
turn for funding for 
the preservation of the 
monastery, and the Col-
orf ul Realm has made 
occasional public ap-
pearances since then. 
But even the home of 
the series—the San-
nomaru Sh z kan, the 
Museum of the Imperial 
Collections, in Tokyo—
does not exhibit the 
paintings all the time, 
and never with the ac-
companying triptych, 
as it would have been 
originally displayed at  
Sh kokuji. “All of our 
Japa nese  par t ne rs , ” 
Lippit says—the list 
includes the Imperial 
Household Agency, the Japanese embassy, 
and Sh kokuji itself—“really wanted to 
participate in this celebration of the Cher-
ry Blossom Festival, and of long-standing 
historical ties between Japan and the 
United States.”

Dodge Thompson, M.B.A. ’80, chief of 
exhibitions at the National Gallery, ob-
serves that Lippit himself played crucial 
roles in bringing the Jakuch  exhibit into 
existence. “Yukio is the consummate dip-
lomat. He is exceptionally thoughtful, a 
world-class listener, and very respect-
ful of other people’s opinions…. At every 
level, Yukio was involved in discussions.” 
Thompson invited Lippit, a Mellon Fellow 
at the gallery from 2002 to 2003, to guest 
curate the exhibition at the suggestion of 
Yoshiaki Shimizu ’63, Marquand professor 
of art and archaeology at Princeton, who 
is Lippit’s mentor. The gallery often needs 
guest curators when showing art from 
outside Europe and the Americas, and Lip-
pit was, in Thompson’s words, “exception-
ally well qualified for this project because 
he has a rich understanding of pedagogi-
cal and scientific developments in modern 
Japan, including a botanical and horticul-
tural awareness—and, of course, knows a 
lot about the work of It  Jakuch  .” 

But Lippit highlights the exceptional 
dedication and commitment of the many 
Japanese institutions involved in mounting 
the exhibition as the truly indispensible 
element in making the project work—par-
ticularly in the wake of the March 11, 2011, 
tsunami that devastated Japan. “Many of 

us involved in the show 
thought there was a real 
possibility that it might 
be canceled,” he remem-
bers. “But after a little bit 
of a pause, our Japanese 
colleagues expressed a de-
sire to go forward—they 
really wanted this to hap-
pen more than ever. So I 
think it’s important to 
note that the exhibition 
will take place just after 
the first anniversary of 
the disaster in Japan, and 
it’s a very moving thing to 

work with people such as my counterpart 
at the Imperial Household Agency, Ms. 
Aya Ota, and others as they are dealing 

with the aftermath of the disaster.” 
The Colorful Realm loan is a remarkable 

artistic event, on the scale of assembling 
all extant Vermeers or all Monet’s paint-
ings of water lilies in one gallery, and its 
presence will give the Cherry Blossom 
Festival an added poignancy this year. 
“This exhibition exemplifies our strong 
friendship. We Japanese are so grateful 
to Americans for showing solidarity and 
friendship with us after the Great Earth-
quake of March 11,” stated the Japanese 
ambassador, Ichiro Fujisaki, in a press 
release from the National Gallery. Lippit 
explains, “These are widely considered 
to be the most important and remarkable 
bird-and-flower paintings in the history 
of Japan, and possibly all of East Asia. 
The Colorful Realm went from being a kind 
of monastic treasure to an imperial trea-
sure, and has become a tremendous am-
bassador of Japan’s ‘culture of nature’ in 
the present moment.” 

vspencer lenfield

t h e  u n d e r g r a d u a t e

new life lessons
by isabel ruane ’14

I love routine. I think a lot of us do. 
We feel comforted knowing our lives 
are ordered, regular, and predictable, 
that we will wake up tomorrow and 

do what we always do on Tuesdays, what 
we always do in February, or what we al-
ways do at Harvard. But sometimes we 
need a break if we are to think and grow. 
Real thinking—thinking about life—dif-
fers from hard, intellectual reasoning, but 
it is no less important. In fact, we may 
need it more. If we can’t learn from expe-
rience and from other people, we have no 
place trying to learn from books.

In November, I had an adventure that 
got me thinking about life in new ways. 
One of my favorite cousins lives with her 
husband and family just outside Boston. 
This fall, their first daughter, Lucy, was 
born at Beth Israel Deaconess Medical 
Center, just a quick T ride from Cam-
bridge. The day after Lucy was born, a 
Sunday, I took off after brunch—not for 
the library, but for Beth Israel.

I was a little nervous—I’d never visited 
a newborn before, let alone by myself, and 
I could count on one hand the number of 
times I’d even set foot in a hospital—but 
what could go wrong? I thought it would 
be nice to arrive with a little something, 
maybe flowers and a stuffed animal for the 
baby’s big brother, but once in the Square, 
I found the florist closed and the toy store 
out of business! I took off toward the T 
at a run, now empty-handed and late. Of 
course, the T took longer than expected, 
too. By the time I finally arrived at the neo-
natal reception desk, I was tired, harried, 
and frustrated.

It was  magical how, the moment I 
stepped into my cousin’s hospital room, ev-
erything changed. Mother and child were 
lit only by the soft, milky sun of a late-fall 
afternoon. Lucy was snoozing, still and 
peaceful in her bassinet, and Sarah was 
smiling up at me from mounds of white 
bedding. The room was spacious, quiet, 
calm, and soothing. In an instant, my frus-

The Buddha Ś kyamuni   
(from Ś kyamuni Triptych,  
c. first half of the 1760s): 
one of a set of three  
hanging scrolls
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tration melted away. I looked down at Lucy 
and felt something in my world click into 
place. Yes, growing up teaches us that life is 
not always kind, that people cannot always 
be trusted, and that history is full of evil 
and tragedy, but when Sarah said, “Would 
you like to hold her?” and I scooped up that 
tiny mass of rose-bud lips, fisted hands, 
and crinkled eyes, I felt warm, centered, 
and hopeful. This sweet little baby re-
newed my confidence in life’s goodness.

On the T ride back to Cambridge, I tried 
to piece together what I’d just felt and why 
it had felt so special. I thought about pri-
orities: in day-to-day life, for most people, 
school or work stands at or near the top. 
But some events outweigh the daily grind. 
When a child is born, parents must perma-
nently alter their lives. This process is nat-
ural—it feels right. I thought again about 
how centered I felt when holding Lucy. I 
realized it always feels right to prioritize 
human connection over private, individual 
existence. And, moreover, I discovered that 
afternoon a model for continued learning. 
Visiting Sarah and Lucy—people out of my 
day-to-day life and age-group—taught me 
a lesson I couldn’t have learned at Harvard. 
I realized that, if I’m to understand the big 
picture, I need to pay attention to children 
and new parents, to the middle-aged and 
the elderly—to people of all other ages—in 
addition to my books and peers.

A residential school like 
Harvard can seem like a 
closed world for the 
18- to 23-year-

old set. Most other communities include 
people of all ages. But at school we’re in 
our own world of young adults. And not 
just any old young adults: almost everyone 
is at the same point in life—between high 
school and that first full-time job, unmar-
ried and childless. Despite the diversity 
of this community, we are still living in a 
world of “likes,” and we cannot possibly 
be learning about life’s full spectrum.

From what I know of other colleges, 
many are indeed exclusively the prov-
ince of young adults. Except for profes-
sors, students interact only with people 
their age—they live in apartments off 
campus or on campus with student resi-
dent advisers. We are lucky at Harvard, 
though, to have older proctors, tutors, and 
House masters living among us. Recently 
I shared my thoughts about the impor-
tance of learning from people of all ages 
with a Yale graduate. He told me it had 
been essential to his college years that 
he had spent time with and learned from 
his resident dean and her family. I know 
many Harvard students have built and are 
building similarly fruitful relationships.

Wherever they are—at school, among 
neighbors, or with family—these relation-
ships with nonpeers can be true anchors. 
They keep us in touch with the full sweep 

of humanity; they yank us out 
of ourselves and out of the 
present. They remind us to 

look up from, 

and beyond, our classes and academic 
obligations. And they teach us that life 
isn’t just about the ups and downs of the 
daily college routine. I find that each time 
I visit with and listen to older and younger 
friends, I gain a nugget of wisdom. As I 
gather these pieces, I fit them into a giant 
puzzle of understanding. Maybe I’ll never 
complete the project, but with each new 
experience, the picture grows clearer. 

Over Thanksgiving and Christmas 
breaks, I paid attention to what I learned 
from family and friends during travels all 
around New York, Boston, and New Eng-
land. Both sides of my family are extensive 
and close—I know many of my parents’ 
cousins and their families well—so it was 
not unusual that we did so much visiting.

And boy, did I learn. Sarah and Lucy 
taught me about the pure, natural joy of 
the birth of a child. Several pairs of great-
aunts and -uncles taught me about long-
lasting, joyful, fruitful marriage. Visiting 
my grandfather in his new apartment at 
an Alzheimer’s care facility forced me to 
confront the inescapable loneliness of 
sickness and old age, but it also taught me 
that love and loyalty—which his friends, 
children, and grandchildren indefatiga-
bly exude—make tragedy manageable. 
That same afternoon, playing Santa’s elf 
at a Christmas party among gleeful chil-
dren reminded me of the power of small 
joys. Their zeal spread like a contagion: it 
renewed my morale, and, in juxtaposition 
with my upsetting afternoon, helped me 
accept the natural yin and yang of human 
experience. Of course we all know that 
life goes up and down, but sometimes you 
need to see it yourself to believe it.

I hope that all college students 
touched base with and learned from 
family and friends over break. As rich 
as it is, our narrow undergraduate ex-
perience does not fully prepare us for 
the vicissitudes of life at large. What 
prepares us is getting off campus, out 
of ourselves, and into the world. We 
need to observe, think about, and par-
ticipate in lives of those younger, older, 
and different from ourselves. Only then 

can we take our book learning and apply 
it to the wider lives we hope to lead.  

When she wrote this column, Berta Greenwald 
Ledecky Undergraduate Fellow Isabel Ruane ’14 
was also looking forward to a reunion with her 
books and peers at Harvard.
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