
’m so disappointed,” began the e-
mail to Head Butler, a website that
recommends books, films, and music.
“I have bought so many things you’ve
suggested and enjoyed them all. Then

this movie, Napoleon Dynamite—what were
you thinking?” Head Butler’s creator and
auteur, Jesse Kornbluth ’68, answers
every e-mail. He advised the woman to
“think of [the film] as a bad date,” add-
ing, “Let me have another chance to re-

gain your a≠ection.” Six months later, she
e-mailed again: “My husband and I have
now seen Napoleon Dynamite five times. It’s
our favorite movie.”

In a world awash with media products,
www.headbutler.com satisfies a felt need:
savvy counsel on what dishes to feed your
mind. Head Butler (“I’m going to serve your
head,” Kornbluth explains) acts as a kind
of cultural concierge. “Most of what passes
for culture is crap,” says Kornbluth. “And

it’s marketed like a movie—every two
weeks another book or CD or movie comes
out that you ‘must’ have. But in fact, you
don’t need it at all; it won’t enrich your life in
the slightest. It’s all about some conglom-

erate’s bottom line.
“And nobody buys

the new stu≠ but
suckers,” he contin-
ues. “Ninety-two per-
cent of what is sold

every day on amazon.com is the backlist
[books, music, and films released years or
even decades ago]—the good stu≠. Which
tells us that niches, not bestsellers, ac-
count for most cultural commerce. This
fairly shouts that there’s a large audience
that wants better art. Oprah should assign
Emerson’s Essays, from 1849. That’s the
book America needs to read.”

Head Butler does draw from all cen-
turies, grazing widely and unpredictably
across the fields of art. “ ‘Butler’ is about
that which is great without regard to time:
there’s no sell-by date in the Butler world,”
Kornbluth explains. “What makes this
such an exciting time is that, through the
Internet, everything is available.”

Start with L’Atalante, the 1934 Jean Vigo
“masterpiece that only cineastes have seen,
but it is on every list of the best 100 movies
of all time,” says Head Butler. “And not near

From his home on
the Upper East
Side of Manhattan, 
Kornbluth creates
a gourmet menu 
of culture.

Harvard Magazine 21P h o t o g r a p h  b y  R o b e r t  A d a m  M a y e r

22 Vulnerable Sculpture 

24 Off the Shelf

26 Neat Lawns, Nice Neighborhoods 

26 Chapter and  Verse

30 Maestro Lenny

32 Delicious Minimalism

34 A Branch Office Town, But...

35 Suburban Angst, Chinese Style

Montage
Art,  books,  d iverse creations

Passionate Concierge
Sophisticated counsel on what to read, view, 
and hear—just a keystroke away

“I

Montage-final5.qxd  8/4/06  11:28 AM  Page 21



the bottom—I’ve never seen it ranked
lower than 15.” Jump to the 2004 movie
Harold and Kumar Go to White Castle, “a stoner
film, in the Cheech and Chong tradition”—
which was “so funny I thought I was going
to die,” Kornbluth says. “I was laughing so
hard, I couldn’t breathe.” Jean Rhys’s 1931

novel After Leaving Mr. McKenzie is “a bleak,
bleak book,” but from an author who
“wrote with a diamond-cutter for a pen.
Every word is the right one....Her most
memorable characters are women whose
beauty is fading and whose
money is uncertain.” New Mas-

ters, a recent CD by the 1950s heartthrob
Dion, is a remake of his greatest hits, re-
corded four decades later. “The secret
sauce is a pure love of life,” says Head
Butler. “The CD glows with it, and bathes

M O N T A G E

G A L L E R Y

Sculpture breaks free of the frames that confine
paintings and drawings. Released into the wider
world, sculptures may even inhabit the fourth di-
mension via movement in time, as mobiles do. Sarah
Sze’s vulnerable works take the mirroring of life
even further. Unpredictably, sporadically, they may
tremble or flutter; the pieces are unstable, con-
stantly changing, ephemeral. “I purposely build them
so that they look as if they’re unable to support
their own weight,” says Sze. “They apparently have
the potential to collapse at any time. As we all do.”

The sculpture and installations of Sze (pronounced ZEE), a Rad-
cliffe Institute Fellow in 2005-06, may embrace living elements
that grow into the surrounding space. Her materials include
moss and plants, light, water, and wind. “You see things growing,
and you see them deteriorating,” she says. “You get to experi-
ence something live—like improvised jazz. That’s one reason
sports are so infatuating: they can’t be prechoreographed.”

Sze’s father is an architect, and she nearly majored in that

subject at Yale, but instead graduated in studio art in
1991. She earned an M.F.A. in sculpture at New York’s
School for Visual Arts in 1997. Architectural ele-
ments and questions (like the relation between

structure and ornament) linger in her installations. But where
classical architecture uses visual cues to lead the viewer’s eye
through space (think Versailles),“In my work there’s a plethora
of information, and not a lot of hierarchy in the way you see
the work,” Sze explains. “From any viewpoint, you could make
five different choices as to where your eye goes next.” Take,
for example, her sculpture Table Top, which the Fogg Art Mu-
seum owns. It’s a collection of small items—cigarette lighter,
photo slide, spool of thread, drug capsule, broken wine glasses,
and so on—delicately assembled with wires and dried flowers
into something resembling a house plant that is a hybrid of the
natural and the man-made.

Sze teaches at Columbia and has been a MacArthur Fellow
since 2003. Her installations have appeared at the Venice Bien-
nale and the Cartier Foundation in Paris, the Institute of Con-
temporary Arts in London, and, currently, at the intersection of
Fifth Avenue and 60th Street in Manhattan, where Corner Plot
protrudes from the sidewalk until October 29. (At Radcliffe,
she made and exhibited a replica of its interior.) Corner Plot re-
produces the corner of an actual building that stands diago-
nally opposite the installation, at 735 Fifth Avenue. Looking
through the work’s windows (it’s lighted within) reveals a com-
plex interior scene of Sze’s imagination. “A corner is an inter-
esting space, an in-between location,” she says. “Teetering in
two places, dislocated. In this case, the building has either fallen
into, or emerged from, the ground: it plays with gravity.”

Like all of Sze’s installations, Corner Plot “feels as if it hap-
pened on the site,” the artist says. “It’s very married to the ar-
chitectural space; the two are intertwined. In order to do that,
part of the work must be made on the site, or already be
there.You don’t know if the lamp in the room is part of the
piece or if it was already there. Raising the old question: where
does art begin and end?”                                              �C.L.

Installations by 
Sarah Sze. Right: 
Proportioned to the
Groove, at the 
Marianne Boesky
Gallery, New York,
2005. Below: The
Art of Losing, at the
21st Century Museum
of Contemporary
Art, Kanazawa,
Japan, 2004.  

V u l n e r a b l e  S c u l p t u r e

C
O

U
R

TE
SY

 O
F 

TH
E 

AR
TI

ST
 A

N
D

 M
AR

IA
N

N
E 

BO
ES

KY
 G

AL
LE

R
Y,

 N
EW

 Y
O

R
K

C
O

U
R

TE
SY

 O
F 

TH
E 

AR
TI

ST
 A

N
D

 M
AR

IA
N

N
E 

BO
ES

KY
 G

AL
LE

R
Y,

 N
EW

 Y
O

R
K

Montage-final5.qxd  8/4/06  11:28 AM  Page 22



FreedomF R E E D O M  C O M M O N S  A T  B E L M O N T  H I L L

The Greatest Thing 
About Having A Choice 

Is The Freedom to make it.

Life can be a wonderful adventure at any age, especially when you
have the freedom to make your own decisions about where and how to
live it.  

American Retirement Corporation proudly announces Freedom
Commons, a new condominium retirement community designed for
those who appreciate extraordinary independence and continuing care
with the security of life care protection.  Call (617) 489-0008 today, or
visit our web site: www.freedom-commons.com for more information.  

Your Life.  Your Time. Your Place to Live Well.

Now Accepting Fully-Refundable Priority Deposits

ARC™ American Retirement Corporation • 825-ROP01-0306

95 Mill Street
(on the McLean Hospital campus)

Belmont, MA  02478 
www.freedom-commons.com

Harvard-in-Business
A directory of alumni-owned and -operated businesses and services

RobeRt C. engle, A.L.M. 
engle & Co. PubliC RelAtions  

www.engleCo.CoM

I specialize in creative publicity strategies (print 
and electronic media), investor relations, and 
crisis communication. Served as a Capitol Hill 
press secretary for many years. 703-356-8230 
or rengle@post.harvard.edu.

To advertise in H-I-B, please call Elizabeth Connolly at 617-496-6686 or e-mail classifieds@harvard.edu

beD AND bReAKFAst

Reservations in homes close to Harvard 
Yard. Luxuries available like broadband 
Internet access, in-room fax, and more. 
Rates range from $75 to $360 a night. 
www.bettinanetwork.com, 800-347-9166.

the listener in it—whether you’re a four-
year-old dancing in the tub, like our
daughter, or an oldster like Dion. Life is
rich, it says. Glory is possible. Get busy.”
Local Hero, the 1983 film set in Scotland,
wins Kornbluth’s admiration as “one of the
funniest, smartest, and sweetest movies
ever, with a score by Mark Knopfler [of
Dire Straits] that is perfection itself. Inci-
dentally, I consider Knopfler the greatest
white guitarist alive.”

A 55-year-old man confided that his
girlfriend had dumped him and he couldn’t
deal with it: “What can you recommend
that I read?” The question prompted
Kornbluth to reread Scott Spencer’s 1979
novel Endless Love and post an essay on it,
calling the story of two teen lovers a
“romance that rocks their souls, addicts
them to one another, turns each word and
touch into a moonshot.” He later notes,
“This story is pitched high. [Spencer,] a
novelist of great gifts, never falters—he
turns obsession, a sick thing, into an open-
ended question.” 

Occasionally a guest host sits in. The
well-named Matt Butler ’03 pinpointed the
shortfalls of Madonna’s 2006 Confessions of a
Dance Floor CD while directing true fans
back to her 1992 Erotica—“the CD you never
bought. Too bad; it’s immensely signi-
ficant,” he writes. “This album divides
Madonna’s career. Promotions…include the

naughty, best-selling, shrink-wrapped Sex
book. Bordering on pornography, this
book is artistic and candidly showcases
Madonna as she explores her sexuality in
the public eye.”

A fresh edition of Head Butler appears,
free of charge, four times each week. All
prior essays (more than 400, dating from
Butler’s debut in 2004) are available on its
archive. The site has a small but loyal base
of readers—Kornbluth reports between
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“Everything on 
Head Butler tends 
to be emotional. 
It’s a big love story, 
it’s a major tragedy,
it’s a whisper, 
it’s Wagner.”
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5,000 and 10,000 unique visitors on an aver-
age day—a fact reflected in its astonishing
20 percent “conversion rate” at amazon.com
(i.e., 20 percent of those who click through
from Head Butler buy the recommended
book, CD, or movie from Amazon; such
rates generally hover around 3 percent).

Kornbluth’s stock as a cultural guru
rests largely on the stellar track record of
Head Butler’s recommendations, at least
in the estimate of its visitors. But he also
draws on years of experience in the cul-
tural and literary circles of New York
City, where he lives. A former contribut-
ing editor to Vanity Fair, New York, and
Architectural Digest, he has written articles
for the New Yorker and New York Times,
screenplays for Robert DeNiro, Paul
Newman, ABC, and PBS, and books on
Michael Milken, Andy Warhol, and
Michael Jordan. In 1996 he cofounded
bookreporter.com, which has spun o≠ six
websites that today make up the Web’s
largest noncommercial book network.
From 1997 until 2002, he was editorial
director of AOL.

After he left AOL, “I thought of all the
things I could do on the Web,” Kornbluth
says, “and knew that [Head Butler was]
the one I’d want to do every day. It wasn’t
going to be done by a sta≠. Since it was a
one-man show, I needed to know that the
one man wanted to show up. Now I have
this great life: stu≠ just pours in on me and
I choose the best of the best. Take someone
like Leonard Cohen—I’ve listened to him
for 40 years. I’ve done all the work for you.
You’re getting a curator, but curators aren’t
usually this passionate.”

“Everything on Head Butler tends to be
emotional,” he explains. “It’s a big love
story, it’s a major tragedy, it’s a whisper,
it’s Wagner. I’m not interested in the
vanilla emotions, in the middle ground.

24 September -  October 2006

M O N T A G E

What Terrorists Want: Understanding
the Enemy, Containing the Threat, by
Louise Richardson, Ph.D. ’89, executive
dean of the Radcliffe Institute (Random
House, $25.95). “We should never have
declared a global war on terrorism, know-
ing that such a war can never be won,”
writes Richardson. “[W]e should pursue
the more modest and attainable goal of
containing terrorist recruitment and con-
straining resort to the tactic of terrorism.”

Blithe Tomato, by Mike Madison ’68, Ph.D.
’75 (Heyday Books, $15, paper). Madison
runs a small truck farm in California’s
Sacramento Valley. In a recent (bad) year, he
“worked 362 days out of 365, dawn to
dark, for a net farm income of $19,730.”
He suggests why a willing person might do
that in these well-grown and tasty essays,
ranging in topic from gophers to beautiful
women, from the perfect tomato to farm-
ers’ market society.

Hooked: Pirates, Poaching, and the Per-
fect Fish, by G. Bruce Knecht, M.B.A. ’86
(Rodale, $24.95). An enlightening, grip-
ping, nonfiction thriller about illegal fish-
ing, featuring a 4,000-mile chase halfway
around Antarctica, and an ac-
count of the rise to celebrity
of the Patagonian toothfish,
a.k.a. Chilean sea bass.

When the Astors Owned New
York: Blue Bloods and Grand
Hotels in a Gilded Age, by
Justin Kaplan ’45, G ’47 (Viking,
$24.95). In four generations,
the Astors evolved from immi-
grant rabbit skinners to the
most privileged of nobs. A five-
star account of squabbling-
cousin hoteliers and the plea-
sure domes they built.

The Lost Men: The Harrowing
Saga of Shackleton’s Ross Sea
Party, by Kelly Tyler-Lewis, A.L.B. ’89
(Viking, $25.95). When Sir Ernest Shack-
leton set out on his abortive expedition

to trek across Antarctica, he
sent a ship, the Aurora, to the
opposite side of the continent.
The crew’s job was to set up
food and fuel depots in a life-
line 1,300 miles long. The Au-

rora tore free of her moorings in a gale
and disappeared, leaving 10 men stranded
on Ross Island.

Scatter My Ashes over Havana, by Olga
Karman, Ph.D. ’76 (Pureplay Press,
$17.95, paper). Now a professor and
poet, Karman writes of a Cuban exile’s
life in the United States. She was at Har-
vard during the student rebellion of
1969, when Castro and Guevara were
local idols. “You naïve Americans,” she
thought,“don’t you realize a whole coun-
try can go under? Mine did.”

Whale, by Joe Roman ’85, Ph.D. ’03 (Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, $19.95, paper).
From Saint Brendan and his monks, who
lighted a fire on a sleeping whale in the
belief that it was an island, to today’s kujira
eaters in Japanese sushi bars, whales have
figured large in human history, the arts,
science, and commerce. Roman provides a
nontechnical, engagingly illustrated om-
nium-gatherum of cetacean information.
Did you know that a blue whale’s tongue
can weigh more than an African elephant?
Or that Brendan’s whale, Jasconius, be-
came friendly?

O f f t h e  S h e l f
Recent books with Harvard connections

A German road show of a century ago
featured a fin whale that had been
harpooned off Norway and chemically
treated for exhibition. FR
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Head Butler is all about enthusiasm. There’s
never a bad review—that’s pointless. These
are enthusiasms to be shared and passed on.
It’s like being in a secret culture club, where
you get to take personal possession of every
artifact.”

Kornbluth aims to emulate Pico della
Mirandola, the Renaissance scholar who
proposed to write about all human knowl-

edge in a series of 900 essays. “What I am
trying to do is to write about all culture 
in 900 essays,” he says. Though he authors
a blog elsewhere dealing with politics 
and spiritual matters (“Swami Uptown,”
on beliefnet.com), church and state are ab-
sent from Head Butler, which pans for cul-
tural gold, regardless of viewpoint. And
nothing, he feels, is more radical than cul-

ture, citing Emerson: “The bust outlasts
the throne.” Bruce Springsteen, Kornbluth
says, “had as much to do with tearing
down the Berlin Wall as Ronald Reagan or
the pope. People hear great rock music and
understand that this is part of the life
force, not the death culture. Everything
grows toward the light. No one doesn’t
want to feel more alive.”    �craig lambert

26 September -  October 2006

M O N T A G E

T
his may make me a less than
completely loyal Harvard alum-
nus, but I can’t help thinking of
Geyser University Professor

William Julius Wilson as the epitome of a
faculty member at the University of
Chicago, the institution from which Har-
vard lured him away in 1996. Wilson has
the almost Germanic high-academic seri-
ousness that Chicago is famous for—he
works steadily, formally, and deliberately

on massive, carefully
designed projects with
substantial sta≠s of
graduate assistants.
And he partakes deeply
of the grand tradition
of the department he

formerly headed at Chicago, sociology:
using the city as a laboratory, a site for deep
investigation of the way people in societies
behave. His books have generally used
Chicago research to make larger points.

There Goes the Neighborhood will do noth-

ing to dispel this impres-
sion, because it is based on
years of research on four
Chicago neighborhoods,
and is coauthored with one
of Wilson’s former col-
leagues in the Chicago soci-
ology department, Richard
Taub, now chairman of the
committee on comparative
human development there.
(I should confess here that I
know both Wilson and
Taub.) All big American
cities, but perhaps espe-
cially Chicago, undergo
changes in the composition
and condition of neighbor-
hoods that are disturbingly
rapid, especially by the gen-
eral standard of demogra-
phy, where things move at a
molasses pace. The most obvious example
is the wholesale shift of many urban neigh-

William Julius Wilson
and Richard P. Taub,
Ph.D. ’66, There Goes the
Neighborhood (Random
House, $23.95)

A city of ethnic neighborhoods: Chicago’s
Pilsen is largely Latino.

Wayles Brown seeks to locate
a story about a boy of English
and Hindu parentage who en-
counters the word “Eurasian”
and asks his teachers what it
means.They say evasively that he
will understand when he is older, but he
should never forget that Jesus loves him.

Joe Walsh hopes that someone can
identify the poem in which a gentian is
described as being “a deep and hurtful
blue.” D.H. Lawrence may be the poet, he
notes, “but neither ‘Bavarian Gentians’

nor anything else I can find contains that
phrase.”

“British whodunit [and] Bradshaw”
(July-August). Bettina Arnold was the first
of several readers to suggest The Five Red
Herrings, by Dorothy Sayers; although
Bradshaw is not specifically mentioned,

Nicholas Puner confirms that
novel as the one he was seeking.
He thanks Ruth Mandalian and
those who suggested Agatha
Christie’s The ABC Murders, Mike
Halpern and others who sug-

gested Sir John Magill’s Last Journey and ad-
ditional works by Freeman Wills Croft,
and James Durham, who suggested The
Riddle of the Sands, by Erskine Childers.

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter
and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware
Street, Cambridge 02138.

C h a p t e r &  V e r s e
Correspondence on not-so-famous lost words
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Neat Lawns, Nice Neighborhoods
The myth of urban multiculturalism 

by NICHOLAS LEMANN
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