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LOS ANGELES — Jessica Lange sees an end
in sight.

Shrinking into her all-black ensemble in a
cold Beverly Hills hotel room, the 64-year-old
actress fidgets with her sleeves as she talks
about her version of a five-year plan.

“I am coming to the end of acting,” she says
with sureness. “I have a list: another stage pro-
duction, maybe one or two more movies, one
more season of ‘American Horror Story’ ... and
then that is it for me. Because I think that’s
enough. I want to go out with a bang ... or
should I say, a scare?”

If her remaining future roles are anything
like her starring role in FX’s dark anthology
“American Horror Story,” the audience will be
the one to go out with a whimper. A very fright-
ened whimper and lots of it. Lange, whose four-
decade career includes such cinematic
hallmarks as “Tootsie” and “Blue Sky,” has be-
come an unexpected star of horror on the net-
work’s hit series, which racked up 17 Emmy
nominations this year and drew 5.5 million
viewers in the third-season premiere of its lat-
est installment, “Coven,” earlier this month.

“It reenergized me; it reenergized my ca-
reer,” says Lange, who took home an Emmy, a
Golden Globe and a SAG award in 2012 with her
first-season portrayal of meddling neighbor
Constance Langdon. “There’s no shame in rec-
ognizing that. It’s exposed me to a whole new
generation, which is a little strange. I’m not
used to young people thinking I’m cool.”

Oh, how they do. Lange spooked audiences
with her first-season character, a poisonous
cupcake maker and master manipulator with a
Southern drawl. She followed it up in the
show’s second season with her tormented por-
trayal of Sister Jude Martin, the stern head nun
with a tortured past running a mental institu-
tion. Now, in the third season, her scene-steal-
ing performance as the all-powerful witch Fiona
Goode has earned her the unofficial title of the
grand dame of “American Horror Story.”

“There are certain people who just pull
focus no matter who they’re on-screen with,”
says “American Horror Story” co-creator Brad

Falchuk. “She is one of those people. She has an
incredible intensity and incredible fragility. She,
on the one hand, scares the hell out of you, and
on the other hand, has you falling in love with
her. It’s hard not to be compelled by her.”

Lange’s risky foray came about thanks to
considerable prodding, primarily from the
show’s co-creator Ryan Murphy, who had
reached out to her by telephone in 2011.

“The power of seduction got me here,” she
says. “He just charmed me. I don’t watch TV —
I had never seen ‘Glee’ or ‘Nip/Tuck.’ I knew of
him by reputation. And the truth of the matter
is, I just thought, ‘Wow, nobody has done that
song and dance for me in a long time.’ I liked
being wanted.”

Lange’s road to terror was paved two years
earlier by HBO’s “Grey Gardens,” a telefilm
about the lives of socialite wannabes Edith
Bouvier Beale / “Little Edie” (Drew Barrymore)
and her mother, Edith Ewing Bouvier / “Big
Edie” (Lange). Lange’s unflinching take on the
unkempt, gray-haired woman who makes a
home amid piles of rotting garbage and cat
feces had critics buzzing and people talking.

“It brought back the thrill of acting,” she
says. “It was the perfect storm. It’s all the tired
stuff everybody says — age working against
you, films that made your career not being
made anymore. But also, I really needed a dis-
traction in my life; I was still getting used to the
idea of my kids leaving the nest. I thought it
was a good time to go out on a limb because
horror is not my thing.”

But madness, heartbreak and despair seem
to be. Many of Lange’s most memorable per-
formances are rooted in darkness — whether
for a big-screen portrayal of Frances Farmer, an
actress who went into a physical and emotional
tailspin in the ‘40s, or a stage and TV depiction
of Blanche DuBois in “A Streetcar Named De-
sire.”

Sarah Paulson, another “Horror Story” vet,
admires her ability to drop into mental illness.
Paulson recalls a scene from “American Horror
Story: Asylum,” in which Sister Jude becomes
unraveled as Paulson’s character Lana is re-
leased from the mental institution.

“I remember just staring at her and thinking,
‘I was just talking to her on the way to the set

and now she’s muttering to herself.’ And it was
so simple, not overwrought. But it was so damn
powerful. Nobody plays more things at once
than that lady. There is more going on in one
line with Jessica than another actor can get
across in an entire season.”

Lange isn’t quite sure what accounts for her
comfort in doom and gloom — “I’m sure it has
to do with what’s bred in the bone,” she says.

She grew up with a hard-drinking father, but
doesn’t attribute her penchant for darkness to
that. “I think it’s just genetic,” she says. “I’ve
never been a sunny personality. I’ve never been
outgoing. I’m a solitary person. So those are
areas of the human psyche that I like to ex-
plore, probably in a subconscious attempt to
understand my own place in the world. It hasn’t
been easy; it’s been my own horror at times.”

Sometimes, the artistic process hits too
close to home.

“I remember when I was doing ‘Frances,’ I
let her get so deep under my skin that it actu-
ally felt like a haunting,” she said. “And when I
did Blanche DuBois for the first time, I think my
kids were worried about me. The deeper you
go, the more they settle in and it’s harder to
pull away. I used to soak in a hot tub for hours
in the dark, just like Blanche.”

Michael Sucsy, who directed and co-wrote
“Grey Gardens,” recalls Lange’s first look at the
telefilm’s posters in which her character’s wrin-
kles were airbrushed out.

“She was like, ‘I was in the makeup chair for
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transmission wasn’t accom-
plished until later that year. 

Certainly, baseball was
America’s Game then, and the
friendly competition between
Babe Ruth and Lou Gehrig was
on every sports fan’s mind
that summer of 1927. People
debated over who was the bet-
ter batter but Harry Stevens,
an Englishman, made more
money from baseball than did
either of them.

Money was a big consider-
ation when four bankers met
in New York “under a cloak of
secrecy” in July 1927. Nobody
knows exactly what they dis-
cussed, but it’s believed that
their decisions led to the
Great Depression. President

Calvin Coolidge was warned
about the crisis to come but
because he’d decided, that
summer of 1927, not to run
again for president, he passed
the proverbial buck — though
not before taking time to dedi-
cate the new Mount Rush-
more.

Trials were speedy in the
summer of 1927 but the major-
ity of murders went unsolved
(including ones committed by
the U.S. government). Henry
Ford enjoyed good ideas in De-
troit, but made bad ones in
Brazil. Boxing and “speakies”
attracted crowds, Prohibition
made them break laws, and a
thin, gangly young man named
Charles Lindbergh flew into
history...

At first glance, you’d be
forgiven for wondering why
author Bill Bryson chose to
write a book about a few
weeks in 1927. No wars oc-
curred. No charters were

signed. It was just another
year, almost 90 years ago.

But bite into this brick of a
book, and you’ll see that “One
Summer” is no ordinary story
because that was no ordinary
season. Bryson, who is a mas-
ter of humorously wry under-
statements, takes readers on a
meaningful meander through
April-to-September when, it
seemed, everything happened.
We’re given a lively history in
perspective, tickled with
sneaky observations and small
asides, and presented with a
little pop-culture something
for everyone. I loved every
paragraph. 

Don’t let the almost-500-
page size of this book scare
you because, once you start it,
you’ll have a hard time putting
it down. Once you start it,
you’ll see that, like most of
them, this is “One Summer”
that just isn’t long enough. 
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‘Horror Story’ Ups The Ante For Jessica Lange
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