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land and her husband’s mother and two
brothers live near Washington, D.C.—and
for the chance to teach graduate students.
Salter says she enjoys teaching, even
though “there’s always a conflict in terms
of time. There are inevitable periods when
you feel resentful that you’re helping other
people write their poems when you want
to be writing yours.”

“But,” she adds, “I don’t think that most
poets could only write poetry all day, every
day. I certainly couldn’t. You need interac-
tion with other people.” Her M.F.A. stu-
dents at Johns Hopkins, in particular, seem
more like peers than students to her: “It
seems like we’re all in this enterprise to-
gether, trying to keep poetry alive.” 

Not that it’s in any danger of disappear-
ing, she says, but it’s certainly under pres-
sure from the many other, flashier ways to
spend an evening. She likes movies and TV,
but their pleasures aren’t quite the same.
“It’s hard to keep alive that excitement
some of us feel when you see someone using
a verb as an adjective. There just aren’t as
many people out there who love to see
that happen,” she says. “And I’d like to find
those people and encourage them.    �p.g.
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Thoroughly
Eclectic
Performer Eisa Davis stays

open to her many passions.

Sometime between 6:30 and 7:30 p.m.
every Tuesday through Saturday,
Angela Eisa Davis ’92 (she goes by
her middle name, which rhymes

with “Lisa”) slips through an alley on the
left side of Broadway’s century-old Belasco
Theatre. She opens a heavy, unmarked
door, calls a joyful greeting to the security
man who sits just inside the entrance, and
climbs two flights of steep concrete steps
to reach a dressing room that must have
looked similar in 1907
(when Antoinette Perry
was starring in the Be-
lasco’s inaugural produc-
tion), despite a few of
Davis’s own touches—a
rattan mat, a map of the
world thumbtacked to the
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wall. An antique sink in the corner
appears to have its original
fixtures. The mirror is rimmed
with light bulbs. The cruddy glam-
our of the space screams Broadway.
And yet, nearly every day, after
stepping into a crisp, lavender
dress, muting her shock of black
curls into a demure bun, and strap-
ping her microphone to her chest,
Davis strides onstage to star in a
Broadway show that screams,
“This is not a Broadway show!”

She plays The Mother in Passing
Strange, the coming-of-age story
of a middle-class black teen—
The Youth—who’s a little too
smart for his own good. With his
mom’s reluctant blessing, he
heads o≠ to Amsterdam and
Berlin to hobnob with free-lovers
and anarchists. He’s searching
for a life that he sees as more “real” than
his own bourgeois upbringing, but he
can’t escape the stubborn love of his
flawed but strong mother, which catches

up with him when he least expects it.
The plot sounds simple, but the musi-

cal might be the most original in a string
of unconventional productions that have

changed the face of Broadway
recently, including Spring Awak-
ening and In the Heights. Like its
more famous cousins, Passing
Strange more closely resembles a
rock-concert-cum-literature-
seminar than an Andrew Lloyd
Webber popera. Its title is lifted
from Othello, and its lyrics are
sharply witty and subversively
clever, overflowing with casual
references to Hegel and Marx,
Tru≠aut and Godard, James
Baldwin and Josephine Baker.

Stew, the mononymous rock
musician who wrote the show
and serves as its narrator, draws

inspiration from gospel, soul, vaudeville,
cabaret, and punk—nearly every genre, in
fact, except traditional musical theater. At
one point, The Youth breaks into a giddy
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Love Marriage, by V.V. Ganeshananthan

’02 (Random House paperback original,

$14). This debut novel, begun as the au-

thor’s senior thesis (she has since gradu-

ated from the Iowa Writer’s Workshop),

explores family and marriage—arranged,

or for love—in the context of Sri Lanka’s

horrific, now generational, civil war.

Free Trade Nation, by Frank Trentmann,

Ph.D. ’99 (Oxford $50). Amid American

anxieties about global-

ization and election-year

skirmishing over trade

pacts, a professor of his-

tory at Birkbeck College,

University of London, ex-

haustively  explores Brit-

ain’s “Free Trade” culture

from the nineteenth century to

World War I, documenting the 

interplay of “commerce, con-

sumption, and civil society.”

The Ark of the Liberties: Amer-
ica and the World, by Ted Widmer ’84,

Ph.D. ’93 (Hill and Wang, $24).A sweeping

history of Americans’ sense of themselves

as a chosen people—bearing “the ark of

the liberties,” in Melville’s phrase—and

the consequences for the country’s con-

stant international engagements; the au-

thor directs the John Carter Brown Li-

brary at Brown University.

Environment: An Interdisciplinary An-
thology, edited by Glenn

Adelson, Ph.D. ’04; Gur-

ney professor of English

literature James Engell

’73, Ph.D. ’78; Brent Ran-

alli ’97; and Kevin P. van

Anglen, Ph.D. ’83 (Yale,

$70). Biology, environ-

mental science, and liter-

ature are brought to bear

on climate, biodiversity,

energy, deforestation, and

more—throughout some

950, often unexpected, pages of diverse

readings.

A Voyage Long and Strange: Rediscover-
ing the New World, by Tony Horwitz, RF

’06 (Henry Holt, $27.50). A Pulitzer

Prize-winning former Radcliffe Fellow,

Horwitz is among the best, and funniest,

journalist-historians—even when he

tracks down bloody, decidedly unfunny

remnants of pre-Pilgrim America that we

have chosen to forget, or remember only

dimly, in tawdry, commercial ways.

Einstein for the 21st Century, edited by

Pellegrino University Professor Peter Gal-

ison; Mallinckrodt research professor of

physics Gerald Holton; and Silvan Schwe-

ber (Princeton, $35). Essays on the iconic

thinker’s continuing relevance for scien-

tific inquiry, literature, art, music, and

modern culture in general.

Ahead of the Curve, by Philip Delves

Broughton, M.B.A. ’06 (Penguin, $25.95,

paper). The author, a former Daily Tele-
graph journalist, recounts his two years at

Harvard Business School. “Until I was

there,” he discovers, “I had underesti-

mated capitalism’s power to sow such in-

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

Mother and son, and creator: 
Eisa Davis with Daniel Breaker, 
The Youth, and rock musician
Stew, who is Passing Strange’s
Narrator

The misery of free trade:
a British worker and his
family suffer from foreign
“dumping” in a tariff-
reform poster (ca. 1909)
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pantomime of what Stew has just referred
to as an “upbeat, gotta-leave-this-town
kinda show tune.” “We don’t know how
to write those kinds of songs,” Stew inter-
rupts, with a sly grin. Although Davis is
quick to praise more conventional musi-
cals—“I’m so excited that we’re on the
same street as Gypsy and Spamalot”—she is
also quick to point out Passing Strange’s
many di≠erences from them. “Everyone
who sings in our play is singing for a rea-
son,” she says. “It’s not just, ‘Let’s drop in a
song.’ Every moment is a full-frontal at-
tack of meaning and story.”

Davis herself was born into a very dif-
ferent kind of black family, but it marked
her in a very similar way. She was raised in
Berkeley by her mother, a civil-rights law-
yer, and her aunt and namesake, former
Black Panther Angela Davis. “We spent a
lot of time at demonstrations,” she re-
members. “The idea of social activism and
justice on both a local and global level was
just everyday. All of us wore black to
school when Reagan was reelected.”

Davis’s mother was serious about ex-
posing her to a variety of arts—dance, the-
ater, music—and Davis responded by em-
bracing nearly all of them, taking piano
and dance lessons and putting on plays in
their living room. She admits that she ap-
plied to Harvard on a lark, but once there,
she was surprised and delighted to be sur-
rounded by people who shared her drive to
perform. She sang in a cover band, helped
found two literary journals, and acted
often, winning the Levy Award (for most
promising actor or actress) in her senior
year. She still speaks with giddy enthusi-
asm about studying film with Spike Lee
and playwriting with Adrienne Kennedy, a
leader in the Black Arts Movement, who
became a mentor. And she concentrated in
social studies; her senior thesis explored
the role of parody and humor in identity
politics, an issue she and her current cast-
mates, who refer to themselves as the “Al-

ternanegros,” continue to delve into in
Passing Strange, which is often disconcert-
ingly blunt and jokey about race. 

After graduating, Davis moved to Los
Angeles to help edit a hip-hop magazine
and try to begin an acting career. Not
until she started going into debt did she
realize she had to “get serious” about a life
in the arts, or get out. She promptly left
for New York and enrolled at the Actors
Studio, studying acting, playwriting, and
vocal technique. Since earning her M.F.A.,
she has acted on TV (Law and Order, The
Wire) as well as on stage. She has written
eight plays, including Bulrusher, a finalist
for the 2007 Pulitzer Prize. And she has
spent large chunks of her free time writ-
ing soulful, jazz-inflected songs, which
she performs often at venues like Joe’s
Pub and the Brooklyn Academy of Music. 

At 37, she is wholly uninterested in
choosing a specialty, rejecting the idea that
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security.” He decides not to pursue the

business plan for a high-end laundry; he

does offer useful critiques of HBS.

Out of Mao’s Shadow: Stories from the
Struggle for China’s Soul, by Philip P. Pan

’93 (Simon & Schuster, $28). The former

Washington Post Beijing bureau chief re-

ports on a “venal party state” being chal-

lenged by a “ragtag collection of lawyers,

journalists, entrepreneurs, artists, hustlers,

and dreamers striving to build a more tol-

erant, open, and democratic China.”

Kelly: A Father, A Son, An American
Quest, by Daniel J. Boyne, Ed.M. ’93 (Mys-

tic Seaport, $34.95). The author, coach of

recreational sculling, produces a life of

Jack Kelly Sr.—an Olympic gold-medal

oarsman who learned the sport on the

Schuylkill, a politician, and the father of the

perhaps better known Grace. Various

later generations of Kellys rowed the

Charles for Harvard.

When Things Fell Apart: State Failure in
Late-Century Africa, by Robert H. Bates,

Eaton professor of the science of govern-

ment and professor of African and African

American studies (Cambridge, $19.99,

paper). A theoretical explanation, ad-

mirably concise and clear, of why “political

order cannot be treated as a given.” The

author is painfully aware of the tragic con-

sequences for a beleaguered continent,

from “the sinisterly clownish garb of

teenage killers in Liberia” to “the dignified

suffering of refugees in camps.”

The Man on Mao’s Right, by Ji Chaozhu

’52 (Random House, $28). A refugee who

grew up in America in

the 1930s, the author

enrolled at Harvard in

1948, but returned to

the People’s Republic of China in 1950, in-

spired to help bring about a new order in

the early days of the Korean War. His facil-

ity with English and his overseas experi-

ence equipped him to interpret for Zhou

Enlai and Mao Zedong and ultimately led

to diplomatic postings, including at the

United Nations—more than routine

memoir material.

Blown to Bits: Your Life, Liberty, and
Happiness after the Digital Explosion, by

Hal Abelson, Ken Ledeen ’67, and McKay

professor of computer science Harry

Lewis ’68, Ph.D. ’74 (Addison-Wesley,

$25.99). Evolved from Quantitative Rea-

soning 48, the Core course on “Bits,” joint-

ly created and taught by the authors, this

is a lively, accessible, and illustrated intro-

duction to the digital world, from the

seven “koans of bits” to the science of en-

cryption to the footprints you leave when

you use e-mail, Google, et cetera.The au-

thors challenge readers to determine

whether the outcome will be “destructive

or enlightening.”

“Playwriting has helped my acting and music
by allowing me to see the entire picture…”

Jack Kelly Sr.,
wearing his
Olympic racing
shirt, 1920
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a viable career in the performing arts is im-
possible without devoting yourself to just
one. Passing Strange is a surprise hit that will
require her to take the stage five nights a
week indefinitely. Despite her grueling
Broadway schedule, Davis released a debut
album, Something Else, on which she sings 10
bluesy and introspective songs of her own
composition. Her newest play, Angela’s Mix-
tape, a memoir about the complicated mix-
ture of anxiety and pride she feels at being

her aunt’s niece, will be staged in New
York next season. Davis will play herself—
or rather, “a character named Eisa.”

Just as Passing Strange refuses to tamp it-
self down by committing to a single musi-
cal genre, Davis is determined to remain
open to as many of her passions as possible,
for as long as possible. “I’m a much better
playwright because I’m an actor,” she says.
“I can imagine what a character is experi-
encing in a sensory way, movement by

movement.” Music, she adds, “helps my
playwriting for its rhythm and inevitabil-
ity. Writing songs has helped me to become
a more confident performer and to under-
stand a character’s lyricism, and playwrit-
ing has helped my acting and music by al-
lowing me to see the entire picture, the
whole narrative I fit into or am creating.
They all have their own unique craft, and
yet they all feed each other in sometimes
unexpected ways.”               �julia wallace
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Operatic bass Ethan Herschenfeld ’90

never gave a thought to performing

until he auditioned with his room-

mate, on a lark, for one of the Har-

vard-Radcliffe Gilbert and Sullivan

Players’ operettas during freshman

year. He became a familiar presence

on Harvard stages, and decided to

pursue acting, not medical school, but

still did very little singing. Then, while

enrolled in a speech class at the

Actor’s Institute in London, he sang

an operatic phrase as part of an exer-

cise. The instructor encouraged him to take voice lessons.

Back home in New York, Herschenfeld began his vocal training,

working for two years with tenor Franco Corelli and later with

voice coach Armen Boyajian, while taking jobs in summer stock

and earning a few roles on soap operas and cable TV shows.

When an agent contacted him about flying to Sweden to replace

a singer in a touring production of The Magic Flute, his solo ca-

reer began.“I knew the role [Sarastro], but I had to learn a huge

German monologue on the flight,” he says,“and I found out when

I got to my hotel that I had to perform that same night with only

a half-hour rehearsal. I was tempted to take

a cab back to the airport, but after a bumpy

first show, I got on track and by the end of

the 12-day tour, I was hooked. I realized that

this was something I could do.”

After more years of studying, auditioning,

and singing in smaller productions, Her-

schenfeld won several competitions and

began earning roles with major companies.

A string of debuts in Italy included the role

of Sarastro in The Magic Flute at Teatro La

Fenice. “I’d been to Venice for some coach-

ing 10 years earlier, right after the Fenice burned down,”

he says. “It felt like a real arrival to be back there to sing

a great role in the renovated opera house.”

Herschenfeld has sung in productions ranging from

the traditional to the experimental, and witnessed stag-

ing concepts of every stripe. “I assume the audience is

there, like they’ve been for centuries, to hear great singing and

get wrapped up in a story,” he says.“I’m not interested in using

the opera for a political or artistic agenda. I’ve been in lots of

those productions and they generally don’t serve the music or

the story, and the audience gets shortchanged.” He remains fo-

cused on the drama. In Turin last April, at the climax of his aria

as King Marke in Tristan and Isolde, he dropped

to his knees and reached out to grab the tenor’s

face. “It wasn’t clear if I was going to strangle

him, pinch his cheek, or what,” he recalls. “It was

a spontaneous move which ended up comple-

menting the scene.”

Having now sung more than 40 roles at more

than 60 theaters in the United States, Europe, and

Asia, his operatic career is thriving. Reviewers have cited his im-

posing stature, impressive voice, and dramatic skills; his class-

mate Alex Ross of the New Yorker noted, for example, that he

made the most of the smallish part of Bluebeard in a 2005 New

York City Opera production of Ariane et Barbe-bleue, giving “a

sharp portrait of a dark, wounded spirit.” Yet Herschenfeld is still

drawn to pure acting. When he heard that his friends Glenn

Kessler ’92 and Todd Kessler ’94 were ready to cast Damages,
their 2007 show on the FX television network, he flew home

from an audition trip to Switzerland to

read for a part, and ended up playing a hit

man in the first season.“I usually get cast as

the bad guy,” he says. “I don’t take it per-

sonally and it’s more fun, anyway.”

He sang Fafner in Rheingold in Bari and

the Speaker in The Magic Flute in Rome

this spring and then Alonso in Der Sturm in

Amsterdam. (Hyperion is releasing a CD

recording of the latter.) After that? “I’ll

keep performing, in opera and maybe

more TV, and I’m also busy as an investor

in real estate and several start-ups. In col-

lege I studied a wide range of subjects.

Turns out that was a good predictor of my

professional life!”    �daniela amini

P E R F O R M A N C E

F r o m  S o a p s  t o  S o l o s

Herschenfield (above, left) as Butt, a mechan-
ical bird, in Charles Wuorinen’s Haroun and
the Sea of Stories, and as Bluebeard in Ariane
et Barbe-Bleue, by Paul Dukas
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to hear Ethan
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perform.
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