
he singer-songwriter Livingston
Taylor was artist-in-residence in
Lowell House from 2000 through
September, participating in House
life and meeting with music stu-

dents to listen, teach, and advise them on what it is
to be involved in the creative arts (his artistic
a∞liation continues). A younger brother of the 
pop/folk singer James Taylor, he has been a profes-
sional musician since 1968, releasing 16 albums and
concertizing around the world. Dan Boyne, director
of recreational rowing at Harvard’s Weld Boat-

house since 1986, writes songs and plays guitar and
sometimes performs at local watering holes. The
two men struck a bargain: Boyne would coach
Taylor in the art of sculling, and Taylor would teach
Boyne about playing and writing music. “Given the
relative skill levels in music and rowing,” Taylor
says, “I made out like a bandit.” Here is Boyne’s
account of their first music lesson, held in the senior
common room of Lowell House.

Somehow, I manage to fumble my way
through the first chords of a melancholy,

slow-moving song about a guy
driving back to visit an old girl-
friend. It’s one of the composi-
tions that I’m really fond of, and
one that other people have told
me sounds very Tayloresque—
both in its vocals and its chord
construction. But now I am so
tense and nervous that my
fingers refuse to cooperate, and
my voice feels weak and quaver-

ing. To add to my
discomfort, I feel
Livingston’s eyes
upon both me and
my guitar, moving
back and forth be-

tween them like a hawk. No one has ever
scrutinized me so intensely. But somehow,
by avoiding Livingston’s penetrating stare,
I make my way through the song.

“Sorry,” I immediately apologize. “I was
kind of nervous.”

“Okay,” he says. “Yes, you were nervous,
but never mind about that. Don’t apolo-
gize. You have one big problem!”

I guess I’d kind of hoped for a modicum
of praise before the critique was leveled,
but this was not about to happen.

“What’s that?” I ask.
“You have no sense of internal rhythm.”
I knit my eyebrows together, not un-

derstanding.

In Weld Boathouse,
author Dan Boyne
and singer Livingston
Taylor strum their
guitars.
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A Lesson with Liv
Troubadour and oarsman meet to explore rhythm, 
rest, and the trust of an audience.

by DAN BOYNE

T
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“Here, give me your guitar,” he says.
I’m all too happy to relinquish the in-

strument, for I can’t seem to do it justice
at the moment. And what follows makes
me even less confident of my musical abil-
ity. Without a warm-up of any kind, Liv-
ingston plays my song, singing the exact
words and finding the right chords with-
out any help from me.

I’m fascinated. It would have been one
thing if the chord progressions had been
easy, but in this song they aren’t.

“What am I doing?” he says suddenly,
snapping me out of my reverie.

“Playing my song better than me?” I joke.
“No! Listen again. What am I doing?”

He plays it a second time. But what is he
doing? Well, he’s singing with that
honey-coated Taylor voice that both he
and his brother James share. And he’s also
playing the guitar much better than I do.
But I suddenly get the feeling that Liv-

ingston is asking me to look beyond these
things, to see something deeper.

When Livingston sings, I realize, a big
smile spreads across his face—not an ob-
sequious one that says, “Please love me,”
but a confident one that says, “I’m having
a great time playing this song, and you’re
going to have a great time listening to it.”

And I do.
Hours later, after we’d parted ways, I

couldn’t remember all of the songs Liv-
ingston had played for me—the titles or
the words. What did stick in my head
was the way they were played. They were
all hypnotic. But how did he do it? Well,
he made the music sound very relaxed,
not strained. He took his time without
any nervousness or anticipation.

“You’re not rushing,” I o≠er.
“Yes, but it’s more than that. Listen

again.”
He plays another song, one of his own,

and begins to stomp his feet for emphasis.
“Internal rhythm!” he says. “You lack a

sense of internal rhythm. And without that,
there is no place for you to rest in your song.

M O N T A G E

From an entry in The Republican Playbook (Hyperion, $16.95), containing “all the
schemes, scams, and dirty tricks used to achieve victory since Richard Nixon
commissioned the first edition in 1972” and recently stolen from the White
House by cyber satirist Andy Borowitz ’80 of www.borowitzreport.com: “A
wholly owned subsidiary of the Republican National Committee, the FOX News
Channel has been an effective tool in the election campaigns of Republican candi-
dates.…In the early days of the FOX News Channel, there were technical
glitches that often delayed the transmission of propaganda from Republican of-
ficeholders and candidates to the FOX News broadcast headquarters in New
York City.…To eliminate this problem, we have now developed a new automated
system that will enable you to get your words into the FOX anchors’ mouths in
a matter of seconds:”

“You lack a sense of
internal rhythm.
Without that, there's
no place for you to
rest in your song.”
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“At nightfall, the hyenas began to cry and laugh after we had
eaten and were enjoying our recent successes in the art of non-
fiction filmmaking.” That journal entry, from July 1968 in
Ethiopia, somehow epitomizes the creative career of Robert
Gardner. Beginning in the 1950s, Gardner has made nonfiction
films, infusing his works not only with images of remote places,
but visual beauty and narrative drive. An associate of the de-
partment of visual and environmental studies (VES)
and founder and former director (1957-97) of the
Film Study Center at Harvard, he also headed the
Carpenter Center for Visual Arts for 15 years. Now,
in the capstone book The Impulse to Preserve: Reflec-
tions of a Filmmaker (Other Press, 2006), Gardner illu-
minates his work with photographs (nearly 500), es-
says, and, especially, journal entries from his many
travels.

Curiosity and connection have motivated his pro-
jects, he explained in a recent interview.

“I was drawn to [filming things] going on in the
world that I hardly knew anything about,” he says,“ex-
cept that they were concerned with something I, too,
was concerned with—values we all share. I felt I was
serving something that had a purpose, even a ‘higher’
purpose.”

His 1964 film Dead Birds, shot in 1961 in the high-
lands of Netherlands New Guinea, brought him into “a
very small society of naked men and women whose
major focus is ritual warfare. I was naive enough to think that if I
did this, I might learn something about our own obsession with
war.” Dead Birds became a classic of ethnographic cinema and is
now on the National Film Registry of the Library of Congress. In
the late 1960s, Gardner took his Arriflex camera to Ethiopia to
make Rivers of Sand, documenting a culture in which “the male
half of the society was extremely cruel to the female half of soci-
ety—inflicting punishment,” he says. “At the time, feminism was
getting going in a big way. That film was a way of exploring how

men and women tolerate and adjust to each other.”
Gardner, an accomplished pilot who combined flying

and filmmaking, had visited Benares, India, four times
before traveling there in 1984 to shoot Forest of Bliss,
his majestic documentary on that holy city. “I knew I

would be concerned with architecture, particularly with the
steps that led down to the Ganges,” he recalls. “And with the
river itself. And with the poverty of the place, the reduced cir-
cumstances of everybody—they were all living close to the
edge. I wanted to present the city as an organism, a place where
people lived and died, made flower arrangements, swam and
bathed in the river.”

The Impulse to Preserve takes its title from
poet Philip Larkin’s statement that “[T]he
impulse to preserve lies at the bottom of all
art.” Gardner says, “I just leapt out of my
skin when I heard that, because he had fin-
gered something I had been puzzling about
for years. And what you are trying to pre-
serve is not the actual object, but the expe-
rience of it.” Today, Gardner is working on several projects, in-

cluding editing digital versions of his
interviews with filmmakers that were
broadcast in Boston on the 1970s televi-
sion series Screening Room. “Here they
[filmmakers] are, embedded in the amber
of a DVD,” he says, smiling.“This business
of being able to summon up a person al-
most as if he had walked into the room—
that is a moment, but it is so particular, so
evanescent, so fugitive. Film is a melan-
choly medium. It is so suggestive of life
that it equally suggests death. Film is
soaked in mortality.”     �craig lambert

A boatman on the Ganges in Benares,
India, 1984.

A r r i f l e x  a n d  A m b e r
G A L L E R Y

Two beautifully
bedecked male
dancers at the
Gerewol festival
(1978), held
annually by the
Wodaabe Fulani,
a nomadic tribe
in Niger.
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And if you can’t rest in your song, how can
you expect anyone else to be able to?”

To rest in my song? How can you rest
and play simultaneously? But maybe this
is what’s so enjoyable about listening to
the Taylors—that mellow, restful way
they have of rendering a song. I had al-
ways assumed it had more to do with
their voices, their guitar playing, or the
chords they produced. 

“Do you know what made my brother
James famous?” he asks.

I shake my head. I’m not going to touch
that one.

“It wasn’t his voice. His voice is good,
but that didn’t do it. It wasn’t his song-
writing. His songwriting is also very
good, but that didn’t do it.”

I shrug, still clueless.
“It was his playing—he is an extremely

skilled player. Go back and listen to his
early albums, and you’ll hear that sense of
internal rhythm I’m talking about. It’s un-
canny.

“If you’ve got rhythm, you can do any-
thing,” he goes on. “You can miss a chord,
or a line of a verse; you can scat sing and
use no words at all.” He demonstrates
this by playing a jazzed-up version of the
old standard, When I Fall in Love. By placing
different vocal sounds on top of the
music, he never needs to resort to actual
words. Yet I am instantly transported into
the heart of the song.

“The audience doesn’t really care what
you do—the words, the instrumenta-
tion—all of those things are just the orna-
ments of a song. But as soon as you lose
the rhythm, you’ve lost them. It’s all over.”  

He frowns for emphasis, and gives me
back my guitar.

Livingston is explaining the mechanics
of a song in a way that I’ve never heard
before. Sure, I’ve heard that rhythm was
the first requirement of music, but I’ve al-
ways taken that to mean that you could
make music just by drumming with a
stick. What Livingston is saying is that
rhythm is the primary concern, without
which there’s nothing. 

“You can have a beautiful voice, and
some great songs,” he repeats, “but if you
don’t have rhythm, your audience will
never trust you.”

He has me play another one of my
songs, but I’m focusing on the finger pick-
ing and the sound of my voice before I
even establish the rhythmic foundation.
Livingston soon tells me to stop.

26 November -  December 2006
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Union 1812: The Americans Who
Fought the Second War of Indepen-
dence, by A.J. Langguth ’55 (Simon &
Schuster, $30). This gripping history of
the war that finally established the na-
tion’s permanence, as well as its claim to
a Manifest Destiny to expand across the
continent, is filled with interesting char-
acters—Sam Houston, Dolley Madison,
Tecumseh, Davy Crockett—and lively ac-
counts of the Americans sacking Toronto,
the British burning the White House, and
ultimate victory at the Battle of New
Orleans.

Blowin’ Hot and Cool: Jazz and Its
Critics, by John Gennari ’82 (Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, $35). Jazz critics
can be revered or reviled but should
not be ignored, because during the
past 75 years they have helped shape
not just the careers of musicians, but
our understanding of the music they
make. The author is assistant profes-
sor of English at the University of Ver-
mont.

More Than a Numbers Game: A
Brief History of Accounting, by
Thomas A. King ’82, M.B.A. ’87 (Wiley,
$29.95). This demystifying book is
likely to interest corporate folk who
want to understand better the whys of
the accounting practices they use, as
well as inquiring investors. King is trea-
surer of Progressive Insurance.

The Future of Europe: Reform or De-
cline, by Alberto Alesina, Ropes profes-
sor of political economics, and Francesco
Giavazzi (MIT Press, $24.95). “Without
serious, deep, and comprehensive re-
forms,” write these two European econ-
omists, “Europe will inexorably decline,
both economically and politically.” 

Irving Fine: An American Composer in
His Time, by Phillip Ramey (Pendragon
Press, $32). Fine ’37,A.M. ’38, studied and
then taught music at Harvard. Prominent
figures in American music populate this

anecdotal chronicle, among
them friends Aaron Copland
and Leonard Bernstein ’39,
D.Mus. ’67.

Knitting under the Influence, by
Claire LaZebnik ’85 (5 Spot,$12.99, paper).
Three L.A. twenty-something friends get
together on Sunday mornings for girl talk
about sex, dating—even knitting.

The Family That Couldn’t Sleep: A
Medical Mystery, by D.T. Max ’83 (Ran-
dom House, $25.95). Ever since the eigh-
teenth century, one out of every two
members of a certain Venetian family has
developed an inability to sleep. After
months of exhaustion, they die.Why? Be-
cause of prions, the unnatural brain pro-
teins responsible for mad cow disease as
well. Max explores the topic.

Squirrels: The Animal Answer Guide, by
Richard W. Thorington Jr., Ph.D. ’64, and
Katie Ferrell (Johns Hopkins University
Press; $45, cloth; $24.95, paper).Thoring-
ton is a curator of mammals at the Smith-
sonian Institution, where Ferrell was for
years his research assistant.The two give
a deft account, for backyard naturalists
and scientists both, of a big tribe (278
species), covering issues of major import
(birth, sex, the bird feeder) to minor
(squirrels in religion and mythology), am-
plified by more than 100 photographs.

O f f t h e  S h e l f
Recent books with Harvard connections
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“O.K., just do this for me. Just pluck
each chord once, for each transition, with
no picking in between.”

This request makes me uneasy: I’m
proud of my finger picking, and Liv-
ingston is implying that it is actually get-
ting in the way. Slowly, I’m beginning to
realize that it doesn’t really matter how
well you play if the basic elements aren’t
in place. As I pluck each chord once, it
dawns on me that my finger picking has
sometimes been a way for me to try to
hide my other deficiencies. This time I get
a little farther before Livingston stops me.

“Nope. It’s still not good. Stop playing

entirely, and just sing the song.”
Now my voice is exposed. I start trying

to stomp my feet, as Livingston did, look-
ing for another anchor now that he’s
taken away my instrument.

Livingston lets me sing a little longer
than he let me play, but soon I know I’ve
lost it, and he stops me again.

“So…now just speak the words—in
rhythm, course.”

Now both my feet are going, pedaling
up and down, as I try to recite my song.
But in my pursuit of rhythm, I feel like my
voice has no emotion. I feel naked, de-
feated. My beautiful song is now stripped

down to nothing but words and a beat.
To my disbelief, however, I make it
through the entire piece. And at the end,
Livingston is actually beaming.

“Now thatwas beautiful! You hadme—I
was right there with you! And you
brought all your life experience into the
song. It was wonderful.”

I’m dumbstruck, and nearly as embar-
rassed as I had been earlier when Liv-
ingston told me what I was doing wrong.
I hadn’t even sung a note, or plucked a
string on my guitar.

“Now,” Livingston says, “let’s work on
your voice.”                                                        �

Harvard Magazine 27
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Martha Neumann hopes to
learn if Freud indeed made a
comment often attributed to
him: “Immortality is being loved
by many anonymous people.”

Ann Martin seeks sources for a favor-
ite postprandial family comment: “Very
good, what there was of it, and plenty of
it, such as it was.” Google has yielded an

1871 source: “Washoe Revisited,” from 
J. Ross Browne’s Adventures in the Apache
Country. But Browne was born in Ireland.
Can anyone push further back?

“Eurasian” (September-Octo-
ber). R.W. Tucker recognized this
anecdote from “How I Was Ini-
tiated into the Best Tribe,” an
essay from Dead Man in the Silver
Market (1953), by Aubrey Menen.

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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S everal years ago, a journalist
at Harvard as a Nieman Fellow
whispered a pitch for what he
thought an explosive story: that

Harvard gave admissions preference to
“legacies”—children of alumni. I knew
that, I replied. I had in mind M. Elaine
Mar’s vivid story of her freshman en-
counter with an alumnus, the parent of a
classmate whose middle name she subse-
quently found “adorning one of the build-
ings in the Yard” (“Blue Collar, Crimson
Blazer,” November-December 1995, page
47), and the genealogical table that illus-
trated “The Welds of Harvard Yard: His-
tory through a Family Lens” (November-
December 1998, page 69).

In a new millennium, with competition
for spaces at elite colleges ever more in-

tense, alumnus Daniel Golden has taken a
fresh look at admissions. Rather than fos-
tering “the American dream of upward mo-
bility and equal opportunity,” he finds bi-
ased policies that “channel the children of
the privileged into premier colleges, paving
their way into leadership positions in busi-
ness and government” while lower-income
students languish outside the gates. Col-
lege admissions, in his view, has taken the
place of primogeniture in fostering aristoc-
racy. Golden ties the legacy e≠ect to related
phenomena, such as the rise of upper-in-
come sports (women’s crew, horseback rid-
ing) under the pressure of Title IX:
“[A]thletic preference…favors the wealthy,
the white, and the well-connected.”

In a sense, this is old news. William G.
Bowen, president emeritus of Princeton,

highlighted the skewed
socioeconomic character
of elite institutions’ stu-
dent bodies—and admis-
sions preferences given
legacies, “development”
cases, and recruited ath-
letes—in a 2004 address.
Harvard and other institu-
tions had begun earlier
that year to lessen the tu-
ition burden on lower- and
middle-income families,
and to recruit their chil-
dren in a more focused
way. Bowen and coauthors
fleshed out the argument
in their 2005 book, Equity
and Excellence in American
Higher Education (excerpted
in these pages, May-June
2005, page 48). They cited
Golden’s 2003 Wall Street
Journal series on admis-
sions practices and prefer-
ences; Golden, in extend-
ing his reporting for this
book, cites Bowen et al.,
along with other standard
sources on admissions
practices, preferences, and
outright biases.

What makes The Price of
Admission worth adding to

the pile of such literature? First, Golden
has fun making trouble in the best journal-
istic sense. He managed to get students—
legacies and their “unhooked” peers—on
the record. Indexing available information,
he has linked membership on the Commit-
tee on University Resources (the most
generous donors and fundraisers) with
relatives’ attendance at Harvard. In pur-
suit of various flavors of admissions prefer-
ence, he tracks Gores, Frists, and
Kennedys through the institutions where
family members have enrolled.

My favorite example of this kind of
anecdote has nothing to do with legacies,
Golden’s chief bête noire (although he
finds similar fault in preferences for fac-
ulty children, celebrities, and the just plain
rich). He reports that the University of
Virginia awarded a nominal athletic schol-
arship to Ty Grisham, the son of wildly
successful novelist John Grisham, to as-
sure his admission in the hope—soon real-
ized—of a parental gift to renovate the
stadium.

Golden packages
this kind of naming-
names digging—a
guilty pleasure for
readers—with a
knack for populist
phrasing (“kowtow-
ing to wealth,” “the
preferences of privilege”) that probably
reflects the broader public’s skepticism,
even resentment, of elite educational insti-
tutions. Though the academic literature
does not capture those sentiments, the
higher-education community would do
well to recognize them.

Colorful though this approach is,
Golden’s method has limits. He acknowl-
edges that colleges should not “automati-
cally accept applicants with the best test
scores or grades,” but his examples lean
heavily on just those criteria. In fact, stan-
dardized test scores increasingly are seen
as having limited predictive value; colleges
are beginning to make them optional.
Readers cannot always assess from
Golden’s resonant individual cases which
students’ courses of study were more rig-
orous, recommendations less compelling,
or extracurriculars truly indicative of ini-
tiative and leadership. Admissions o∞cers
at Harvard and Yale, for example, must
take those factors into account as they
winnow out more than nine-tenths of

Admissions Equity
Problems with preferences 

Daniel Golden ’78, The
Price of Admission: How
America’s Ruling Class
Buys Its Way into Elite
Colleges—and Who Gets
Left Outside the Gates
(Crown, $25.95)

I l l u s t r a t i o n  b y  D a n  Pa g e
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their already self-selected applicants.
Golden cites as examples of purely

meritocratic, “wealth-blind” institutions
Caltech, Cooper Union, and Berea Col-
lege. Each has real strengths, and Cal-
tech’s scientific work is incredibly expen-
sive. But none of those institutions
spends, say, $100 million per year on ac-
quisitions and sta∞ng for its library sys-
tem, nor o≠ers dozens of languages mod-

ern and archaic: the vital cultural func-
tions performed by some research univer-
sities. Such costs are assuredly not
financed by government grants or corpo-
rate philanthropy. In recent years, presi-
dents including Yale’s Richard Levin and
Princeton’s Shirley Tilghman have de-
fended legacy preferences precisely be-
cause of these larger functions supported
by donors, some of whose ties are

strengthened by legacies. Golden does
not dwell on this nontrivial aspect of the
university entity.

There are larger ambiguities, too.
Golden decries preferences for athletes in
“patrician sports.” But he would retain
them for other sports, as measures of the
“candidate’s own hard work and excel-
lence,” not “parental achievement.” Not
entirely true: success in even some main-

Harvard Magazine 29
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In high school, Philip Aaberg ’71 took train voyages lasting 12
hours each way between his hometown of Chester, Montana,
and Spokane to study piano with master teacher Margaret
Saunders Ott. Four decades later, Ott is 86 and Aaberg still
makes the same rail jaunt on occasion, and sometimes even
takes a piano lesson. You can hear railroad rhythms in both
Aaberg’s music and his backyard: each day, 47 trains rumble
through Chester, where, four years ago, Aaberg returned after
27 years in the Bay Area.

A Great Northern
steam engine ap-
pears on the cover
of Aaberg’s newest
CD, Blue West, a col-
lection of bluesy
compositions, and
Aaberg notes that
the familiar boogie-
woogie rhythm may
even have originated
in rail travel—many
of the early blues
artists toured on trains.
“Someday I want to do a
train tour myself,” he says.
“Nothing but train rides.”

Some might call “Mon-
tana blues” an oxymoron:
it’s a long way from Ches-
ter—which is 40 miles from Canada on the high
plains east of the Rocky Mountains—to New
Orleans or Chicago’s South Side. Yet Aaberg is
steeped in blues music, having played for years
with guitarist Elvin Bishop, formerly of the Paul
Butterfield Blues Band. Years ago, he and
Bishop’s band toured as many as 300 days a year,
and Aaberg has played keyboard with countless
others in nearly every kind of music, from classi-
cal to R&B to New Age; he’s been a session man

on more than 300 albums. Blue West is his ninth record as solo
pianist; he recorded the first five between 1984 and 1991 for
Windham Hill, and has released the last four on his own Sweet-
grass Music label, launched in 2000.

The Sweetgrass Hills, where Aaberg lives, would be “moun-
tains” to many, but a hundred miles east of the Rockies, “We
call them hills,” he says. Aaberg is an intensely regional musi-
cian, and in his liner notes for Blue West, he says, “I hope you
smell sagebrush, see Big Sky, hear the train, and feel the river.”

Coming east to Harvard was a big switch for the rural Mon-
tana boy, who attended Harvard on a scholarship endowed in
1961 by Leonard Bernstein ’39, D.Mus. ’67. Leon Kirchner (then
Rosen professor of music) and Luise Vosgerchian (the late
Naumburg professor of music) “kept me in school,” Aaberg
says. In the Harvard libraries, he heard original blues artists like
Big Bill Broonzy, Blind Lemon Jefferson, and Son House for the
first time on Folkways LPs, and, he says,“It was an awakening.”
He played in jazz and rock bands during college, and accompa-
nied the Freshman Glee Club; he also studied classical piano at
the New England Conservatory, where, one day, he played a
Haydn sonata especially well. His teacher remarked, “Maybe
you’ll specialize in Haydn sonatas.” “That idea was so foreign
to me,” Aaberg recalls. “I couldn’t imagine ever being so re-
stricted.”

Since then, although he says the classical repertoire re-
mains “the well,” Aaberg has ranged nearly everywhere in
music. He spent a year in Iowa working on the Beethoven
piano sonatas, had a stint at the Marlboro Chamber Music

Festival, and has recorded
film scores, jingles, and car-
toon music . He also has
three sons from his first
marriage and a five-year-old
boy with his second wife,
Patty, who runs Sweetgrass
Music.Two of his older sons
are musicians. Even though
Aaberg feels that musical
ability is inherited—his own
family has long been a musi-
cal one—when it comes to
advising his sons on making
it a professional career, he
has only one bit of counsel:
“Get paid first.” �c.l.

P E R F O R M A N C E

B i g  S k y  B l u e s

A Great Northern
steam engine domi-
nates the cover of
Philip Aaberg’s solo
piano CD Blue West.
Right: Aaberg at the
keyboard.

P h o t o g r a p h  c o u r t e s y  o f  P h i l i p  A a b e r g

Montage-final  10/11/06  3:04 PM  Page 29 Page ��



stream sports now practically requires ex-
pensive outlays for equipment, coaching,
or private academies. Looking beyond the
scope of this book, Golden doesn’t wade
into the murky waters surrounding state
merit-scholarship programs for students
who attend their public colleges (like
those in Georgia and Massachusetts): the
“merit” appeal is politically winning, but
the potential diversion of funds from needy
applicants to middle- and upper-class sub-
urbanites may be terrible socioeconomic
policy. Americans’ enthusiasm for merit and
support for those in need may, in other

words, depend on where the cash flows.
That larger problem remains unad-

dressed. “Legacy” children are often excel-
lent college candidates because they come
from families who have already benefited
from excellent higher education—and
who have the means to provide enriching
college-preparatory experiences. None of
the reforms Golden suggests, beginning
with abolishing legacy preference, will fill
the pipeline with future applicants whose
elementary and secondary schooling
leaves them ill-equipped for a demanding
higher education.

Bowen argued for a less sweeping mea-
sure: he would retain the legacy prefer-
ence—private institutions create re-
sources and incur costs assuming the
flow of gifts from alumni—but put an
equal “thumb on the scale” for lower-in-
come applicants. Whatever policy you
prefer, The Price of Admission is a powerful
reminder that the public will increasingly
require selective colleges to defend their
preferences; that not all are prepared to
make their complex case well; and that
some of their practices, finally, seem inde-
fensible today. �john s. rosenberg
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Grolier
Reincarnated
A venerable poetry bookshop makes a fresh start.

by NATHAN HELLER

Tucked into a single room be-
hind a window in Harvard
Square, the Grolier Poetry Book
Shop is to the world of book-

selling what La Sainte Chapelle is to
Gothic architecture: small, unusual, and,
to those who know to track it down, a
jewel box. The shop, which saw only two
managements from its founding in 1927 to
this past spring, has managed to stay
afloat for the last three decades with the
unorthodox business plan of selling only
poetry. Today, it’s one of only two all-po-
etry bookstores in the United States (the
other is in Seattle) and a meeting point for
literary neophytes and regulars alike. Rar-
ity doesn’t make for profit, though. The
Grolier was teetering on the verge of
bankruptcy when poet Ifeanyi Menkiti,
Ph.D. ’74, a philosophy professor at
Wellesley College, bought the store in
March to keep it from going under.

Named after sixteenth-century French
bibliophile and collector Jean Grolier de
Servières, the shop has been dubbed a
“poetry landmark” by the Academy of
American Poets and o≠ers a literary home
for both poets and readers. Not that
there’s much di≠erence. The Grolier has
served contributors to many of the an-
thologies it carries, with past patrons
ranging from T. S. Eliot ’10, E. E. Cum-
mings ’15, and Robert Lowell ’39 to John

Ashbery ’50 and Adri-
enne Rich ’51. Under the
ownership of Louisa
Solano, who took over in
1974, it has o≠ered a read-
ing series, an annual po-
etry prize, and a yearly
reading of undergraduate
poetry from several uni-
versities. Now, even as
some professors direct
their students to the
Grolier rather than the
Coop, many of the store’s
most enthusiastic sup-
porters come from out-
side academia.

Menkiti, a longtime
Cantabrigian, has taught
moral philosophy at
Wellesley since 1973. The
general imperatives he
feels as a college profes-
sor—broadening his stu-
dents’ perspectives and taking advantage of
cultural proximity—shape his priorities for
the Grolier, too. Although his professorial
responsibilities keep him from managing the
store’s day-to-day business, he plans to
build up its collection of international po-
etry with as much intermingling as possible.
“I wasn’t thinking of, ‘Let’s say today we’ll
have our little Indian enclave or little Chi-

nese enclave, tomorrow our little African en-
clave,’” he explains. “I think there’s some-
thing wonderful about it all happening to-
gether.” He hopes to extend the shop’s
outreach programs by this same standard.
“It would be nice to see the poets of the

Poet and Wellesley philosophy professor
Ifeanyi Menkiti, a native Nigerian, holds
court in his new bookstore.
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world joining hands to do some things,” he
says—like multinational readings or
evenings of poetry with related ethnic food.

A large man with a rumbling voice and
a quick laugh, Menkiti seems to find
friends everywhere. His conversation is
brisk and errant, and he likes to fill si-
lences by reading or reciting a poem from
memory. (“I have to show you this,” he
says at one point, scrawling out a couple
of lines from Ezra Pound’s Pisan Cantos. “I
get excited like a little kid.”) Menkiti, a
native Nigerian, came to the United States
to attend Pomona College, where he
wrote a prizewinning senior thesis on
Pound. (“That has always intimidated
me,” Solano says, laughing.) Hoping to be-
come a magazine journalist, Menkiti grad-
uated from Columbia’s journalism school
and then changed course, earning a mas-
ter’s degree in philosophy at New York
University before heading to Harvard to
study with John Rawls. In 1971, he pub-
lished A∞rmations, his first book of poetry;

Of Altair, the Bright Light, his third collection,
appeared last year. Poetry and political
philosophy, both reaching toward aes-
thetic harmony of some sort, have never
seemed contradictory, he says.

When Menkiti first walked into the
Grolier as a graduate student in 1969, it
was owned and run by Gordon Cairnie, a
Canadian by birth, whose name over-
shadows the shop’s first half-century. Yet
the Grolier wasn’t his brainchild. Initially
a sort of fine-edition bookstore, it was
launched by Adrien Gambet ’25, an avid
and wealthy book collector; Cairnie soon
joined to share in its management. Their
partnership lasted only one awkward
year, however: Gambet was something of
a playboy, according to Solano, and liked
to use the store for trysts, while Cairnie
was a monogamous married Cantabri-
gian. When Gambet threw in the towel,
Cairnie stayed on. And it was his concep-
tion that both future owners of the shop
fell in love with.

“There were books all around and there
was an old couch,” Menkiti remembers.
(T. S. Eliot reportedly had a penchant for
dozing on its cushions.) “It was very laid-
back in the old days, and it wasn’t as orga-
nized.” It wasn’t financially stable, either.
Cairnie ran the store more as a public ser-
vice than as a business venture, sustaining
it with his own funds as necessary. Over
time, he changed the flavor of its stock as
well. Moving away from fine editions, the
Grolier began to o≠er both avant-garde lit-
erature—it was reportedly the first book-
store in Cambridge to carry James Joyce’s
Ulysses—and the poetry selection for
which it slowly became famous. By the
middle of the century, the shop was an
oasis of literary bohemianism in Harvard
Square, often attracting customers more
interested in hanging out than buying
books. “It was very much the place where
poets met,” says Frank Bidart, A.M. ’67, one
of Robert Lowell’s students. According to
the new U.S. poet laureate, Donald Hall ’51,

Since its found-
ing, the National
Aeronautics and
Space Adminis-
tration (NASA)
has commis-

sioned artists to depict explorations of the upper atmosphere
and of space. Norman Rockwell, Robert Rauschenberg, Andy
Warhol, and Annie Leibovitz are among those who’ve done so.
Another is Barbara Ernst Prey, M.Div. ’86, who has painted
four watercolors for NASA since 2003.

An art-history graduate of Williams, Prey did line drawings
for the New York Times to help pay her way through the Divin-
ity School, where she also cross-registered for fine-arts
courses.At the time, she was considering an academic career
in church history, and also “looking for a context for my art
work,” she says. Regarding her later NASA paintings, Prey
notes that “having a theology background  gives you a different
perspective when you’re looking at the cosmos.”

Prey (www.barbaraprey.com) has been painting for nearly
40 years and doing watercolors for 35 of them.
“I’m mostly a landscape painter,” she says.
Much of her non-NASA work depicts rural
landscapes in Maine; the artist herself lives in
Oyster Bay, Long Island, New York. “I try to
push the medium and colors as far as they can
go,” Prey says. For example, witness the deeply
saturated blues—a tricky achievement in wa-
tercolor—which light up the skies of her
NASA pictures.

For these paintings, Prey can spend months
on research, talking with scientists, meeting

astronauts. She flew to Edwards Air Force Base in California
to study the X-43 (below), a tiny unmanned aircraft only a
few feet long that can fly
at mach 10. Her Columbia
Tribute (right) celebrated
the successful launch of
the space shuttle that
disintegrated during re-
entry in 2003. NASA gave
prints of Prey’s image to
the families of the astro-
nauts who perished, and
also used it on the cover
of the brochure for the
memorial service at Ar-
lington National Ceme-
tery. “I wanted to make
something positive for a
very sad event,” Prey
says. �c.l.

G A L L E R Y

H i g h  A r t

Columbia Tribute, above,
portrays the successful
2003 launch of the 
ill-fated space shuttle 
Columbia. The X-43 (left)
depicts a small unmanned
aircraft whose top speed
far exceeds the sound 
barrier.
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JF ’57, its ambiance suited the creatively
inclined. “The Grolier provides the best
elements of a literary café,” he wrote in a
1971 Antioch Review tribute to Cairnie, “a
place where writers can hang around,
talk, or be silent, and remain unharassed.”

Louisa Solano, a local resident who had
fallen in love with the Grolier as a young
customer, took over the shop when
Cairnie died, in 1974, and ran it for the
next three decades. Unable to subsidize
an unprofitable store, she tried to turn
the tiny venue into a commercially viable
business. She kept better track of its
stock, which eventually encompassed
15,000 titles, and made the decision to de-
vote its shelves exclusively to poetry. She
also worked to attract a broader range of
clientele. “I had customers coming in who
were from di≠erent classes—and I don’t
mean academic ones. There were poor
people, people who had no education,”

she says. “It was gratifying when some-
body came in who didn’t know anything
about poetry….By talking with them, we
could come up with something, and they
really enjoyed it. They came back. That
was the major success, as far as I was con-
cerned.”

Solano describes her halcyon years as
the mid 1970s, when an assortment of
small presses flooded her shelves with ex-
citing new poets. Meanwhile, she says, the
local literary community blossomed. Yet
that energy was short-lived. A simultane-
ous proliferation of M.F.A. programs, she
says, soon caused a sea change in the cul-
ture of American poetry. The M.F.A. cur-
ricula, based mainly on workshop courses,
served as training grounds for many of the
most prominent poets who followed.
Solano thinks a spark of authenticity was
lost along the way. “Suddenly, everybody
seemed to be writing like their instruc-
tor,” she says. “It made it quite clear that a
poet has to have really good connections
to get somewhere. It started getting kind
of ugly, as people’s ambitions turned more
toward—ambition.” 

This changed sensibility a≠ected the
Grolier’s customers, with more people
seeking the same short list of poets and,

these days, fewer buying. “There’s more
interest in hearing a poet read than in ac-
tually reading the book,” Solano says.
This is especially a problem for an all-po-
etry shop, which, unlike conventional
bookstores, cannot count on bestselling
novels or how-to guides to keep revenue
flowing. “Unsaleable inventory is exactly
that,” she explains. 

An ever-thinning stream of visitors—
sometimes only 20 a day—and a mail-
order business trumped by websites like
Amazon.com finally caught up with the
Grolier about two years ago. Solano, who
su≠ers from epilepsy, also found that her
health forced her to cut back the shop’s
business hours. After announcing her in-
tention to sell, she waded through 19 buy-
out o≠ers but couldn’t take any in good
conscience. Some prospective owners
backed o≠ as soon as they saw the store’s
financial history. Others planned to

change the name or mission of the shop—
an unattractive possibility to both Solano
and Harvard Real Estate Services, which
has set the Grolier’s rent below market
rate. Only days before her lease expired,
she says, she was planning to declare both
personal and business bankruptcy. That
was when Menkiti phoned with an o≠er.
“My reaction was, ‘Oh God, you are the
perfect person,’” Solano says. “If there’s
any man who knows anything about in-
ternational poetry—and not just the kind
that’s the flavor of the year—it’s Profes-
sor Menkiti.” The potential, she says, is
huge; if Menkiti successfully harnesses
his knowledge of world poetry, he could
create “a revolution in taste.” 

Revolution or not, the tiny shop was
packed with well-wishers at the Grolier’s
reopening party in May. Readings by both
unpublished and well-known poets car-
ried forward the day, which Menkiti em-
ceed in a flowing African-print shirt.
Bidart, now his Wellesley colleague, read
a few new poems before Menkiti himself
intoned some work by the Nigerian poet
Christopher Okigbo. And the cash regis-
ter, recently moved against the wall to
make for a roomier browsing space, rang
throughout the afternoon.
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The potential is huge: if Menkiti successfully
harnesses his knowledge of world poetry, he
could create a “revolution in taste.” 
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