
only with the pedals at his feet. If he
needs to shoot downward, he banks the
plane to one side—but this maneuver
complicates his shot, because banking
makes the plane turn and sink. To com-
pensate, MacLean sets up above and to
the side of his target, then swoops across
it. If he’s flying over a city, he also has to
contend with air-tra∞c controllers and
crowded airspace.   

His commercial jobs are also chances to
scout points of personal and artistic in-
terest. While flying from New Mexico to

Wyoming, he might cruise over Denver to
look at new urban developments. Going
up expecting to find something beautiful
or meaningful enough to put into a book
on e very flight, MacLean says, would
quickly frustrate him. Instead, he sits
back and waits for something to catch his
eye. “To an extent, it’s happenstance,” he
says. “But that’s the nature of the art
form.” He may not even know exactly
what he’s seen until after he lands and re-

views his pictures. “It seems like you’re
actually drawn to the image, but you
don’t fully understand it,” he says. “At the
time, it’s more of an intuitive, subliminal
thing.” 

Even the suburbs and shopping malls
have to hold some sort of attraction. “The
images have to be alluring,” he says. “You
have to bring the viewer into them, so
they’ll look at them and think about what
they’re actually looking at.”

Even before she started writing
a novel about France during and
after the Second World War,
Sara Houghteling ’99 felt as if

she’d been there. Her grandparents, who
had lived in Paris (her grandfather was
working for the Marshall Plan), filled her
head with stories about foreign aristo-
crats, rationing, and Parisian men who
could peg her grandmother as an Ameri-
can by her shining hair. (Who but an
American would have shampoo?) Hough-
teling’s forthcoming debut novel, Pictures
at an Exhibition (Knopf), weaves such fam-
ily memories into a larger story about a

young man trying to recover his father’s
lost art collection. 

Her narrator, Max Berenzon, is the son
of a famous Jewish art dealer who, for rea-
sons Max doesn’t understand, refuses to
hand him the family business. Unhappily
enrolled in medical school, Max spends
more time falling for Rose Clément, his
father’s assistant, than he does on his
studies. The German invasion upends all
their lives: the Berenzons hide in the
country while Rose works in a museum,
surreptitiously making records of the
Nazis’ looting. (Of the more than 100,000
pieces of art stolen from French collectors

during the war, some 40,000 are still un-
accounted for.) After the war, Max wan-
ders through Paris, looking for Rose and
for his father’s paintings.

Houghteling began writing the novel
seven years ago, but has been researching it
even longer. She concentrated in English
and applied to write a creative thesis “with
some very loose, strange proposal that I
write a series of short stories based on
Manet paintings,” she remembers. “Fortu-
nately I wasn’t accepted.” (She examined
museums in Henry James’s The Golden Bowl
and The American instead.) But Manet—
along with Picasso, Matisse, and Degas—
appears in the novel through the paintings
that line the Berenzon gallery walls.

Those paintings supplied a wellspring
of inspiration. “Every time I was stuck in
my novel, I would write a scene based on
a di≠erent missing painting,” Houghtel-
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Imagining the Past
Lost art—and loves—in a new novel

“Using a limited resource for purposes of golf…
raises questions about how resources, finite 
resources, are used and who gets to use them.”

Above, trailers dot the landscape near Lake
Havasu, Arizona. At right, homes in Galves-
ton, Texas, are built on wetlands. MacLean
fears that, if the sea level rises, communities
like this one will be especially vulnerable.

P h o t o g r a p h s  b y  A l e x  M a c L e a n

Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For more information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc. at 617-495-5746



ing says. One of those scenes, written
about Woman in White by the Impressionist
Berthe Morisot, survived her rigorous pri-
vate editing, which nearly halved her
original, 450-page manuscript. 

Years before completing her novel,
Houghteling shared early chapters with
professors and fellow master of fine arts
students at the University of Michigan.
(She attended the program between 2001
and 2003 after teaching for a few years,
first at the American School of Paris and
then at her former high school in Brook-

line, Massachusetts.) Michigan awarded
her a summer research grant for travel to
Paris, and, after receiving her M.F.A.,
Houghteling won a Fulbright that allowed
her to return to France for a full year.

She had first traveled there as an un-
dergraduate, writing for the student
guidebook series Let’s Go (see “A Pact with
Solitude,” November-December 1998,
page 102). But on her later trips, she
traded scoping out beaches and restau-
rants for interviewing survivors and de-
scendants of the Parisian postwar art

community. She met a law-
yer, Marianne Rosenberg,
whose collector-grandfather
Paul became the model for
Max’s father. Knowing Mar-
ianne helped Houghteling
piece together a tricky char-
acter: “Seeing her gave me a
glimpse of what her grandfather was
probably like—someone with a lot of
humor and a formidably sharp intellect.”

Rose Clément, the object of Max’s
a≠ection, is also based on an historical
figure. Rose Valland was a curator who
managed to stay on at a museum after the
Nazis had kicked out other French work-
ers. She catalogued the Germans’ thefts
and devoted much of her later life to
tracking down the stolen art. But despite
her heroism (and an autobiography), Val-
land remains largely unknown. “I remem-
ber seeing a picture of her in which she’s
very unassuming,” wearing what looked
like men’s clothing, says Houghteling. “I
wanted to find out more about her. On
the Internet there was nothing, nothing,
nothing.” She found at least a partial an-
swer when she learned, at a posthumous
exhibition honoring Valland in her home-

20 January -  February 2009

Unpacking the Boxes: Memoir of a Life
in Poetry, by Donald Hall ’51, JF ’57

(Houghton Mifflin, $24). The 2006-2007

U.S. poet laureate writes, sparely, of the

“stony loneliness” of Exeter, the “thrilling”

liberty of his Harvard years—a time of

poetic flowering—and, lately, of a bipolar

episode after his wife’s death and of the

“planet of antiquity.”

Giants: The Parallel Lives of Frederick
Douglass and Abraham Lincoln, by John

Stauffer, professor of English and of

African and African American studies

(Twelve, $30).The interacting lives of “the

two pre-eminent self-made men in Amer-

ican history.”

On the Side of the Angels: An Apprecia-
tion of Parties and Partisanship, by

Nancy L. Rosenblum, Clark professor of

ethics in politics and government

(Princeton, $29.95). You may not

want to hear it after a long presi-

dential campaign, but there is jus-

tification, in political science and

theory, for appreciating parties

and partisanship. Rosenblum makes this

point, in scholarly fashion, in pursuit of

“an ethic of partisanship.”

Holy Smoke: The Big Book of North
Carolina Barbecue, by John Sheldon

Reed and Dale Volberg Reed, M.A.T. ’64,

with William McKinney (University of

North Carolina, $30). Copiously illus-

trated history and lore cum recipes—

Dennis Rogers’s “Holy Grub” Sauce,

Robert Stehling’s Buttermilk Pie—by

members of the North Carolina Barbe-

cue Society, assisted by the founder of

the Carolina Bar-B-Q Society.

Shakespeare and Modern Culture, by

Marjorie Garber, Kenan professor of Eng-

lish and of visual and environmental stud-

ies (Pantheon, $30). An inquiry into

Shakespeare and modern understandings

of the human condition—and how the

two interact—by way of essays on 10

plays, with reference to New Yorker car-

toons, George W. Bush’s college courses

and presidential reading list, Shakespeare
in Love, and more.

Stepping Stones: Interviews with Sea-
mus Heaney, by Dennis O’Driscoll (Far-

rar, Straus, and Giroux, $26). A thematic

biographical portrait of the 1995 Nobel

laureate in l iterature and Harvard

honorand (1998), professor, and poet-in-

residence—conducted, appropriately

enough, by a Dublin-based civil servant in

Irish Customs. (For a radically shorter ap-

proach to the same subject, see Adam

Kirsch’s appreciation in this magazine’s

November-December 2006 issue.)

Sweet Land of Liberty: The Forgotten
Struggle for Civil Rights in the North, by

Thomas J. Sugrue, Ph.D. ’92 (Random

House, $35). A professor of history and

sociology at Penn, past winner of the

Bancroft Prize, and this past fall a visitor

at the Graduate School of Design, Sugrue

O f f t h e  S h e l f
Recent books with Harvard connections
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Visit harvard-
mag.com/extras 
to hear Sara
Houghteling
read from her
new novel.
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town, that the former curator of the Lou-
vre had a long-time gay lover. “Ah ha!”
Houghteling thought. “This is why I
couldn’t find anything! History has kept
her closeted…for 60 years.” 

Houghteling also spent hours combing
through the archives at the Center for
Contemporary Jewish Documentation in
Paris. She tried to get a sense of what it
must have been like for French Jews to re-
turn to the capital city and search train
records for the names of friends and fam-
ily members who weren’t able to escape
the German round-ups. “Ultimately,
[this] is a work of fiction,” she says. “But I
think, in writing about the Holocaust,
you have a responsibility to be as truthful
to the details of the war as possible.” 

Such exhaustive research impressed an
editor at one publishing house so much
that she asked if Houghteling would be
willing to rewrite the book as nonfiction.
Houghteling declined. People’s psycho-
logical motivations, unavailable to histori-
ans, are what she says she really wants to
explore. “We’ll never know what anyone
else’s inner life is like,” she contends.
“Fiction lets us imagine the answers.”

�paul gleason

The massive rural-to-urban
labor migration that has been
transforming China since the
late 1980s—an estimated 130

million people—is unprecedented in that
nation’s history. Unprompted by direct
ecological or political factors such as
famine, war, or the forced relocation of
population groups under draconian state
policy, migration in post-Mao China is
more likely to be instead the result of
structural forces (economic need and
consequences of agricultural reform) that
are beyond the control of individual farm-
ers. Motivated by the search for opportu-
nities to improve their own lives, rural
people have taken the initiative, making
decisions to shape their own destinies—
and fostering unforeseen entrepreneurial
individualism in the process. Above all,
restless young village women have as-

sumed a major role in the current popula-
tion shift, establishing a brand-new iden-
tity as dagongmei (literal-
ly, “working sisters”) in
the booming industrial
cities in China’s coastal
areas, contributing to
what sociologists call
the “feminization of the
global workforce.” 

In Factory Girls: From Village to City in a
Changing China, Leslie T. Chang ’91, who
spent a decade in China as a correspon-
dent for the Wall Street Journal, delivers a
vivid portrayal both of the dynamics of
this internal migration and of women mi-
grants as active players in globalization
and local social and economic change.
More often than not, factory girls have
been depicted as defenseless victims of
ruthless exploitation who must work in
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crafts a massive narrative of the battle for

racial equality outside the Confederacy.

Victor Fleming: An American Movie
Master, by Michael Sragow ’73 (Pan-

theon, $40). The Baltimore Sun film critic

has crafted an enormous, illustrated biog-

raphy of the director who “salvag[ed] The

Wizard of Oz for MGM and Gone With the
Wind for the producer David O. Selz-

nick”—all in one year.

The Zoning of America: Euclid v. Am-
bler, by Michael A. Wolf, Ph.D. ’91 (Uni-

versity Press of Kansas, $35, $16.95

paper). Zoning to regulate land use dates

only to 1922.Wolf, a pro-

fessor at the University

of Florida Levin College

of Law, tells the tale in

lively fashion: not many

books about law begin,

“James Metzenbaum was

desperate.”

The Patron’s Payof f:
Conspicuous Commis-
sions in Italian Renais-
sance Art, by Jonathan K.

Nelson and Richard J.

Zeckhauser, Ramsey pro-

fessor of political econ-

omy (Princeton, $39.50). An analysis from

economics (applying the concepts of sig-

naling, signposting, and stretching) of the

patron-artist interplay in the commission-

ing and creation of glorious works of

art—and of wealth.

On Competition, by Michael E. Porter,

Lawrence University Professor (Harvard

Business Press, $39.95). An updated, ex-

panded collection of the strategy guru’s

essays. Porter’s principles are briskly out-

lined and then applied to problems rang-

ing from healthcare to philanthropy to

the revitalization of inner-city economies.

Moral Dimensions: Permissibility, Mean-
ing, Blame, by T. M. Scanlon, Alford pro-

fessor of natural religion, moral philoso-

phy, and civil polity (Harvard, $29.95).

Proceeding from troubling issues sur-

rounding the “doctrine of double effect,”

Scanlon probes “a number of particular

moral claims, including claims about which

actions are permissible, about when intent

matters to permissibility, and about vari-

ous forms of moral responsibility.”

“Working Sisters”
The everyday lives of migrant women in China’s world factories 
by PAN TIANSHU

Real barbecuing, the old-
fashioned way, at Braswell
Plantation, 1944O
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Leslie T. Chang ’91,
Factory Girls: From
Village to City in a
Changing China
(Spiegel & Grau,
$26)
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