that fold up discreetly into the ceiling. Fisher, who designed Lucy Liu’s apartment (Liu opted for shutters), says the company can create whatever you have your mind set on. “I can send them a photo from House Beautiful from 30 years ago, and they figure out how to make it,” she says.


  




  
  
    
    
        
          For Your Pick of Shades in a Tight Timeframe
        

    

  

  
      Horizon Window Treatments, 212-759-4111; horizonyc.com


  This studio offers two-week timelines for standard treatments, and its website has a price generator that calculates a project’s rough quote before you commit to a consultation. When interior designer Prosha Korangy needed shades fast for a giant two-story triangular window in the Hamptons, Horizon was the only manufacturer she found that was up to the task. “A lot of light was coming in, and we needed to protect their furniture,” says Korangy, who purchased soft cellular solar shades. Interior designer Gia Sharp appreciates Horizon’s vast range of window-treatment styles, all of which are customized; nothing is bought off the shelf. “I had a client, a mom of two young boys, who was considering top-down, bottom-up shades for a family den but was wary of the cords,” she says. “Horizon came through with a gorgeous selection of cordless options.” Custom shades can start at around $125 for a small simple window and extend into the thousands for motorized treatments and complex designs. “I always recommend motorized,” says Korangy. “It’s worth it.”


  




  
  
    
    
        
          For Highly Effective Blackout Shades
        

    

  

  
      Stylish Window Treatments, 212-655-3063; stylishwindowtreatments.com


  Run by a husband-and-wife team, this custom shop installs and repairs shades, blinds, shutters, drapes, and curtains. Rosemary Nurse got in touch with Stylish Window Treatments when she was looking for blackout Roman shades that could be motorized and wired into the ceiling for every window in her Upper East Side home. Many of her windows already had rollers in them, and Stylish Windows was happy to use those rather than replace them. “There’s no light coming in because they got it so close; the dimensions were cut so well,” says Nurse, whose bedroom faces a building with a glaring light. “It would drive me nuts if I had that coming in.” Before leaving, the installation team steamed out every wrinkle in her new shades. “The workmanship is flawless, and I’m a pickyish person,” she says, adding that Stylish Windows’ communication was clear and courteous. Roller shades here can range from $300 to $2,300 per window, while Roman shades start at around $700 per window and can go up to $3,000.
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          The Look Book Goes to a Squash Competition

            Top-ranked players warmed up for their matches in the J.P. Morgan Tournament of Champions at Grand Central.
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            By 
        Emily Leibert,
          a staff writer for the Cut. 
          She specializes in coverage at the intersection of gender and sports, the arts, and our relationship to our bodies.
      


              
          

        

      

    

      
          
                 
          

              

        
          Photo: Frankie Alduino
        

  

  
    
      
        Auguste Dussourd (pictured above)
Squash player, Aix-en-Provence, France


  Do you have a favorite pre-match hype song?
The song depends on the moment and on my mood. Most of the time, it’s some French rap. One French rapper I like is called Booba, and another is Gazo. But sometimes I’m in the mood for Latin music so I’ll listen to Bad Bunny. My girlfriend travels quite often with me, and she gets so pissed off because I’ll play the same song 20 times in a row.


  How did you two meet?
We met in the U.S. Junior Open. She was a big fan. She asked me to sign her T-shirt. Nah, I’m kidding. She used to be a squash player, and we were playing the same event and we started to talk. She is from Mexico, and I didn’t speak English or Spanish at the time, so it was quite tough to communicate. I was just saying “yes” to everything she was saying.


  
  
    
        
        
      
        

  
    
        
Tarek Momen
Squash player, Cairo, Egypt


        

    

  

  




        
        
      
        

  
    
        
Satomi Watanabe
Squash player, London, England


        

    

  

  




        
        
      
        

  
    
        
Olivia Weaver
Squash player, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania


How did you get into squash?
My parents were looking to keep me busy, and they signed me up for a squash clinic when I was 5 years old. I pretty much instantly loved it. It probably didn’t hurt that the more targets you hit in the clinic, the more candy you got at the end.


        

    

  

  




        
        
      
        

  
    
        
Nicolas Müller
Squash player, Hirzel, Switzerland


Are you missing Switzerland right now?
You know, nothing beats your own bed. And I do like my country’s tap water. And, obviously, having nice bread. The bread isn’t the same anywhere else.


        

    

  

  




        
        
      
        

  
    
        
Grégoire Marche
Squash player, Aix-en-Provence, France


        

    

  

  




        
        
      
        

  
    
        
Dimitri Steinmann
Squash player and lance corporal, Zurich, Switzerland 


        

    

  

  




        
        
      
        

  
    
        
Sarah-Jane Perry
Squash player, Kenilworth, England


        

    

  

  




        
        
      
        

  
    
        
Mike Riley
Referee, Bristol, Rhode Island


        

    

  

  




        
        
      
        

  
    
        
Victor Crouin
Squash player, Toulon, France


Do you have a pre-match ritual?
When it gets really close to game time, I remove my AirPods so I can get into the mood and the sound of the court. Grand Central is quite loud, and it’s important to adapt to the atmosphere instead of just being in your zone.


        

    

  

  




        
        
      
        

  
    
        
Sivasangari Subramaniam
Squash player, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia


        

    

  

  




        
        
      
        

  
    
        
Baptiste Masotti
Squash player, Aix-en-Provence, France


        

    

  

  




        
        
      
        

  
    
        
Leonel Cárdenas Mora
Squash player, Mexico City, Mexico


What’s next for you after the tournament?
Well, I’m getting a new dog — it’s called a calupoh, and it’s a mix between a dog and a wolf. The puppies were just born, and I’m getting one within the next month. I think I’m going to give it an old Mexican name — like from the Nahuatl language. I’m going to call it a word that means “shadow,” because these dogs are full, full black.


        

    

  

  




        
        
      
        

  
    
        
Amanda Sobhy
Squash player, Boca Raton, Florida


Do you have an ultimate squash dream?
I’m coming back from my second Achilles rupture. When it happened, I was like, Why me? But then I flipped the script and decided my goal is to compete in the 2028 Olympics. I don’t know of an athlete who has done that after two Achilles ruptures, so it would be a really awesome comeback story. That has motivated me.


        

    

  

  




        
        
      
        

  
    
        
Christopher Gordon
SquashTV commentator, Jackson Heights


        

    

  

  




        
        
      
        

  
    
        
Sana Mahmoud Ibrahim
Squash player and college student, Cairo, Egypt


        

    

  

  




        
        
      
        

  
    
        
Mohamed Zakaria, Squash player and 12th-grader, Alexandria, Egypt


        

    

  

  




        
        
      
        

  
    
        
Ali Farag
Squash player, Cairo, Egypt


You’re the world’s No. 1 player. Do you get recognized?
I’ve been stopped by people within the squash world. But the sport’s profile is not that big. I always tell my wife, who is the former world No. 3, that we are in the sweet spot — we are appreciated by many, which gives you self-esteem, but we can also live our lives. I wouldn’t have it any other way.


        

    

  

  




        
        
      
        

  
    
        
Lisa Aitken
Squash player, Edinburgh, Scotland
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Tarek Momen
Squash player, Cairo, Egypt


                  

              

            

            

            
            
              
                  
Satomi Watanabe
Squash player, London, England


                  

              

            

            

            
            
              
                  
Olivia Weaver
Squash player, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania


How did you get into squash?
My parents were looking to keep me busy, and they signed me up for a squash clinic when I was 5 years old. I pretty much instantly loved it. It probably didn’t hurt that the more targets you hit in the clinic, the more candy you got at the end.


                  

              

            

            

            
            
              
                  
Nicolas Müller
Squash player, Hirzel, Switzerland


Are you missing Switzerland right now?
You know, nothing beats your own bed. And I do like my country’s tap water. And, obviously, having nice bread. The bread isn’t the same anywhere else.


                  

              

            

            

            
            
              
                  
Grégoire Marche
Squash player, Aix-en-Provence, France
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Squash player and lance corporal, Zurich, Switzerland 
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Referee, Bristol, Rhode Island


                  

              

            

            

            
            
              
                  
Victor Crouin
Squash player, Toulon, France


Do you have a pre-match ritual?
When it gets really close to game time, I remove my AirPods so I can get into the mood and the sound of the court. Grand Central is quite loud, and it’s important to adapt to the atmosphere instead of just being in your zone.
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Squash player, Aix-en-Provence, France


                  

              

            

            

            
            
              
                  
Leonel Cárdenas Mora
Squash player, Mexico City, Mexico


What’s next for you after the tournament?
Well, I’m getting a new dog — it’s called a calupoh, and it’s a mix between a dog and a wolf. The puppies were just born, and I’m getting one within the next month. I think I’m going to give it an old Mexican name — like from the Nahuatl language. I’m going to call it a word that means “shadow,” because these dogs are full, full black.


                  

              

            

            

            
            
              
                  
Amanda Sobhy
Squash player, Boca Raton, Florida


Do you have an ultimate squash dream?
I’m coming back from my second Achilles rupture. When it happened, I was like, Why me? But then I flipped the script and decided my goal is to compete in the 2028 Olympics. I don’t know of an athlete who has done that after two Achilles ruptures, so it would be a really awesome comeback story. That has motivated me.


                  

              

            

            

            
            
              
                  
Christopher Gordon
SquashTV commentator, Jackson Heights


                  

              

            

            

            
            
              
                  
Sana Mahmoud Ibrahim
Squash player and college student, Cairo, Egypt


                  

              

            

            

            
            
              
                  
Mohamed Zakaria, Squash player and 12th-grader, Alexandria, Egypt


                  

              

            

            

            
            
              
                  
Ali Farag
Squash player, Cairo, Egypt


You’re the world’s No. 1 player. Do you get recognized?
I’ve been stopped by people within the squash world. But the sport’s profile is not that big. I always tell my wife, who is the former world No. 3, that we are in the sweet spot — we are appreciated by many, which gives you self-esteem, but we can also live our lives. I wouldn’t have it any other way.
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Squash player, Edinburgh, Scotland
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          Brushing Up an East Williamsburg Railroad

            Artist Scott Csoke took a can of pink paint to an otherwise ho-hum rental.
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            By 
        Wendy Goodman,
          Curbed and New York Magazine’s design editor 
          who covers the city’s most spectacular interiors.
      


              
          

        

      

            
    

      
          
                 
          

              

        
            The Bedroom: Csoke uses the striped ottoman from the Inside for books and Livia Cetti’s paper Green Vase geraniums. “I can’t keep a plant alive for anything,” Csoke says. The convex mirror and plaster eye are from West End Antiques Mall in Richmond, where Csoke went to college.
          Photo: Annie Schlechter
        

  

  
    
      
        For the first couple years after Scott Csoke moved into their railroad apartment, it had the same generic off-white walls of any rental. But when the artist was painting a gallery in Richmond, Virginia, for their first solo show, it made them think, Why not bring that idea home? “I kept talking myself out of it,” Csoke says. Not only would the work have to be painted over when they move out, but Csoke shares the apartment with a college friend, and while she trusts them as an artist, she was a little nervous about how it would turn out.


  But in late 2023, Csoke says, “I just walked to the hardware store, bought a can of pink paint, and began in my bedroom.” They started on a small area of the wall between a closet and the door. The idea was to invent some history by creating trompe l’oeil plaster molding. Blocking it out was done spontaneously, without rulers or tape. The whole thing was meant to evoke the style of fashion illustrator Christian Bérard. “People have done this style since,” Csoke says, “but I just did my own little wonky spin on it.”


  Once satisfied with the bedroom walls, Csoke added white accents to the red dresser, before moving on to the kitchen, where the pink paint gave prominence to the framed art and hanging pots and pans — then on to the living room. By the end of the week, all that was spared was their roommate’s bedroom. She was happy with the new look, but felt she already had enough going on in her room.


  Csoke’s own bedroom doubles as a studio — their work has been shown at Alexander DiJulio and Sargent’s Daughters — where they have an easel tucked into the corner. As small as that space is, it works perfectly for most of their canvases, though it helps that Csoke doesn’t mind putting their paint tray on the bedspread.


  
    
      
          
            
            
            
            
            
                   
          

      

      
    

    
      The red dresser is from Scott Csoke’s previous apartment in Bed-Stuy. “It was white, but I knew it wanted to be red,” they say. The painting above it is by Donald Robertson.
      Photo: Annie Schlechter
    




  
    
      
          
            
            
            
            
            
                   
          

      

      
    

    
      The Living Room: The red chair is from Cure Thrift. The art was inspired by a childhood obsession with handwriting. “When I was younger, I would obsessively write I’m not gay to really try to push that down.”
      Photo: Annie Schlechter
    




  
    
      
          
            
            
            
            
            
                   
          

      

      
    

    
      “I knew I wanted to find a cute settee for the space,” Csoke says. They found it in the blue velvet couch from West End Antiques Mall. Csoke painted the large bouquet right before their 30th birthday.
      Photo: Annie Schlechter
    




  
    
      
          
            
            
            
            
            
                   
          

      

      
    

    
      When not in use, the television is covered in a canvas Csoke painted.
      Photo: Annie Schlechter
    




  
    
      
          
            
            
            
            
            
                   
          

      

      
    

    
      The Inside striped ottoman has a counterpart in the bedroom, and the carpet is from Wayfair. “I try to mostly thrift or buy vintage,” Csoke says, “but sometimes you have to buy new for bright colors. If you want cute stuff you really have to look for it.”
      Photo: Annie Schlechter
    




  
    
      
          
            
            
            
            
            
                   
          

      

      
    

    
      The Studio: Csoke’s work here is based on Baroque paintings of animals. “I love the silliness and the drama of those old paintings,” they say.
      Photo: Annie Schlechter
    




  
    
      
          
            
            
            
            
            
                   
          

      

      
    

    
      The towel cabana is based on one from Ballard Designs and is used to store their art supplies. “It was a hilarious idea and shape. I simply could not spend $1,200 on that,” Csoke says. “So I decided to make my own out of metal shelving and raw canvas that I painted. The point at the top is just a cardboard tube.”
      Photo: Annie Schlechter
    




  
    
      
          
            
            
            
            
            
                   
          

      

      
    

    
      The Kitchen: The two matching plates on the wall are from the Tory Burch flagship on Mercer, which Csoke loves for its “amazing found objects.” The others are from John Derian, where Csoke works. “I will sometimes take home the broken plates and glue them back together.” The piece to the right is by Csoke, who painted the frame pink to match.
      Photo: Annie Schlechter
    




  
    
      
          
            
            
            
            
            
                   
          

      

      
    

    
      The Gainsborough print is from RVA Antiques, and the Steiff animals from John Derian, West End Antiques Mall, and Quirk Gallery in Richmond. As for the Staffordshire dogs: “I love how silly they are, but they’re also this very serious collectible,” Csoke says.
      Photo: Annie Schlechter
    




  
    
      
          
            
            
            
            
            
                   
          

      

      
    

    
      Csoke’s skirt is by Christopher John Rogers for J. Crew.
      Photo: Annie Schlechter
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          It Only Looks Humble

            Zimmi’s is like an Old Country inn where the details are just right.

            

            
            
            By 
        Matthew Schneier,
          chief restaurant critic at New York Magazine
          
      


              
          

        

      

          
    

  

  
    
        Though I am skeptical about astrology, omens, “signs from the universe,” and ghosts, I maintain a carve-out for magic numbers. My recent visits to Zimmi’s, which opened late last year on an aggressively charming corner in the West Village, have only strengthened my belief that where restaurants are concerned, a number somewhere around 40 has a particular magic.


  With 40 seats, a restaurant is a jewel box — apropos, you might say, since Zimmi’s is named for the Arts and Crafts jeweler and metalsmith Marie Zimmermann. Forty people is a party. Forty people can make a festive din, and 40 people who have found their way in, sourced from the ranks of the committed and the cunning, are enough to be various without overwhelming. With 40 hungry customers, chefs are freed from the exigencies of the assembly line. They can personally oversee dinner and still duck out from behind the pass to greet the regulars. Forty seats grant quality control without claustrophobia, homeyness without home cooking.


  Zimmi’s, with 37 seats, is tantalizingly close to magical. If you can count yourself one among those, I would. Zimmi’s is the spotlight for Maxime Pradié, a talented chef who previously served in the kitchens of Lodi and the dearly departed Flora Bar. Pradié is a born-and-raised New Yorker the blood of a Bordelais, and he cooks like a grand-mère — his own, it turns out, at whose stove he learned over summers in the south of France.


  French cooking is enjoying a revival in New York, across the gamut that runs from glou-glou neo-bistro to the truffled extravagance of Chez Fifi on the Upper East Side, where seats before 11 p.m. are in such short supply that I have temporarily given up trying to go. Zimmi’s falls somewhere in between, what might be called auberge cooking. It is rustic without being rough. Pradié’s lamb stew is served in gamy hunks, but those hunks recline on a bed of pommes purées only slightly less silky than Joël Robuchon’s.


  If the auberge of it all is apt — and I submit that it is — it is partly the country cooking and partly the size, and most of all the innkeeper’s knowledge that real hospitality comes from small, manageable details. Things at Zimmi’s are just so. The curtains fly at half-height to keep in the warm light. The service is attentive and informed. The vast majority of the wine list — overseen by proprietor Jenni Guizio and general manager Cory Holt — is available by the half-bottle as well as the full. The mostly French list is especially strong in the country’s south, meeting the food where it lives, with a savvy eye to benchmark producers like the Châteauneuf’s Emmanuel Reynaud, represented here by his more (relatively) affordable Domaine des Tours and Château de Fonsalette instead of his auction-ready Rayas trophy bottlings.


  I’d just as soon skip the 40-ounce côte de boeuf at an eye-watering market price of around $300, but whatever else you do, start with a slice of pissaladière, like a cheeseless pizza niçoise, only better: short as a biscuit, sweet with onions frizzled to a caramel darkness, draped in anchovies and oily black olives. It’s one of the dishes Pradié made as an audition for his partnership with Guizio, and you can see why: More than a soft squiggle of foie gras mousse glittering with Sauternes gelée, more than oysters beneath a snowy pyramid of celery granita, it sets the tone. Nothing wrong with offal or oysters (the foie mousse is very good); it’s just that these are dishes that would be familiar at starrier, dressier establishments. Zimmi’s is at its best when it is, in the words of Pradié, comme dans l’arrière pays: like back in the Old Country. It excels within its own cozy parameters.


  The menu keeps evolving, and several items I had on one visit had excused themselves on another. Provençal barbajuans — little fried pockets of Swiss chard and cheese — gave way to a tastier chickpea-flour socca, acidified with soft cheese and rindlike shavings of bottarga. I missed the biscuits less than a pretty terrine de potager, vegetable aspic, which seemed mostly cast for looks until I tasted its bracing hit of vinegar. Two pastas do seem set for now — Grandma was Italian born, and nobody leaves the kitchens of Ignacio Mattos without a pasta or two in their back pocket — one with pesto and green beans, the other tossed in a nubby chicken-and-sage ragout dialed up with a whisper of liver.


  Among the mains, there are no bad choices, though there are also maybe no allowances. Salmon mi-cuit was, as advertised, swimmingly rare, tender as pudding. A burnished pork collar, redolent of hazelnuts and a sweet, shallot-y jus, was fattier than some at my table were used to. Give in gladly, is my advice. As any French innkeeper from the Thénardiers on down will tell you, in the Old Country, it’s the kitchen, not the customer, who’s always right.


  
  
    
         Top Pick 

    
        
          Zimmi’s
        

    

         72 Bedford St., at Commerce St.; zimmisnyc.com

  

  
      Tight Squeeze
Though the compact size fits the mood, navigating can be tricky. Be prepared to graze your fellow diners’ tables.


  Dessert Is Divisive
Vanilla ice cream is so beaned it’s gray, and riz au lait is way thick. Next time, I might stick to the cheese.


  More on the Way
Zimmi’s will expand with a small wine bar, which Eater NY reports will be opening this spring.
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          The Revolving Restaurant Above Times Square Is Spinning Again

            Danny Meyer wants you to check out his View.

            

            
            
            By Anna Hezel


              
          

        

      

          
    

      
          
                 
          

              

        
            The dining room at the View, which takes an hour to complete a full rotation.
          Photo: Christopher Payne
        

  

  
    
      
        Danny Meyer has experience with “high altitude” dining, as he calls it. In 2018, he opened Manhatta on the 60th floor of the former Chase headquarters in the Financial District. Meyer says he was drawn to the various challenges of the project as well as the chief question posed by the setting: Could he create the kind of place where people would want to go even if the view were not remarkable?


  Now, he’s doing it again with an added wrinkle: The new restaurant moves. The View, which opens to the public next week, is the rebirth of an establishment that slowly spun above Times Square on the 47th and 48th floors of the Marriott Marquis from the hotel’s opening in 1985 until about five years ago. “Revolving restaurants, like most of the other aspects of this building, are a show that has been playing out of town for a long time and has never much been missed on Broadway,” wrote architecture critic Paul Goldberger when the hotel first opened 40 years ago. “But this will at least be a novelty.”


  This will be Meyer’s first go-round with a revolving restaurant — still the only one in the city — but he has fond memories of eating at the rotating Stouffer’s Riverfront Inn as a kid growing up in St. Louis. “It’s quite spectacular seeing Manhattan with all the lights as you revolve around,” he says. “And the revolution is so slow that you’re not even aware it’s happening unless you go to the bathroom for five minutes and come back and try to figure out where your table was.”


  Tim Brenes, who works for the engineering company that first built the moving floors for the hotel, explains that a revolving restaurant is essentially a gigantic turntable that spins around a fixed middle. “Picture a doughnut that rotates,” he says. The restaurant’s floors still receive annual inspections to ensure “rotation purity,” as Brenes calls it, and the wheels were replaced completely ahead of the restaurant’s reopening. The 47th-floor dining room will take one leisurely hour to complete a full, clockwise spin, while an upstairs lounge moves at a slightly livelier 45-minute pace. (After service, staff can “rewind” or “fast-forward” the turntable so that it starts in the same uniform position every day.)


  “There needs to be something that merits going through all the circuitous circulation,” says David Rockwell, the architect responsible for the restaurant’s plush, carpeted new design. In other words, he understands that diners will want to feel rewarded for having gotten to the restaurant at all from within the vast hotel. When I made my own way past the Naked Cowboy on a recent January morning, into the dark lobby and up through the Marquis’s massive atrium, I eventually found Rockwell playing Chopin waltzes on a Yamaha grand piano in the restaurant’s peaceful, light-swept dining room.
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        David Rockwell's design takes inspiration from the Theater District location. Christopher Payne.
      

    

    
      
    
      David Rockwell's design takes inspiration from the Theater District location. Christopher Payne.
    

    
    




  “What you’re going to see is a view that’s constantly evolving,” Rockwell explains. “There is a theatrical feeling of its being a stage, but it is also very much a viewing platform.” One of the opportunities, in Rockwell’s words, “was simplifying the palette, darkening the room so that the people were the star, and the view was the star,” he says. He installed wood panelling, thick curtains around the inner walls, aged mirrors, little glimpses of Art Deco detailing, and carpeting in rich shades of red and blue that would look at home in any of the neighborhood’s theaters. Strategic formations of credenzas and banquettes carve out corners to settle into in an otherwise cornerless room. And, since the room will be in continual motion, Rockwell’s studio added a few “sculptural anchors” to help guests navigate, like the grand piano and a massive resin–and–white alabaster lighting fixture hanging over the bar. (Another nod to local theaters: brass number plates to identify sections of the dining room to help people reorient as necessary.)


  “We were very, very resolute about not being Disney-esque that we are in the Theater District but tipping our hat to what’s already there,” Meyer says. He hopes that the View can become a draw not only for audience members but for Broadway cast and crew members who, after all, need good places to go, as well.


  “Even when you find your places in Times Square, if you have to walk three or four blocks, especially during the holiday season, it’s a nightmare,” says the actor Conrad Ricamora, who just finished up a run as Abraham Lincoln in Oh, Mary! at the Lyceum. Over the course of his career, Ricamora has had plenty of lobster rolls at Mermaid Oyster Bar, “trashy gay fun times” at Arriba Arriba, and cast parties at Margaritaville and Madame George. But he’s always looking for the perfect speakeasy or hideaway in the neighborhood (Joe Allen often fits the bill). “A lot of times it just feels like a huge cruise ship in Times Square, and I’m a worker on the boat,” he says.


  But what about the food? Meyer — the founder of Shake Shack, remember — is prioritizing approachability. “I hope that when you see the menu here, you wouldn’t say, ‘What is that? I’ve never heard of that before. Isn’t that interesting?’” he tells me. “I hope you’ll say, ‘I can’t decide what I want to eat because it all looks like stuff I love.’”


  He’s tasked executive chef Marjorie Meek-Bradley — who previously worked for Stephen Starr’s restaurant group — with putting together a roster of American classics that draw inspiration in equal measure from midwestern supper clubs and Theater District steakhouses. At the upstairs cocktail lounge, snacks will include oysters, shrimp cocktail, and other raw-bar items, along with hot hors d’oeuvre such as Boursin-stuffed mushrooms and Wagyu-ified pigs in a blanket. The dinner menu, meanwhile, is high on nostalgia (toasted ravioli, chicory Waldorf, crab cakes) and low on risk (Caesar salad, burger, roasted chicken, dry-aged rib eye). Meek-Bradley is finding ways to sneak in personality — she’s especially excited about an appetizer made with fresh hearts of palm, Turkish pistachios, and pawpaw vinegar; and a picanha steak from Snake River Farms — but she wants execution to be the detail that helps her food stand out. “I just like to kind of let things be straightforward,” Meek-Bradley says. “Shrimp cocktail might be shrimp cocktail, but I love shrimp cocktail and a lot of them suck.”


  Still, how does Meyer plan to get people excited about Caesars and steaks in a city that’s currently filled with all manner of  Americana-stuffed nouveau comfort-food spots? “You make sure that unlike all the rest of ’em, your restaurant revolves,” he says. “No one else is doing that.”
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The culture pages


	
The Reluctant RomanticWith the new Bridget Jones, Leo Woodall might have sealed his heartthrob fate.



	
The Making of an All-Time Oscars VillainEmilia Pérez — and its star — went from progressive darling to culture-war land mine.



	
As Seen at SundanceDispatches from an underwhelming festival.



	
The Art ReviewA Caspar David Friedrich retrospective brings the grandeur of solitude to the Met.



	
The Theater ReviewThe provocative language of Sanaz Toossi’s English.



	
The Architecture ReviewThe Atrium in Bed-Stuy matches Daniel Libeskind’s deconstructivism with community building.



	
To Do: February 12–26Twenty-five picks for the next two weeks.
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          Leo Woodall Really Is That Charming

            An afternoon of banter and bottled water with Hollywood’s favorite new heartthrob.
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            By 
        Allison P. Davis,
          features writer for New York Magazine and the Cut. 
          In the ten years she’s been on staff, she’s explored all aspects of fashion, culture, celebrity, sex and dating through profiles, long-form features and essays. 
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        This post was originally published on February 6. We’re republishing it now that Bridget Jones: Mad About the Boy is available to stream.


  Leo Woodall enters a charming café in London’s most charming neighborhood, Primrose Hill, one recent January morning, flashing a smile so contagious it sets off a domino effect of grins among the wait staff. He spots me sitting in the back and beelines for the table, making the kind of direct, warm eye contact usually reserved for the final “lay it all on the line” moment in a romantic comedy. He sits down; peels off a big, cozy gray cable-knit turtleneck sweater he describes as “Colin Firth–esque”; neatens his tousled hair (only to tousle it in a different, equally appealing way); fills my water glass before filling his own; leans back in his chair; and admits that he isn’t sure he’s cut out for rom-com greatness.


  “I love rom-coms and comedies,” he reassures me. (Notting Hill is his favorite.) But, he says, “I don’t know if I’m ready to step into that space yet,” a statement as absurd as LeBron James suggesting he may not be well suited for basketball. A still-grinning waiter approaches to inquire about our breakfast order. Woodall asks for a second bottle of water — nothing else. He doesn’t like to eat early in the morning (it’s 11) but says I should order food if I want. I tell him I’m not eating alone. It seems we’re at an impasse: Can two adults subsist on room-temperature water and banter alone?


  Given the company, it’s possible. And the reason it’s possible (and the reason I will spend our extremely well-hydrated breakfast interrogating his prior statement) is that, so far, Woodall’s career has been built on his unique ability to embody a specific sort of love interest: the lovable menace you can’t help but fall for. In the second season of The White Lotus, he harnessed the dark charisma of every contestant ever to appear on Love Island to play Jack, an Essex boy who seduces Portia (Haley Lu Richardson), an unwitting mark. Despite Jack almost murdering her and definitely having sex with other questionable people, Woodall managed to turn a Lothario who is guaranteed to ruin you (sexually and otherwise) into a surprisingly appealing fantasy of the fuckboy you meet on vacation.


  He followed that with a lead role in One Day, last year’s Netflix miniseries based on the 2009 novel, which was the streamer’s most-watched English-language show globally the first full week it premiered. He broke hearts, and found a fan base, as Dexter, an emotionally stunted, alcoholic charmer whose yearslong will-they-or-won’t-they relationship with a college friend (Ambika Mod) ends tragically. “It’s been pointed out that both are just kind of drunken love rats,” he says of the two roles.


  In his most recent project, Prime Target, a conspiracy thriller on Apple TV+, he’s a brooding, antisocial mathematician whose one true love is a complicated equation. And he’ll follow that by starring in another thriller, opposite Dustin Hoffman, coming out sometime next year. Even so, with his upcoming role as one of the romantic leads in the fourth and final installment of Bridget Jones, Woodall can’t quite escape his destiny.


  He twists his gold pinkie ring absentmindedly, contemplating why he hasn’t just accepted a career full of meet-cutes and happy endings: “I don’t feel passionate about continuing to play only rom-com guys or even romantic guys. It solely depends on —”


  He’s going to say “the project” and clarify that he’s open to roles that may have romantic elements but aren’t necessarily romantic leads. But before he can finish the thought, the table to the right of us, occupied by a gaggle of middle-aged women, has erupted into “Happy Birthday” and Woodall can’t resist joining in.


  “Happy birthday to you / Happy birthday, dear … what’s your name?” he sings loudly, tempting any of the women to turn around and have their day made. The song ends. He applauds, then leans over and taps my recorder jokingly. “Make sure this goes in the story,” he says.


  I fear he’ll never beat the good-at-rom-com allegations.


  
  



  
    
      
          
            
            
            
            
            
                   
          

      

      
    

    
      The White Lotus.
      Photo: Fabio Lovino/HBO
    




  Woodall, 28, was born and bred in West London. His father was an actor, and his mother studied theater, so presumably, he was able to imagine acting as a job like any other. (The only alternative career he considered was gym teacher.) The show Peaky Blinders was one of the factors that made him decide to pursue acting. He enrolled in the drama program at London’s Arts Educational Schools because he wanted to “shake out all the dust of being inexperienced and come out feeling confident and like I knew what I was doing.”


  He graduated in 2019 with an agent and a guest role in one episode of a soap opera. He landed a small part in an indie film, Cherry, then a lead role in Nomad, a sci-fi movie that required him to travel to multiple countries in nine months and that still hasn’t come out. He has pretty much been traveling since. He auditioned for The White Lotus while he was in Spain for a two-week gig on a Peacock fantasy series, Vampire Academy, playing … “Oh God, I can’t remember the character’s name,” he realizes. (It was Adrian.) “I wouldn’t say it was a passion project. It was a ‘Let’s make some money for Christmas presents.’ ”


  That show got canceled, but Woodall landed The White Lotus. He had only three weeks to bulk up for the part of muscular, tattooed Jack, fly to Sicily, and jump right into the lives of the rich and despicable alongside a Murderers’ Row of talent. He spent the first two days certain he was messing everything up. The third night in Sicily on set, he thought to himself, Well, you’ve already fucked it, so you’ve got nothing to lose. So just go for it. Just start really playing and making shit up. He improvised one of his character’s most infamously douchey moments (ordering Jägermeister in Spanish, in Italy), a story he repeats in every interview. “I maybe unlocked something in myself on that set that forced me to be much braver and just take it by the horns and run with it,” he tells me.


  He’s still calibrating when and how to takes risks as an actor. With Prime Target, he says, “I’d gone into it thinking I was going to do this sort of Daniel Day-Lewis transformation thing with this weird mathematician guy. I gave up on that really quickly.” He realized DDL-ing wasn’t conducive to being a good co-worker: “I can broaden my acting horizons on my own time, but I wouldn’t want to waste everyone else’s time just for my own gratification of trying something new.”


  
  



  
    
      
          
            
            
            
            
            
                   
          

      

      
    

    
      With Renée Zellweger.
      Photo: Alex Bailey/Universal Pictures
    




  Bridget Jones: Mad About the Boy is the latest in a series of age-gap films focused on an older woman and a younger man. Where Babygirl explores the power dynamics and kink potential of an age difference, and The Idea of You leans on the age gap as a kind of escapist daydream, Bridget Jones offers an Everywoman’s version. Bridget is now in her late 40s or early 50s. Her husband, Mark Darcy (Colin Firth), has tragically died; modelizer Daniel Cleaver (Hugh Grant) has been solidly friend-zoned. She’s a single mother of two who hasn’t had sex in four years. Enter Roxster (yes, his name is Roxster), a 20-something park ranger who studies garbology (yes, garbology) and reignites Bridget’s lust for life and love and, well, lust in general. But there’s also a sweetness to the relationship. The film doesn’t harp on Bridget’s perimenopause or mock Roxster’s ignorance of albums that came out before 1996. It’s a relationship that somehow feels viable.


  When it came time to cast the titular boy, Woodall was the perfect match, according to Helen Fielding, the author of the Bridget Jones book series and one of the film’s executive producers. She was struck by his performance in The White Lotus. “It’s not just that he’s hot, which of course he is,” she says over Zoom. “You could see that he really loved women and he really saw the woman. He was playing her, but he still saw her.”


  He didn’t have to do several audition tapes as he had for One Day. Instead, the week before Woodall’s first day on set, the film’s director, Michael Morris, invited him and Renée Zellweger, who stars as Bridget, over for coffee at his house. It was a brutally hot summer day, and Morris’s house has no air-conditioning. Woodall was nervous. “Anyone can have chemistry, but that also means that anyone can not have chemistry,” he says. “I knew they wouldn’t recast her. So if I couldn’t deliver the chemistry, I was a little fucked there.” He drops his head to the side with a self-deprecating chuckle. They “shot the shit for an hour or so,” he says, talking about dogs (“Renée loves dogs”) and Diet Coke.


  Onscreen, the role amounts to an uncomplicated checklist of romantic tropes — quirky meet-cute, good chat, first date, perfectly awkward sex scene — that gives way to a lovely relationship we see mostly in montage: Bridget and Roxster waking up together, strolling, dancing, snacking, playing backyard cricket, and being sweet to children. Woodall’s screen time is brief, but he approached the task of fantasy fulfillment with serious dedication.


  He got into the best shape he could prior to the start of filming. Recently, he watched the movie for the first time, and despite his own efforts, he was miffed to realize his co-star who plays Bridget’s other love interest looked just as good for half the work. “Chiwetel Ejiofor is so fucking ripped that it really pissed me off,” Woodall says, joking. “I worked hard. And then that bastard just took his shirt off so casually and looked amazing.” (Frankly, this fourth film should be called Bridget Jones’s Polycule.)


  The shoot took place in London last summer. Woodall had his own big trailer for the first time. On days they filmed on Hampstead Heath, fans would cluster around waiting for him to wave (he did). While most of the experience was easy and pleasant, spent romping through the park in summer weather, providing the fantasy involved more effort on some days. There is, improbably, a scene in which he dives into a pool to save a small fluffy dog. It’s an important moment, full of Bridget Jones Easter eggs — invoking Mark Darcy, who was originally a tribute to Mr. Darcy (also played by Firth in the BBC adaptation of Pride and Prejudice). It took about 20 takes, many shirt changes, and a stunt double to achieve.


  As he describes his time on set, I feel called to ask about the most romantic thing he’s ever done. Woodall furrows his brow for a second. For Christmas this past year, he took a bunch of photos of himself and his partner and had them screen-printed on hoodies. Matching photoprint hoodies is definitely a move, I say. “Oh, I only got them for her. I would never wear one,” he says.
“That’s just too far.”


  The “partner” he so coyly refers to is actress Meghann Fahy (The White Lotus, The Perfect Couple, and, most important, The Bold Type). The two met on the set of Lotus in 2022, and their relationship seems to have followed all the tropes of the co-stars–to–partners romance: Around when the second season aired, they appeared on each other’s Instagrams, and fans began analyzing the comments each actor left for the other, speculating that they might be a couple. Shortly after that, they were photographed looking cozy at events and then the paparazzi caught them on a date night. They became public in 2024. Now, the two are so committed he declines to talk about her in interviews. “As fond of you as I already am, I’m probably going to keep it tight, if that’s okay with you,” he says with a smile that makes me forgive the indelicate evasion.


  
    
      
          
            
            
            
            
            
                   
          

      

      
    

    
      One Day.
      Photo: Netflix
    




  The fascination with his personal life is a recent development. “I think I’m definitely someone who is quite private,” says Woodall. “I’m open with people. I’m not some kind of weird, closed-off recluse, but I do appreciate my privacy. And for a bit after One Day, it felt like it was hanging by a thread.”


  One Day’s success in particular has undoubtedly transformed his career. There’s more attention now, for better or for worse, and more perks. “I’m dressing better now,” he explains, and he kicks up his foot to show off his new Blundstones. “I have three pairs of them,” he says proudly. But like many leading men before him, he’s now grappling with what being an internet boyfriend means.


  It’s mostly fine, he says, except when people are inappropriate to his face. Obviously, it’s uncomfortable when he’s cornered on the Tube. On bad days, he feels a specific kind of pressure that comes with being the object of widespread desire; it’s hard not to judge himself against the character he’s meant to play. “You immediately hold the mirror up to yourself and go, How do I fit that role? ” he says. On good days, he finds the collective thirst entertaining: “One of the ways that I’ve kept myself grounded is just making a big joke about it.”


  I suggest a walk, so we head to the park. More than once, Woodall has to pull me back from oncoming traffic. Eventually, he tells me he has to wind down and get across town for a press junket. I finally admit my phone is broken and I can’t call a cab. Immediately, he whips out his phone and summons an Uber. As we wait, he leans on a fence and takes a perversely deep pull on his vape with the deviance of someone outside a party at 2 a.m. The cab arrives, and he somehow hugs me while putting me in the back of it in one smooth, choreographed move, and he watches until I’ve pulled away. I mean, if the Colin Firth–esque sweater fits.
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          The Making of an All-Time Oscars Villain

            How Emilia Pérez — then its star, Karla Sofía Gascón — became this awards season’s most hated nominee.
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            Emilia Pérez star Karla Sofía Gascón.
          Illustration: María Jesús Contreras
        

  

  
    
      
        When this year’s Oscar nominations were announced, one film led the pack: Jacques Audiard’s Emilia Pérez. Its 13 nods were the most for any movie and seemingly thrust it into prime position for the awards season’s final stretch — that is, until old tweets from the film’s star, Karla Sofía Gascón, resurfaced. Whatever Gascón’s range as an actress, the posts demonstrated she had a remarkably comprehensive capacity for bigotry. Muslims and Jews, lesbians, George Floyd, Chinese people, and even the 2021 Oscars ceremony, which featured multiple non-white winners — the Spanish actress disparaged them all. Suddenly, the first out trans actor ever nominated for an Oscar was revealed as the Castilian Clayton Bigsby.


  For most movies, becoming the villain of their respective Oscars season is like stepping on a land mine. When La La Land bowed at the Venice International Film Festival in the summer of 2016, few could have anticipated the colorful rom-com would be slammed as “regressive” and a product of white liberal narcissism mere months later. For Emilia Pérez, the villain title felt like its birthright. The film follows a Mexican gangster who secretly transitions, reinvents herself as a philanthropist, then gets embroiled in a family drama reminiscent of Mrs. Doubtfire. It premiered this past May at Cannes, where it won two major prizes and got bought by Netflix, heralding a future as a major awards contender. Reviewers on the Croisette hailed Audiard’s ambition, but even those most onboard could see what was coming: The French musical treated delicate subject matter with the sensitivity and nuance you can expect from the French and from musicals. New York critic Bilge Ebiri called Emilia Pérez “fearless in its ridiculousness” but noted the movie was “filled with giant culture-war booby traps,” predicting viewers would be “yelling at each other about it long after the fest is over.”


  That was an understatement. Journalists at Cannes largely sat on the fence regarding Audiard’s handling of trans issues, and as the film left the cosseted festival atmosphere last fall, queer critics began raising alarm bells. Some called Emilia Pérez “a messy, insensitive, often baffling movie that does not seem to understand” its trans heroine; others were content to dub it a “deeply evil monstrosity.” (I should note that I’ve encountered trans people who enjoy the movie and get annoyed when cis writers like me claim the film is unanimously considered transphobic.) Once the film hit Netflix home screens in November, it only took hours for a clip of its most memorable sequence, a Busby Berkeley musical number set in a Thai gender-affirmation clinic, to go viral.


  At issue was the film’s conflation of gender transition with moral redemption, dealing with the process on the level of metaphor rather than something undergone by actual people. (In defense, Audiard claimed he had intended the film as an opera, which traditionally has very little to do with actual people.) The director had originally conceived the main character’s sex change as a comedic plot device; it was Gascón who suggested the former cartel kingpin should genuinely suffer from gender dysphoria. For detractors, these origins are evident in the movie’s jarring tonal swings. This is a film, they say, that seems unsure whether it wants the audience to laugh at trans people, celebrate them, or fear them.


  While the trans discourse was playing out, Mexican moviegoers were just getting their hands on Emilia Pérez, and they liked what they saw even less. For them, Audiard was the worst Frenchman to hit Mexico since Napoleon III — an auteur who made an entire movie out of his imagined idea of their country, seemingly without consulting a single Mexican. Emilia Pérez’s sins of misrepresentation were legion. The film was shot almost entirely on a soundstage outside Paris. Only one of its five primary actors, Adriana Paz, is from Mexico. Mexican viewers couldn’t help noticing the script was full of awkward transliterations, performed by actors who speak in the accents of other countries or who seem uncomfortable delivering any Spanish dialogue whatsoever. Audiard’s hole was dug even deeper when the community discovered an interview in which he’d called Spanish “a language of modest countries, developing countries, poor people, and migrants.” Eventually, Mexican filmmaker Camila Aurora hit back with the musical parody Johanne Sacreblu, full of ridiculous French stereotypes — perhaps the only good thing to come out of this entire mess.


  Still, Emilia Pérez rolled on, winning four Golden Globes and earning nominations at every top Oscar precursor. On the internet, haters echoed Pauline Kael, despairing that they’d never met anyone who actually liked it. As someone who has, I can confirm that they do indeed exist. They are producers, screenwriters, drama teachers; usually over 50, often from outside the U.S. They appreciate Emilia Pérez as a unique and audacious work of art, a big swing that only Audiard, a filmmaker with a knack for emotional extremity, could pull off.


  Like its fellow Oscar villains Crash and Green Book, Emilia Pérez fell into the gap between Hollywood liberalism and online liberalism. Up until the moment Gascón’s tweets began making the rounds, its fans considered it the progressive choice in the race. By voting for Emilia Pérez, and nominating Gascón for Best Actress in particular, they felt they were taking a stand against the Trump administration’s efforts to erase transgender identity. Though she was a long shot to win her category, Gascón became the campaign’s ace in the hole. No matter what anyone else said, here was one trans woman who could credibly speak of Emilia Pérez as a beacon of light in the darkness. “You can maybe put us in jail, you can beat us up, but you never can take away our soul,” she said while accepting the film’s Golden Globe for Best Musical or Comedy.


  
    The loss of the film’s progressive halo could prove fatal.




  That’s a harder sell now that we know Gascón has espoused views more befitting a Trump Cabinet member. She has called Islam “a hotbed of infection for humanity” and complained about the number of Muslims near her daughter’s school, musing, “Next year instead of English we’ll have to teach Arabic.” She dubbed the COVID-19 vaccine “the Chinese vaccine,” which, “in addition to the mandatory chip, comes with two spring rolls.” She stated that Adolf Hitler “simply had his opinion about Jews.”


  What Gascón did next fit the crisis-PR playbook: She put out a statement through Netflix apologizing for the pain her tweets had caused. What she did after that did not. To save her reputation, she embarked on a media blitz — without consulting Netflix or her own publicists — reiterating her apology in incessant social-media statements and interviews, while claiming she was the victim of a “campaign of hate and misinformation.” Various reports say that, in response, the Emilia Pérez campaign has essentially cut off their rogue star. A planned trip to the U.S. has been canceled, and the streamer is reportedly refusing to fund any further travel or styling expenses. Nor have Gascón’s collaborators been kinder. In an interview with Deadline, Audiard washed his hands of his leading lady: “I just don’t understand why she’s continuing to harm us.”


  As a sign of how frosty relations have become, Netflix even removed Emilia Pérez from Emilia Pérez. Gascón’s name and image have been scrubbed from the studio’s latest for-your-consideration posters, which do not even mention the movie’s title. Instead, they foreground Zoe Saldaña, who plays the gangster’s lawyer. There’s some irony to this: Saldaña is arguably the movie’s POV character, but she had been controversially slotted in Best Supporting Actress, allowing Netflix to run Gascón as a lead.


  The Gascón affair capped off a messy few weeks on the Oscar front. In a competitive field that as many as five films may feel they have a chance to win, the Best Picture race has been marred by a spat of social-media mudslinging. Anora was dinged for its failure to employ an intimacy coordinator, The Brutalist for its decision to use generative AI in the creation of architectural designs. Fernanda Torres, nominated for the Brazilian film I’m Still Here, was revealed to have done blackface in 2008.


  In the wake of the Blake Lively-Justin Baldoni drama, it’s tempting to speculate how many of these controversies were seeded by competing awards campaigns. Netflix awards guru Lisa Taback was formerly Harvey Weinstein’s lieutenant, and some see delicious schadenfreude in the streamer’s top contender being taken down by the same methods the disgraced mogul pioneered. However, in the case of Gascón, there’s no mystery to how the racist Tweets resurfaced: They were dug up by Canadian journalist Sarah Hagi, who told Variety she was prompted to look into the actress’s posts after seeing her Tweet the dog-whistle term “Islamist.”


  Rather than being organized by shadowy figures behind the scenes, these online narratives are the fruits of a far more chaotic awards-season landscape, full of countless factions operating under their own incentives. Just as politics has turned us all into unpaid surrogates for our favorite candidates, so too do today’s fans take it upon themselves to perform their own opposition research. A bot army loyal to one acting contender can fan the flames of a backlash against his rival. And these new conflicts may have old roots. Before her Tweets resurfaced, Gascón intimated that she was being personally victimized by associates of Torres, by which she may just have meant “Brazilians.” She wasn’t entirely wrong: That famously intense, famously online cohort has joined Mexicans in the battle against Emilia Pérez, striking a blow for Latin America against the European gaze — and maybe winning I’m Still Here the Best International Film trophy in the process.


  If all this controversy has indeed capsized Emilia Pérez’s Oscar hopes, it may take a while for it to sink in. In the case of the influential Producers Guild Awards, voting ended the exact day the scandal broke. But Academy members will have ample time to process everything: Final voting for the Oscars begins on February 11. The few Emilia Pérez fans who are willing to speak say (anonymously) that their own opinions are unaffected, but on a ranked-choice ballot that tends to reward consensus, the loss of the film’s progressive halo could prove fatal. For the moment, we must consider Emilia Pérez a zombie contender, shuffling along the Oscar pole dance dead and yet undead.
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          Moments of Reflection

            101 stars joined us in our Sundance photo studio. Only six mirrors were harmed in the process.
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            Chloë Sevigny of “Atropia” and “Magic Farm.”
          Photo: Sinna Nasseri
        

  

  
    
      
        Upon arriving in Park City last week ahead of this year’s Sundance Film Festival, we sourced every mirror in a ten-mile radius and hung them on the walls of our photo studio on Main Street. On Friday morning, we welcomed the cast and crew of Bubble & Squeak to tell us about a fictional nation where cabbages are illegal. Four days later, we wrapped up with local royalty Meredith Marks, of Real Housewives of Salt Lake City fame, the last of the 101 celebrities photographer Sinna Nasseri captured in the festival’s opening weekend. In between, we hosted visits from old friends and new — from Juliette Lewis, who was doing double duty promoting Amanda Kramer’s latest, By Design, and A24’s Opus, to the festival’s favorite couple this year, Together’s Dave Franco and Alison Brie. Scroll through our gallery below to see who else stopped by, and check out the rest of our festival coverage here.
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        John LithgowOlivia ColmanPhotos: Sinna Nasseri.
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      Naomi Ackie
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      Dave Franco
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      Benedict Cumberbatch
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      Austin Amelio
      Photo: Sinna Nasseri
    





  
  
    
    
      Rabbit Trap
    




  
    
      
          
            
            
            
            
            
                   
          

      

      
    

    
      Elijah Wood
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      Elijah Wood
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      Vladimir de Fontenay and Woody Norman
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      The Ugly Stepsister
    




  
    
      
          
            
            
            
            
            
                   
          

      

      
    

    
      Clockwise from left: Emilie Blichfeldt, Ane Dahl Torp, Lea Myren, Thea Sofie Loch Naess
      Photo: Sinna Nasseri
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      Lisa Barlow
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      The Wedding Banquet
    




  
    
      
          
            
            
            
            
            
                   
          

      

      
    

    
      Joan Chen
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      Han Gi-chan
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      Finn Wolfhard
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      Clockwise from top left: Christopher Meyer, Lili Reinhart, Addison Timlin, Cooper Raiff, Alyah Chanelle Scott, Havana Rose Liu
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        John MalkovichAyo EdibiriPhotos: Sinna Nasseri.
      

    

    
      
    
      John MalkovichAyo EdibiriPhotos: Sinna Nasseri.
    

    
    




  
    
      
            
              
                
                
                
                
                
                       
              

              
            

            
              
                
                
                
                
                
                       
              

              
            

      

    

    
      
        Murray BartlettJuliette LewisPhotos: Sinna Nasseri.
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      Dave Franco and Alison Brie
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        Geraldine ViswanathanJohn ReynoldsPhotos: Sinna Nasseri.
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        You know the work of Caspar David Friedrich even if you don’t think you do. His classical landscapes, brooded over by solitary individuals or small groups, have adorned metal albums, book covers, and dorm-room posters. His art helped inform the dreamy imagery of Disney’s Fantasia, and Samuel Beckett said Friedrich’s moody Two Men Contemplating the Moon inspired Waiting for Godot. The influence of the 1817 existential masterpiece Wanderer Above the Sea of Fog — which depicts a man in a dark overcoat with cane poised above a cloud-wreathed valley, both master of his domain and utterly alienated from it — can be seen in everything from the poetry of Edgar Allan Poe to the television show Severance to countless memes. Friedrich is the painter par excellence of German Romanticism yet also a man for all times and places.


  “The Soul of Nature,” the Met’s new retrospective of nearly 40 of Friedrich’s paintings and more than 30 of his drawings, marks the 250th year since the artist’s birth in 1774. Much of Friedrich’s work is housed in Europe, so this is a rare opportunity to assess him in full. His pictures of graveyards, seashores, shipwrecks, and mountain vistas force us to ponder our place in the universe. No one does anything in these paintings except turn their back on the viewer and stare forlornly at the world in all its sublime majesty, which Friedrich suggests is a mirror for the world within. “Close your bodily eye, so that you may see your picture first with your spiritual eye,” he once wrote.


  What might the spirit’s eye behold in these pictures now? Friedrich’s subjects appear disaffected, melancholy, and beset by torpor as they gaze on landscapes that awe and confuse in equal measure. They are at the end of a world broken by fate, their turning inward all too relatable.


  The artist spent most of his life in Dresden. He knew early success, his dazzling sketches showing Van Eyck levels of graphic control. He hails from a period rich in great artists. These include visionaries Goya and Blake; giants of proto-modernism like Constable, Ingres, and Delacroix; and the showoff Turner. But Friedrich forms a singular art-historical branch, leading to the death-haunted Munch, the low-affect surfaces of Magritte, and much iffy illustration.


  He drew outdoors but painted in his studio from memory and imagination. One of Georg Friedrich Kersting’s portraits of the artist, 1811’s Caspar David Friedrich in His Studio, gives us Friedrich alone, seated at an easel, rendering a waterfall on the canvas. “I must remain alone and know that I am alone,” Friedrich maintained, “in order to fully see and feel nature.” At 44, he married a woman 19 years his junior, with whom he had three children. He died in 1840, forgotten, out of style, in financial straits. The Nazis, unfortunately, saw in Friedrich’s expansive landscapes images of Aryan “living space.” He was discredited, only to be rediscovered in the late 1970s.


  Friedrich came of age during the early Romantic period, influenced by neoclassicism. All this was swept aside by the French Revolution, the Reign of Terror, and the Napoleonic Wars that followed. Europe emerged exhausted after Waterloo in 1815. Friedrich once referred to “the darkness of the future”—this is the pessimism that dominates his art and his epoch.


  The 1808–10 painting Monk by the Sea, featured in its own alcove at the Met, is a superlative example of Friedrich’s dour romanticism. There is a very low horizon — one of the hallmarks of his work. We see a sliver of earth; above that, black, choppy water forms a narrow middle ground; the rest of the painting is sky. (It is no wonder that many have commented on Friedrich’s influence on Rothko.) A lone, windblown monk stands on the shore, staring into the abyss. The Abbey in the Oakwood is similarly enigmatic, featuring a derelict cemetery with tilting tombstones and the ruins of a church amid leafless trees, as is Greifswald in Moonlight, a nighttime scene of fishing vessels at low tide with a German city in the haze. It is possible to glide too easily over his smooth surfaces, to forget them not long after looking at them, but in their latent yearning there is a spiritual, metaphysical force at work. “If you were to meditate morning to evening,” he once said, “you would never comprehend or even fathom the unknowable hereafter.”


  Friedrich’s lucidity is the foundation of his art. Yet another way to think of him is as a forefather of the light and space movement of the 1960s and ’70s. The immaterial places of James Turrell come to mind, as do Larry Bell’s glass boxes, Robert Irwin’s scrim-interiors, and Agnes Martin’s geometric haziness. Friedrich is about cosmological grandeur, and in his best work we commune with the bigness of it all. What sets Friedrich apart from everyone else is that solitary human being and his dual nature: both a tiny speck in the universe and the center of it all.


  “Caspar David Friedrich: The Soul of Nature” is at the Metropolitan Museum of Art through May 11.
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        “Sometimes I think you can only speak one language,” says a character in Sanaz Toossi’s English. “You can know two, but…” She trails off, her brows knitted and her eyes far away, leaving something unexpressed in words but plenty articulate in the reverberant air. It’s an especially poignant moment in a play that’s full of them while still maintaining its essential lightness. English doesn’t sink toward soppiness; it — you can perhaps imagine a gesture here. It’s the gesture that another of the play’s characters makes when trying to describe how English as a language feels to her, how it’s different from her native tongue, Farsi: She pauses, then hovers her hand palm-down, undulating it in easy waves, the way you do when you’re sitting in the front seat of a car with the window down and your arm out in the summer breeze. It’s a floating, gliding gesture. “English does not want to be poetry like Farsi,” says this young woman, named Goli (Ava Lalezarzadeh), searching for the words to explain. “It is like some rice. English is the rice. You take some rice and you make the rice whatever you want.”


  Whether this ability to transform—both to mutate itself and to promise transformation and, thereby, opportunity to its speaker—is a gift of the English language or a reminder of its use as a tool of empire-building and cultural oppression is the uneasy question at the heart of Toossi’s delicately wrought play. Its premiere three years ago at the Atlantic Theater Company won Toossi the 2023 Pulitzer for Drama. Now that production, with director Knud Adams and the whole of the original cast and design team, arrives on Broadway like a welcome guest, a hopeful presence in a moment that feels like a particularly dismal party. There’s our own national crisis, our harrowing shift back toward a reigning ethos of bigotry and oligarchic greed, along with the heavy knowledge that the women of English—set in Iran in 2008—are walking toward a future that contains, among so many deaths, that of Mahsa Amini at the hands of the morality police. There’s also the reality of our theatrical present, in which both of the Atlantic’s winter productions have been cancelled owing to a strike at the theater by the stagehands’ union, IATSE. (The Atlantic has officially stated that the shows are “postponed.”) As heels get dug in on opposite sides of a war over money that doesn’t actually exist, the collateral damage is still, and always, the art and the artists.


  In such a climate, there’s something extra-bracing about seeing Toossi’s play—sensitive, funny, and intimate, powered by its own craft and its excellent ensemble rather than by a shiny name on the marquee—flex its muscles uptown. Its story is simple: In a classroom in the Iranian city of Karaj, four adult students are studying for the TOEFL exam, the Test of English as a Foreign Language. Their teacher, Marjan (Marjan Neshat), is buoyant and elegant, a true believer. Speaking English, she tells her students, is “one of the greatest things two people can do together.” Inside the graceful rotating cube of Marsha Ginsberg’s set—which provides several views of the spare, sunlit classroom, along with a glimpse of the building’s exterior—Marjan’s whiteboard is inscribed with two underlined words: English Only. Eventually, in a fraught moment with her students, she’ll push this directive to precarious extremes: “If you are here to learn English,” she says to them, “I am going to ask you to agree that here, in this room, we are not Iranian. We are not even on this continent. Today I will ask you to feel any pull you have to your Iranian-ness, and let it go. Keep it outside the wall of this classroom.”


  Easier said. As Toossi presents snapshots of the six weeks Marjan and her students spend together, tensions mount and hearts are exposed, both inside the classroom and out. Roya (the regal Pooya Mohseni)—a well-off grandmother learning English at the urging of her son in order to be able to speak with her granddaughter, who’s being raised with no Farsi in Canada—starts to waver in her sense that she’s still a part of her own family, or that they, striving to assimilate, retain any connection to their ancestral home. Omid (Hadi Tabbal), the only man in Marjan’s class, annoys his classmates with his already advanced English (“Have you heard this before or something?” snaps one of them as they struggle through a listening comprehension exercise where Omid supplies all the answers). He also hides secrets and nurtures a quiet crush on his teacher, and she on him. He’s the only one who ever shows up for Marjan’s office hours, in which she plays movies like Notting Hill and Moonstruck. (“Why did you go there?” he asks Marjan, who returned to Iran after living in England for nine years. “Hugh Grant,” she replies. “Why did you come back?” he says, and she gives a resigned half-smile: “He wasn’t there.”) Meanwhile, the smart, stubborn Elham (Tala Ashe, barbed and excellent) attacks English as if she’s in a rage room, smashing up old appliances with a sledgehammer. “No one hates this language more than I hate,” she says bluntly, with an accent that has prompted Omid, in a moment of stress and atypical cruelty, to call her Borat.


  In constructing the central conceit of her play, Toossi is careful to designate each character’s accent: When teacher and students are speaking English, their accents are audible, from Elham’s heavier, less assured speech to Marjan and Omid’s relative speed and fluidity. When they speak Farsi, they, as actors, are still speaking English, but the accents fall away and they blaze and tumble through casual conversation, a whole range of musicality, nuance, and expression restored to them. In English, they might be reduced to naming things that are green or asking each other their favorite colors. In Farsi, they can gossip, dream, complain, wonder, worry, and imply. And while Marjan promises them that one day, the same natural miracles, the same ease and spaciousness, await them in English, there’s doubt flickering in everyone’s eyes — even hers.


  English isn’t the only play to employ this particular language trick, but Toossi’s handling of it is especially thoughtful. It can be, and often is, employed for comedic effect — to wit: “This woman has enormous teeth,” Omid observes, in his accented English, about Julia Roberts. “You only find teeth like this in the west … They could rip through wire. In a good way.” But Toossi’s characters are also acutely aware that it’s not simply their fluency but the way they sound that determines how and where they can navigate the world. Though the American theater in which their story is playing out is full of laughter, laughter is also dangerous for them — a sting and a threat. “Goli,” says Elham, always brutally blunt in English, “people hear your accent and they go oh my god it is so funny you are so stupid.” Only later will we discover that Elham hears herself in exactly the same way: “I am not an idiot and also I am nice,” she bursts out in frustration. “And also I am care-y. I care about the world and and … I am nice.” Her protest points to an Elham that we only catch in glimpses, a whole person swimming underneath the ice sheet of this unavoidable, “universal” language, the language of opportunity, the language of gatekeepers. “I like Elham when she speaks Farsi,” says Elham eventually to Marjan, and it jolts us back to a question Omid asked his teacher, a hard question, posed in Farsi: “Why do you only like me in English? Why do you only — like everything in English?” The answer is painful and palpable, though it may not exist in words, no matter the language.


  English is at the Todd Haimes Theatre through March 2.
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            The Atrium, in Bedford-Stuyvesant, is a fine proof-of-concept, but does it scale?
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        Walk down an ordinary blah-colored stretch of Marcus Garvey Boulevard in Bedford-Stuyvesant, past the dispiriting bulk of Woodhull Hospital and the brown-brick boxes of the Sumner Houses project, and you come upon an incongruous apparition, a great white sugar cube that’s been carved, beveled, and knocked askew. Stranger still, this work of obviously ambitious architecture was executed on a spare budget for residents with meager incomes. Even more startling, the Atrium, an affordable-housing development for seniors and veterans of the shelter system, was designed by the firm of Daniel Libeskind, he of the diagonal saber slash, the slanted wall, the faceted bulge, and the pointed prow — the master, that is, of the kind of jagged form that would defy attempts to gift-wrap it.


  With the Jewish Museum in Berlin, opened in 2001, Libeskind established himself as a pioneer of deconstructivism, a style based on the illusion that buildings were lifting off, bursting, imploding, or peeling apart. After the 9/11 attacks, when he was appointed master planner of the World Trade Center rebuilding project, he became famous as the embodiment of advanced architecture, headlining a period when a dozen or so celebrities scattered the world with signature structures. You might not know where a building was or what it was for or how it stood up, but you could quickly identify who designed it. His global brand would seem like an odd choice for the most basic tier of New York’s urban shelter, sort of like handing out food-bank groceries in Louis Vuitton bags. (Libeskind did, after all, design a Las Vegas mall with a Vuitton store.


  Spend some time in and around the Atrium, though, and you begin to see that the pairing of high-design auteur and low-income residents meets an assortment of needs and isn’t just noblesse oblige. Erected by a cluster of nonprofits—Selfhelp Community Services, Riseboro Community Partnership — and the for-profit developer Urban Builders Collaborative on a patch of NYCHA land, the Atrium leavens the neighborhood with 190 new apartments, a spacious community room, fresh landscaping, and a jolt of jauntiness.


  Like many public-housing projects, the original Sumner Houses, built in the late 1950s, withdraw from the street, lurking behind a perimeter of pointless lawn. The Atrium does the opposite, hugging the sidewalk, peppy and reassuring. This is an active, even restless building that greets passersby with a smooth dance move. A corner column executes a plié, tilting out, then bending back, pulling the outer walls into a gracefully angled fold. The whole structure makes a quarter-twist from ground to roof, and you can trace its sinews stretching diagonally across the grid of ribbon windows.


  Inside, comfortable apartments encircle the raised, skylit courtyard that gives the building its name. That arrangement is a resonant one for Libeskind, who grew up in the Amalgamated Houses in the Bronx, a complex developed in the 1920s by the garment workers union. “It wasn’t avant-garde or innovative architecture, but it stood out,” Libeskind told me. “It was populated by working-class people, but it had a sense of elegance.” The courtyard was essential, a way for mostly Jewish immigrants to replace the tenement’s narrow, stinking air shaft with a form of genuinely gracious living. “It was protected from the street and it’s where everyone hung out, especially in the summer when apartments were hot.”


  Still, there’s a difference between an outdoor courtyard and an indoor atrium. Carelessly handled, the nine-story doughnut form could easily have evoked stifling precedents like Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon or the (slightly) less carceral Marriott version. To avoid any hint of that oppressiveness, Libeskind laced the floor with diagonal walkways between raised planters and sculpted the inner façade almost like a climbing gym, with protrusions, ledges and trapezoidal windows placed in an apparently random arrangement. The goal was to make the court a destination rather than a vestibule. Since it’s one floor up from the lobby, going there requires an affirmative decision — one that hardly anyone was making on the day of my visit. That may have been happenstance; building staff insisted it gets heavily used.


  The success of a low-income housing complex depends on its social warmth. Selfhelp maintains a small team of social workers on-site, mostly to help residents navigate the welfare bureaucracy but also just to be there if they want to chat. In their office, I met one man who had moved from a shelter in East New York; how was he acclimating to Bed-Stuy? I asked. “I’m not lost!” he said with a note of indignation. “It’s still Brooklyn.” On the day of my visit, Matthew Gross, the Urban Builders Collaborative executive who oversaw construction, kept drawing attention to a poster advertising a buildingwide meeting to air residents’ questions.
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  The residents I spoke to enjoy the Atrium, not because of its architectural pedigree but because it is clean and safe and orderly and bright, a rare haven for New Yorkers whose lives have often been turbulent. Still, loneliness is a tough enemy. A few months ago, when a man died in his apartment and wasn’t found for several days, his fate rattled other residents, including a woman who approached the little group that Gross was leading to demand (in Spanish) that management find a way to make the building less isolating. “This place shouldn’t feel like a prison,” she said. I translated for her until the sole Spanish-speaking social worker arrived.


  Designing a building and running it are different arts, but doing each one well fortifies the other. With the Atrium, Libeskind has given vulnerable people a place they can gradually make their own. He has also demonstrated that the daunting list of rules, requirements, prohibitions, and economic strictures that govern affordable housing in New York don’t have to choke off inventive architecture. The firms with experience negotiating those constraints don’t generally indulge in innovation, and those that prize capital-A Architecture avoid the long and frustrating gauntlet of New York’s housing bureaucracy. Getting this project finished — assembling the team, winning the job, completing the design, gathering the funding, and finally putting up the building — took seven years.
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  That leisurely pace is normal in the affordable-housing arena and hard to square with the Adams administration’s stated urgency to dust the city with new apartments, both subsidized and not. The mayor projects that the new “City of Yes” rezoning will yield 80,000 new homes over 15 years citywide, and recently he’s begun arguing for loosening rules for office-to-condo conversions to seed another 100,000 over a decade in Manhattan alone. But these numbers say nothing about how people will live in or near all those new buildings. Ahmed Tigani, a deputy commissioner at the city’s Department of Housing Preservation and Development, insists that the Atrium shouldn’t be a one-off showcase of precious design. Recruiting architects like Libeskind makes it clear that low-income housing is an integral part of the cityscape. City housing staffers should wrestle with loftier questions than those described by the number of units built, Tigani says. “What is the physical impact of our investment, but also the social and spiritual impact? What does a building visually contribute? Does it feel like a part of your neighborhood? Does it feel like a statement of belief in what that housing can be?”


  For his part, Libeskind has no patience with housing advocates’ frequently articulated belief that, in an extreme crisis, developers should churn out affordable homes as quickly as possible, without worrying too much about design. “That’s propaganda!” he protests. “It says that poorer people should live in lower-quality environments: ‘Don’t waste your time on innovation.’ But it’s the other way around! I would love all my colleagues to concentrate on this kind of housing because it needs the same kind of passion as an iconic skyscraper.”
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        TV
1. Watch The White Lotus Season Three
All right, who dies this time?
HBO, February 16.
The third iteration takes us to a White Lotus resort where the guests include Parker Posey as a wealthy, semi-snotty North Carolina woman who looks down her nose at some of the other guests — oh, that’s all I needed to say to convince you to watch? Okay, cool. —Jen Chaney


  Theater
2. See Safe House
Dancing with myself.
St. Ann’s Warehouse, February 15 through March 2.
Irish playwright and director Enda Walsh teams up with composer Anna Mullarkey for a new shape-shifting solo musical about Grace (Kate Gilmore), a young woman in search of safety who turns an outdoor handball court into a vivid kingdom for her own imagination. —Sara Holdren


  Music 
3. Hear Figure Humaine
Wartime choral works.
St. Paul’s Chapel, February 13.
Eighty years after the end of the Second World War, Trinity Choir reminds us that not even cataclysm can silence music. Melissa Attebury conducts a program of works composed in wartime Europe and concentration camps, including Ilse Weber’s “Wiegala,” Benjamin Britten’s agitprop “Advance Democracy,” and Francis Poulenc’s sublime cantata to liberty, “Figure Humaine.” —Justin Davidson


  Art
4. Go to ﻿Looking Back / The 15th White Columns Annual 
Giving new context to art in the city.
91 Horatio Street, through March 1.
Rather than picking a theme or an idea the way most curators do, guest organizer and artist-writer Elisabeth Kley selected art and artists seen in New York over the previous year. So Kley forgoes a preset idea and lets the art make the meaning — which is what art does! This is a model of what an annual art show can be. —Jerry Saltz


  Movies
5. See Compensation
Parallel love and struggle. 
Lincoln Center, starting February 21.
Recently restored, this 1999 indie from Zeinabu irene Davis looks at both ends of the 20th century by way of a pair of love stories starring Michelle A. Banks and John Earl Jelks and offers glimpses into the Black and deaf experiences. —Alison Willmore


  TV
6. Watch Zero Day
A Y2K nightmare for our time.
Netflix, February 20.
Adding to a mini-trend of shows focused on drama surrounding the presidency (Paradise, The Residence), this limited thriller series stars Robert De Niro as a former president who, after a cyber attack destabilizes the nation’s tech infrastructure, leads the commission tasked with finding who’s responsible. The ensemble cast includes Lizzy Caplan, Angela Bassett, and Jesse Plemons. —Roxana Hadadi


  Books
7. Read Theory & Practice 
Reading English in Melbourne.
Catapult, February 18.
From Australian author Michelle de Kretser comes a startlingly intelligent and stylish experimental novel about a Sri Lankan immigrant and graduate student reckoning with an unexpected discovery about her favorite writer and subject, Virginia Woolf. De Kretser probes the gulf between theory and practice. —Jasmine Vojdani


  Music
8. Listen to Horror 
With a fun production assist. 
4AD, February 14.
The third full length from Oklahoma singer-songwriter and guitarist Bartees Strange is another showcase for a versatile skill set: The funk-rap workout “Hit It Quit It” pays homage to George Clinton and Sly Stone, then the laconic “Sober” takes on Springsteenian airs. Jack Antonoff co-produces. —Craig Jenkins


  Comedy
9. Watch The Mother Lode
The comedic reality of being “with child.” 
Netflix, February 18.
Comedian and Saturday Night Live writer Rosebud Baker’s new special is the next in the small but growing collection of comedy specials recorded by comedians during their pregnancies. Baker’s striking innovation is to have taped the special both before and after giving birth. —Kathryn VanArendonk


  TV
10. Watch Pantheon Season Two
Questions of cartoon consciousness.
Netflix, February 21.
The first season of the AMC+ series didn’t quite hit with audiences. But the animated sci-fi thriller about a tech company’s forays into uploading human consciousness has been picked up by Netflix for its second go-round. Don’t overlook this cross between Devs and Severance. —R.H.


  Podcasts 
11. Listen to We Came to the Forest 
A spark of violence.
Wondery, Campside, and Tenderfoot TV.
This series looks into the 2023 killing of a protester in Georgia at the hands of law enforcement after an extended conflict between environmental activists and efforts to construct a massive police training facility. Matthew Shaer, of 2021’s true-crime podcast Suspect, leads the project. —Nicholas Quah


  Opera
12. Hear Salome
A big show made digestible. 
The Space at Irondale, through February 16.
Richard Strauss’s enduringly radical opera blasts through the city twice in the coming months. Before a new production at the Met, the tiny but potent Heartbeat Opera company presents a distilled version with a cast of seven and a pit ensemble of eight clarinetists and two percussionists. —J.D.


  Movies
13. See The Brood
Divorce flicks. 
Metrograph, February 21 through March 1.
To mark the publication of her new memoir, writer Haley Mlotek has curated a weekend of divorce-centric films, kicking off with David Cronenberg’s 1979 thriller about an abused woman in the midst of an ugly custody battle whose rage manifests in unexpected ways. Catch Mlotek, Hazel Cills, and Doreen St. Félix in conversation before the screening on the 21st. —A.W.


  Art 
14. See Mark Greenwold
Full disclosure.
Garth Greenan Gallery, 545 West 20th Street; through February 22.
This deeply gnarly exhibition features a portrait of my wife, the critic Roberta Smith, with a great Y-shaped bloody gash on her forehead. Mark Greenwold’s style is an ultratight detailed realism. Gone is the overt autobiography of his previous work. This show gives us small-scale pictures filled with confusions of love, conflict, acts of empathy, hospital-bed scenes, prison bars, and war zones that add up to real poetry. —J.S.


  TV
15. Watch SNL50: The Anniversary Special
Half a century of doing it live.
NBC, February 16.
All the documentaries and magazine cover shoots have been leading to this: the official celebration of the most influential sketch comedy in TVhistory, broadcast in prime time. —J.C.


  
  
    
         How to Watch 

    
        
          David Lynch
        

    

         Alison Willmore guides fans and newcomers to the great visionary director’s work through his most essential viewing.

  

  
      Start with
Lynch’s debut Eraserhead, a parenthood panic dream that shows off a fully formed surreal sensibility.


  Move on to
Twin Peaks, the ABC show that piped horror, melodrama, and high strangeness into unsuspecting American households.


  Marvel at
Mulholland Drive, which began as a failed pilot and became a singular masterpiece and showbiz nightmare starring Naomi Watts and Laura Harring.


  Ponder
The Straight Story, an uncharacteristically direct road-trip movie that Lynch called his “most experimental” work.


  Finish with
Inland Empire, a haunting venture into camcorder footage tracking Laura Dern through a phantasmagoric Hollywood odyssey.


  




  Theater
16. See Redwood 
Into the woods.
Now playing at the Nederlander Theatre.
As Wicked takes over the world, the Tony-winning original actress behind Elphaba, Idina Menzel, returns to Broadway in a new musical by Kate Diaz and director Tina Landau. Menzel co-conceived the story, which follows a woman driven from her seemingly perfect life into a reckoning in the California wilderness. —S.H.


  Music
17. Listen to Plus One 
A hearty V-Day batch of songs.
Mercury Nashville, February 14.
Michael Trotter Jr. and his wife, Tonya, known to country and Americana fans as the War and Treaty, release their fourth set with rockers and soulful ballads like the airy “Stealing a Kiss” and the gospel-bluegrass mind-meld and Billy Strings team-up “Drink From Me.” —C.J.


  TV
18. Watch Love Is Blind Season Eight 
Till death — or looks, age, or race — do part.
Netflix, February 14.
Netflix knows what viewers want on Valentine’s Day, and that is a new batch of hopefuls signing themselves up for a pod-based romance experience. This season is set in Minneapolis, so make yourself some hotdish before you settle in. —K.V.A.


  Music
19. Go to Canellakis Conducts Messiaen and La Mer
A female conductor to watch.
David Geffen Hall, February 13 through 18.
Various forces have contributed to Karina Canellakis having a rough time making herself heard at the New York Philharmonic. Now, she returns with a formidable program of Olivier Messiaen, Kaija Saariaho, and Debussy’s La Mer. —J.D.


  Movies
20. See Universal Language
Quirky, surreal, and felt. 
In theaters February 14.
One of the strangest and most beautiful of last year’s festival circuit films gets a proper theatrical release. Matthew Rankin’s dreamy picture imagines a Winnipeg that’s a hybrid of Canadian and Persian culture — and finds both humor and lyricism in it. —Bilge Ebiri


  TV
21. Watch Yellowjackets Season Three 
Buzz buzz buzz.
Paramount+ with Showtime, February 14.
The new season of the mystery about a high-school soccer team that survives a plane crash is back to answer many of your questions. Like: Were there weird forces in the wilderness three decades ago that may have possessed them post-wreck? And: What banger of a ’90s song will drop next on the soundtrack? —J.C.


  Theater 
22. See The Barbarians
How I learned to stop worrying and …
Ellen Stewart Theatre, February 14 through March 2.
Jerry Lieblich’s Mahinerator was a heady, terrifying delight at the Tank last year. Now, they bring their play to La MaMa in a frantic feast of fractured language and whirligig political satire. In a play within a play (within a play?), Madam President Fake President dreams of war while a group of scientists attempt to jam the gears between language and state power. —S.H.


  Movies
23. See The Best of Me
Fan, as in fanatic.
Spectacle Theater, February 15 and 22.
In an intimate portrait of obsession and alienation, Heather Landsman chronicles the life and death of Björk stalker Ricardo López through his video diaries as well as crime scene documentation, capturing López’s escalation toward his attempted 1996 assassination of the Icelandic singer. —A.W.


  Music 
24. Listen to New Dawn 
Going solo.
Mexican Summer, February 14.
Marshall Allen, 100-year-old Sun Ra sideman and anchor of the late jazz and synth luminary’s still-vital Arkestra, releases his first-ever solo album. Across six bustling big-band expeditions, follow the seasoned free-jazz saxophonist, composer, arranger, and bandleader. —C.J.


  TV
25. Watch A Thousand Blows
Somehow not a Guy Ritchie project.
Hulu, February 21.
Steven Knight whiffed with last year’s exhausting The Veil, but he’s more in his bag with this 1880s period piece. It throws together unlikely figures (a Jamaican immigrant, the leader of an all-female crime gang, and an infamous boxer) and tracks their feuds, affairs, and power struggles. Expect lots of slow-motion blood splatter. —R.H.
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    1.

    “Red Dawn,” January 27–February 9




  For New York’s latest cover story, Brock Colyar wrote about affluent young Trump supporters gleefully welcoming the new administration, generating an outsize response. Calling it a “fascinating almost anthropological study of a growing group of young Americans who really don’t get enough attention in the media,” journalist Don Lemon said on his YouTube channel that “they are people who don’t believe in good-faith arguments, they don’t believe in the truth, they are here to mock, to discredit, and to revel in the downfall of institutions they claim to despise but secretly need to maintain their own power and their own relevance.” Jezebel’s Kylie Cheung tweeted, “The GOP has devoted massive effort to infiltrating the media ecosystems young people consume to court them … you can see it’s effective.” Conservative activist Christopher Rufo noted, “the Right is ascendant for the moment, but long term, we cannot delegate the function of cultural legitimation to outlets like New York Magazine. We need to invest heavily in aesthetics, design, and prestige media, so that we can rival, rather than require, these outlets.” Also on the right, Vice-President J.D. Vance said, “It’s like they’re trying to make us look cool,” while Ashley Reese called the photography “purposefully mocking,” adding, “if conservatives actually cared about art they would know this lol.” The cover image, cropped from a photograph published in full online, attracted outrage from conservatives who accused the magazine of being intentionally misleading. Karen Barton emailed, “you should be ashamed of yourself for peddling such divisive content. To crop out all of the people of color in the photo to frame a story that Republicans are only white. It’s a wonder that republicans and democrats can get along when you are constantly demonizing one party.” Black pro-Trump influencer CJ Pearson wrote, “This is insane. I hosted this event and @NYMag intentionally left me out of their story because it would have undermined their narrative that maga is some racist cult.” Said Semafor’s Max Tani, “Can’t remember the last time a magazine cover generated multiple days of conversation … Impressive feat in 2025!”


  
    
      
          
            
            
            
            
            
                   
          

      

      
    

    
      
      
    




  Of Colyar’s narration, novelist Davey Davis tweeted, “reading about them cozying up to racists and giggling while being misgendered took me aback,” to which Charlie Markbreiter replied, “It’s using the scene report genre to party with bigots without taking a clear moral or political stance since parties can’t be judged objectively. But, on the other hand, Brock’s stance is also fairly clear!!” @ratboyratboyrat added, “the central argument of this piece is really effective: the modern republican coalition has even less ideological cohesion than the modern democratic coalition; it’s more or less just built on podcast bro brainrot & vague platitudes of ‘anti-wokeness.’ ”


  Broadcaster Megyn Kelly called out Colyar’s use of the phrase “casual cruelty,” noting that “every young, angry lib looking at these gorgeous, happy, have-it-all 20 & 30 smthgs is secretly wishing they could be more like the stunners shown here,” while venture capitalist Marc Andreessen said, “New York Magazine accusing others of cruelty is like Stalin accusing others of running poorly maintained jails.” On Fox News’ Jesse Watters Primetime, conservative Gen-Z commentator Brett Cooper said, “For the first time in like ten years, the culture has shifted in a way to where young people on the right now are edgy; they’re the rebels.” On Slate’s Culture Gabfest podcast, Stephen Metcalf compared this “unapologetic fascist decadence” unfavorably with a more enduring Zeitgeist: “It’s like a miniaturized, intensified version of that Reaganistic backlash … I don’t think … very much exists downstream from this phenomenon.” Commenter landsurveyork agreed: “As a Gen X-er who lived through the Reagan era, I know not to panic about ugly people with bad taste ‘getting their moment’ … I take pleasure in the knowledge that they’ll all soon become disgusted with each other.”


  
  




  
  
    2.

    In Other News:




  New York’s recent cover story about multiple allegations of sexual assault against fantasy writer Neil Gaiman (“There Is No Safe Word,” January 13–26) marked the first time one of his accusers, Scarlett Pavlovich, detailed her experiences, alleging Gaiman had assaulted her while she was employed as his family’s nanny. On February 3, Pavlovich filed a lawsuit in federal court claiming Gaiman had assaulted, battered, and inflicted emotional distress upon her. The lawsuit also names Gaiman’s estranged wife, Amanda Palmer, and alleges the couple human-trafficked Pavlovich. Gaiman previously denied all allegations of nonconsensual sexual activity.


  
  



  Send correspondence to comments@nymag.com. Or go to nymag.com to respond to individual stories.
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