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Nafissa Thompson-Spires, the
writer and author of a tremen-
dous debut story collection,
“Heads of the Colored People,”
one of the best books of the year,
lives in a subdivision at the edge
of Champaign, clear across town
from the University of Illinois,
where she teaches creative writ-
ing. Long county roads cut
through tall, perfect rows of Au-
gust corn standing just beyond
her street. And beyond that, flat
expanse. Her street is silent and
still, a suburbia that a movie crew
might consider a little too ap-
pointed to play a credible suburb.

Ordinary beyond belief.
Children play games on wide,

unnaturally green lawns as man-
made streams meander between
nearly identical middle-class,
two-story homes. The only dis-
cordant notes on a late summer
morning are a pair of Christmas
wreaths, hooped around the light

fixtures on her garage.
Which speaks to a busyness, to

a household with much on its
mind: Her husband, Derrick R.
Spires, also teaches at U. of I.,
specializing in, for starters, early
African-American print culture,
early African-American literature
and citizenship studies. Mean-
while, “Heads of the Colored
People,” blurbed by a who’s who
of mordant absurdism, including
Mat Johnson and Aimee Bender,
is being read by critics and au-
thors as no less than a break-
through in literary fiction about
people of color. Here are a set of
stories not quite situated in the
past, not entirely steeped in poli-
tics and never overtly about strug-
gle. Rather, the question of a
character’s “authenticity” and
blackness is tied to a loaf of bri-
oche; a police shooting unfolds at
a comic con; and a professor
engages in an ongoing, passive-
aggressive battle with a colleague
about the lighting in their tiny
office.

It’s all just a little too absurd
not to be real.

“What got me was the verbal
panache, the way she can go
anywhere,” said George Saunders,
the Man Booker Prize winner and
Chicago native celebrated for his
own stories awash in compassion
and ambivalence and full of satire
for the way we live now. “High,
low, pop culture, intellectual
culture. She is always writing
about the individual, conflicted.
And (she) does it in the classic
way — paying attention to the
details.”

Thompson-Spires’ story
“Belles Lettres,” for example,
which reads like a classic, is told
as an exchange of emails, hilari-
ously ugly letters between parents
of black girls, the only black kids
in their class, who are bullying
each other.

One parent writes:
Maybe it would be wise to go

through Fatima’s backpack every 
Nafissa Thompson-Spires’ new book, “Heads of the Colored People,” is

being heralded as a breakthrough in literature about people of color.
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A needed addition to
African-American lit
Author depicts perils of everyday black life, withstanding chronic pain

By Christopher Borrelli
Chicago Tribune
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Nor should an observer get too hung
up on the word “release”: The big
moment of freedom for the creatures
in question involved a leaf, a paper clip
and, if you squinted really hard, a little
bit of crawling around on said leaf,
newly attached to a native plant like an
executive review list to a draft report.

This was, in other words, not a but-
terfly story in the sense that you might
imagine butterfly stories: Glorious,
winged creatures fluttering amid the
foliage, the near-psychedelic patterns
on their wings shimmering in the
afternoon light.

Yet even without stunning visuals or
aerial drama, it was a productive way
to spend an afternoon. Scientists from
Chicago’s Peggy Notebaert Nature
Museum transplanted approximately

200 Baltimore checkerspot larvae to
Elgin’s Bluff Spring Fen, an extraordi-
nary-in-Illinois nature preserve you
enter via the historic, even idyllic, Bluff
City Cemetery.

One of us in the party, the one who
had neglected to put on Off, gave copi-
ous amounts of blood to a different
local insect. Another, our photogra-
pher, was very excited when she spot-
ted actual adult butterflies on the path-
ways to the clip zones.

But we were the amateurs in the

group. The lead here was Doug Taron,
and, short of hiding a pair of patterned
wings beneath his Nature Museum
field shirt, he had impeccable creden-
tials for the job.

Taron is chief curator of the Chicago
Academy of Sciences, the museum’s
parent. He helped found and directs
the Illinois Butterfly Monitoring Net-
work, which uses citizen science to
keep tabs on the bellwether insect. And

Doug Taron, left, chief curator of the Chicago Academy of Sciences, and Allen Lawrance, academy associate curator of ento-

mology, paper-clip a leaf containing several dozen Baltimore checkerspot larvae in the Bluff Spring Fen in Elgin on Friday. 
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Plight of the
BUTTERFLIES
Notebaert Nature Museum tries repopulating a habitat, one larva at a time

By Steve Johnson
Chicago Tribune

I t should not count in any way as a

bad omen that to get to the site of

the butterfly release, the one

aiming to repopulate a former habitat

with a threatened species, you had to

go through a cemetery.

This silvery checkerspot is a relative of the threatened Baltimore checkerspot.

Turn to Butterflies, Page 3

“My life is always somewhere
between ‘How tall is the stage?’
and ‘How much glitter can you
put on a human body?,’” says Erin
Kilmurray, the choreographer
and creator/director of “The Fly
Honey Show.”

The human body — glittery or
otherwise — forefronts the caba-
ret show, which is kicking off its
ninth season at the Den Theatre,
presented by the interdisciplinary
arts and theater group The Incon-
venience. In fact, the body holds
the center of the show’s slogan:
“Every body, no matter what your
body.” Part burlesque, part come-
dy show, part storytelling per-
formance, “The Fly Honey Show”
bills itself as a spectacle of self-
acceptance.

Behind the leather, sequins and
sensuality are 14 troupe members
who form the framework of the
show — “These are the perform-
ers who dance every night,” Kil-
murray notes. A larger 30-person
Fly Honey ensemble changes
with each performance, even
though the same choreography
will be performed each time. This
collective energy uses classic
cabaret elements — comedy, song,
dance, spoken word — to produce
what Kilmurray calls a high-
energy, deeply feminist program.

To foster a cohesive sense of
community, all the dancers re-
hearse in one space together,
regardless of their slot in the
calendar.

“In the main ensemble, there
are some folks that used to work
professionally as dancers — they
just love moving, even though
they’ve changed their career
path,” Kilmurray says. “There are
folks who danced on their high
school pom squad. They haven’t
danced since, but I would say
they are trained movers. That 

Quinn Tsan rehearses with fellow

cast members. 
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Celebrating
burlesque
and body
diversity
By KT Hawbaker
Chicago Tribune
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he is president and co-steward of
Friends of Bluff Spring Fen, a
citizen group that works to pre-
serve and restore the Cook
County Forest Preserve District
wetland.

Indeed, Taron moved to Elgin
to be close to the fen, according to
a 2013 Tribune story on the pre-
serve.

“The butterfly monitor at Bluff
Spring Fen since 1987, (he) has
counted 63 species of butterflies
here, including the imperiled
Baltimore checkerspot,” reporter
Barbara Brotman wrote.

The butterfly, a mid-sized
species with the black and orange
coloring of the family herald of
the British Lords Baltimore was
more than imperiled in that loca-
tion, it turned out. 2012 was the
last year Baltimore checkerspots
were spotted there, Taron said
last week.

The cause of their local demise
was some combination of unusual
weather patterns and a habitat
burn, he said.

So the goal on this outing was
to give the animal a head start on
“overwintering,” the process that
lets summer’s caterpillars be-
come next spring’s butterflies
and, it is hoped, the basis of a
stable population going forward.

Back at the museum in Lincoln
Park — which maintains an ex-
pansive indoor butterfly garden
attraction — Taron and colleagues
had been tending some 750 Balti-
more checkerspot larvae, the
result of harvesting a handful of
females from a DuPage County
site a few miles away from Bluff
Spring, where they remain plenti-
ful.

The majority of the caterpillars
will stay at the museum, which
will attempt to bring them
through chrysalis stage into but-
terfly-dom there.

“We’re hedging our bets here,”
Taron said.

On the hike to the first winter-
ing site, easily a half mile in, we
surprised a group of a different
species, silvery checkerspots,
who flitted away in what looked
like a group tizzy but was prob-
ably perfectly rational butterfly
behavior.

When they gather like that,
“the males are imbibing salts out
of the moist mud here,” said Allen
Lawrance, the academy’s associ-
ate curator of entomology. “It’s
called ‘puddling.’ And whenever
there’s a big group like that, it’s a
‘puddle club.’ ”

“That would qualify,” said
Taron, who was holding the pre-
cious cargo, four paper cups
containing leaves and larvae
inside an ordinary clear plastic
box.

“It’s not very high-tech,”
Lawrance said.

Our path wasn’t a walkway so
much as a slightly less overgrown
area through the coneflowers and
the cylindric blazing stars, the
grasses, the wicket sedges. And
soon enough, we plunged off the
path and toward a spot Taron and
Lawrance had already chosen,
very near to the marshy area that
gives the preserve its name.

“When the adults come out,
they’ll just be able to fly right over
to the wetland,” said Taron.
“They’re wetland specialists.
They require these rare remnant

habitats.”
The two took turns hammering

lengths of rebar into the soil, then
slipped the four corners of a
pop-up mesh enclosure around
the rods.

Taron leaned into the enclo-
sure’s open side, pulled a leaf
bearing larvae out of one of the
cups and paper-clipped it to a
roughly 2-foot-high plant. About
2 millimeters long now, the cater-
pillars will get to an inch-and-a-
half pretty quickly, he said.

“They will crawl onto this and

they will set up shop there,”
Taron said, and they will begin
spinning protective cocoons
around themselves in preparation
for wintering in pupa form
toward the plant’s base. “The idea
here is we want them to do the
work. We want them to decide
where to settle down.”

He reached out to Lawrance
for another paper clip, like a sur-
geon calling for a medical instru-
ment, attached the last leaf in the
first batch, and then zipped the
enclosure shut for protection

from predators.
“Ta da!” he said.
At the second site, the process

was similar, but even quicker
because they had already put the
mesh prophylactic in place.
Lawrance used his phone to mark
the GPS coordinates, and they
gathered up their supplies and we
hiked back into the cemetery,
where the cars were parked.

They will keep feeding the
caterpillars in the lab, which the
scientists also want to introduce
into the fen as adults.

“We’re not wanting all of our
eggs in one basket,” Taron said.

As for the new Bluff Spring Fen
denizens, he’ll visit probably a
couple of times before winter to
make sure everything seems to be
doing OK, Taron explained. But
the process should pretty much
take care of itself.

“We’re kind of stepping back
and letting them do their thing,”
he said.

sajohnson@chicagotribune.com
Twitter @StevenKJohnson

Butterfly experts release larvae of threatened species
Butterflies, from Page 1

Resplendent monarchs like this one can be spotted flitting through Elgin’s Bluff Spring Fen nature preserve.
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Doug Taron pounds a stake into the ground to install a protective box

for the Baltimore checkerspot larvae in Bluff Spring Fen.

Taron thinks the 2-mm larvae will grow to inch-and-a-half caterpillars

soon. “We’re hedging our bets here,” he said.

Four paper cups contain 200 tiny Baltimore checkerspot caterpillars,

which conservationists hope will thrive in the fen. 

Taron uses part of a leaf to scoop up larvae. The larvae are being placed

on native plant leaves and released into the preserve. 

The Pride Films and Plays
production of “Holding the Man,”
the stage adaptation of a famed
1995 memoir by Timothy Coni-
grave, is a low-budget affair with
barely a set, let alone sophisticated
visual appeal. The cast is so young
that most of the older characters
— crucial to the drama — strain
credulity. And the staging zigs and
zags and meanders, wandering
from one acting style to another,
morphing as often as the actors
burden and unburden themselves
with Australian accents. At times,
it is nothing less than infuriating.

The piece also is almost unbear-
able to watch — although not for
any of the reasons expounded
above.

I just found the experience so
emotional that I sat there on Mon-
day night trying to figure out how
a critic who had so many prob-
lems with a production could end
up feeling this way. I wasn’t alone,
either. I felt the feeling all around
me.

There is just something about
how this piece (the stage adapt-

ation is by Tommy Murphy) tells
the story of an ordinary gay cou-
ple in Australia who happen to
come of age in times that are too
recent for us to fully understand
how far from ordinary they
turned out to be.

First off, Tim (Micah Kron-
lokken) and John (Jude Hansen)
have to deal with bullying in
school. This is closely followed by
parental contempt, which is
worse than disapproval: Tim
recounts how his father dropped
tears all over his son’s homework,
once he began to understand that
his kid was gay. His words of
advice? “You’ll have a sad and
lonely life.”

Many heard the same.
Over time, we see, Tim and

John shake that off. But this was

the 1980s. AIDS loomed. A death
sentence, replete with the shatter-
ing forces of loss, suffering and
guilt over who infected whom. By
the time “Holding the Man” has
come to an end, there is nothing
left of any man to hold.

I should, in fairness, say that I
am about the same age as these
characters and, for a chunk of this
overlong show, my mind wan-
dered away to all the friends I lost
to AIDS. But I was also overcome
by the sheer sense of unfairness of
being born gay at that moment, as
distinct, say, from now. This is one
of the things art can do, of course
— the Russian formalist critics
used to call it making the familiar
strange. I spent a good couple of
hours feeling thoroughly alienated
from my own era on this earth.

In many ways, “Holding the
Man” is not so different from, say,
William Hoffman’s “As Is,” or any
number of other plays from the
1980s and 1990s dealing with the
human costs of the AIDS epidem-
ic. Many of those works were
produced at the old Bailiwick
Arts Center, run by the same
artistic director, David Zak, who
continues on at Pride Films and
Plays. On the basis of this produc-
tion, you couldn’t really argue
that “Holding the Man” betters
any of them, and it certainly does
not have the political articulation
of, say, one of Larry Kramer’s
plays. But theater is a time-bound
art. And what you will likely feel,
I think, if you find your way to the
show, is a strangely intense feel-
ing of sadness at the heavy price

paid by so many, even as so few
cared.

The force of that feeling is
buoyed by the superb perform-
ance from Hansen, an actor
whose Australian sensibility feels
authentic and lived, and who is so
profoundly likable as to make the
loss of John seem cruel, indeed.
Mercifully, optimism is among
the most appealing of the national
characteristics down under, and
the director Michael D. Graham,
and the sound designer, Isaac
Mandel, have forged an upbeat
mixtape of an era when it took
such courage to keep dancing.

Tears for Fears indeed.

Chris Jones is a Tribune critic.

cjones5@chicagotribune.com

IN PERFORMANCE ‘Holding the Man’ ★★
1⁄2

Gay memoir
may zig and zag,
but it’s powerful
By Chris Jones
Chicago Tribune

John (Jude Hansen) and Tim (Micah Kronlokken) come of age in “Holding the Man” at the Pride Arts Center.
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When: Through Aug. 26

Where: Pride Arts Center, 4139 N.

Broadway

Running time: 2 hours,

20 minutes

Tickets: $25-$30 at 866-811-4111

or pridefilmsandplays.com


