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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.
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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.

Pa i n t i n g s  c o u r t e s y  o f  B a r b a r a  E r n s t  P r e y

Montage-final  10/11/06  3:04 PM  Page 31 Page 31


