
and well-placed hand gestures? Togeth-
er, they can make even a vague statement 
like “I agree with Tim’s point” sound a 
little smarter. A determined facial ex-
pression makes one seem focused; un-
easy hesitation suggests one is trying to 
downgrade the magnitude of one’s own 
thoughts. 

Some may pass this off as laziness. 
Sometimes it is. It’s happened that every-
one in a class section admits beforehand 
to reading the same version of The Sympo-
sium—the Wikipedia one—but each per-
son has picked out a choice quotation that 
implies they’ve studied the text careful-
ly. Presentation often covers up, or at the 
very least adds some polish to, hasty prep-
aration. 

Yet I don’t think this posturing is only 
a shortcut. It’s part of how we’ve been 
taught to deal with texts. At an elite uni-
versity like Harvard, we are meant to learn 
not just the skills that will help us suc-
ceed in careers but those that will help us 
shine in the accompanying cocktail parties. 
Learning to act well-read is something that 

the College, with its emphasis on over-
work and competition among peers, teach-
es students to do. There’s never enough 
time to read everything required, but there 
are endless examples of how to promote 
one’s education. From the first moment 
that we learn to say “I go to school in Bos-
ton” as code for “I’m smart and I know it,” 
we learn how to use reading as a way to 
make ourselves more attractive.

So when people ask me what reading at 
Harvard is like, I can’t help but think: Be 
it scroll, book, Kindle…or whatever comes 
next, there will forever be social display 
around reading among the well-educat-
ed. Students will always make friendships 
around the works they read or see. And 
the flip side is that reading carries with it 
its own codes that are learned along with 
the text. Learning to read means learning 
not only to follow the words on the page, 
but how to use them in outside contexts, 
and how to let others read you. 

A few niGhts before I left Cambridge 
for the summer, I went to the Advocate to 

hang out with some friends. The evening 
started out as it usually does—the qui-
et movement of furniture being dragged 
across the floor, talk of who was done with 
exams and what was left to study. After a 
few hours had passed, a small group gath-
ered, and two of the boys decided to recite 
some poetry. 

Back and forth they went: Coleridge, 
Whitman, Carson. Ten, 15 poems swung 
by. Each boy paused to rearrange his glass-
es. The rest of us sat quietly, taking a sip 
from a cold drink, or shifting cautiously in 
the Advocate chairs. When the two had 
exhausted their memories with an incom-
plete attempt at “The Love Song of J. Al-
fred Prufrock,” someone turned on the ste-
reo and the evening slipped back into its 
regular course. 

Sincere or pretentious? Posturing or 
a display of knowledge lovingly culled? 
I can’t answer everyone’s questions, but 
I can say this. When I went to sleep that 
night, I felt satisfied.  

Berta Greenwald Ledecky Undergraduate Fel-
low Madeleine Schwartz ’12 is looking for a pair of 
white felt boots. The translation from Lucian used 
in this essay is by Tim Whitmarsh, that from Phi-
lostratus by Wilmer Cave Wright. 

Harvard Magazine’s Berta Greenwald Ledecky Undergrad-
uate Fellows for the 2011-2012 academic year will be Isabel 
Ruane ’14 and Katherine Xue ’13. They were selected after an 
evaluation of writing submitted by nearly two dozen student 
applicants for the two positions. The fellows, who join the 
editorial staff during the year, contribute to the magazine as 
“Undergraduate” columnists and initiate story ideas, write 
news and feature items for print publication and harvardmaga-
zine.com, and edit copy. Ruane, of Wilton, Connecticut, and 
Mather House, was a member of the women’s sailing team 
that finished seventh in the national championships this past 
May in Cascade Locks, Oregon. She is interested in pursuing a 
concentration in history and literature or history. She served 
as a counselor at Camp Onaway on Newfound Lake in New 
Hampshire during the summer. Xue, of Oak Ridge, Tennessee, 
and Quincy House, is concentrating in chemical and physical 
biology. During the past summer, she taught English and other 
subjects in Namibia, under the auspices of WorldTeach. She 
is a member of the Harvard Ballroom Dance Team and has 
written and edited for several campus publications. The fel-
lowships are supported by Jonathan J. Ledecky ’79, M.B.A. 
’83, and named in honor of his mother.
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Scroll, book, Kindle…or whatever comes next, 
there will forever be social display around reading.

From left: Katherine Xue  
and Isabel ruane
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