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baritone sax, and accordi-
on in an “American roots 
music” group, Soda and 
His Million Piece Band.

But sometimes Loory 
felt blocked as a screen-
writer. He took a class 
in horror writing, began 
to write his short, enig-
matic tales, and found the 
new form liberating; he has 
stuck with short fiction ever 
since. “It was nice to work 
on something that was more 
surprising,” he says, and this 
element—a plot’s sudden, unexpected 
change of direction on a turn of phrase or 
action—is at the heart of his fiction. “I just 
try to write stories the way I like to hear 
them,” he explains: “short, evocative, mys-
terious, sometimes scary, and compelling.”

“The Hunter’s Head” begins, “A hunter 
returns to his village one night with a sev-
ered human head in one hand.” A village 
boy spies on the hunter as he makes daily 
treks into the jungle, returning each time 
with a decapitated human head. The heads, 
mounted on stakes, speak to the boy and 
urge him to act. He does, and the hunter’s 
own head soon joins the others, atop a 
stake. The story ends, “The boy slips into 
the jungle and is gone,” leaving readers to 
wonder if the boy is fleeing to avoid pun-
ishment, or has acquired a taste for head-
hunting himself.

In other tales, a duck falls in love with 

a rock; an octopus 
lives in a house and 
drinks tea; a moose 
befriends and then 
parachutes with 
a man. “Fables is a 
word I started to 
use to give editors 
a heads-up that 
these stories are 
stylistically differ-
ent,” Loory says. 
Unlike Aesop’s, his 
don’t have morals. 
“They aren’t really 
fables, but there is 
something fable-
like about them,” 
he says. “To me, the 
point of a story is 
the feeling it pro-
duces. I’m more in-

terested in writing music 
than propaganda.” 

Some stories seem to 
have a spiritual dimen-
sion. In “The Tunnel,” 
“Two boys are walk-
ing home from school 
when one of them sees a 
drainpipe set back in the 
woods.” As we fear, one 
of the boys crawls into 
the pipe, where “the 
tunnel closes in—bit by 
bit, slowly…filthy walls 

press his arms against his 

sides.” He continues, and gets stuck, and “It 
is then—and only then—that the boy sees 
the door. The little door in the wall right be-
hind him.”

Yet most of the tales tend toward the 
light, and have more cheerful resolutions. 
In “The Book,” a woman buys some books, 
and one is full of blank pages. This enrages 
her and leads to various misfortunes until, 
decades later, as an old widow, she finds 
the book on the shelf and finds therein a 
photograph of herself and husband, “on 
the very first day that they met.”

They’re standing together on that 
beach; in the distance is a sunset.

Oh, says the woman, look at that.
And a smile spreads across her 

face.
And then the book seems to open 

itself, and there’s her life on the 
page.

This same element of surprise will likely 
startle in Loory’s future work: he is now 
at work on an illustrated children’s book, 
and another collection of linked short sto-
ries that all take place in the same town. 
He gives many readings, and enjoys doing 
them: “My stories are designed to be read 
out loud,” he says. “It’s a big part of my 
writing process. It always helps me to hear 
what’s working, and what isn’t.”

A confessed night owl, Loory says that 
these 40 tales were written in both the 
nighttime and the day. “I have one rule in 
writing, which is that I write whatever 
comes out,” he says. “And when I sit down 
to write, short stories are what come out.”

Avant-garde,  
Post-Romantic
Hannah Lash’s personal, yet crystalline, music

by thomas vinciguerra

T
here is nothing casual about the 
music of composer Hannah Lash, 
Ph.D. ’10. “I’m drawn to highly, 
highly pigmented emotions,” she 

says. “Things have to be the most fully real-
ized they can possibly be.”

That was certainly the case in 2010, 
when a thief broke into her car and stole 
her laptop, wallet, and iPod while she 

was at a new-music festival in Buffalo. As 
any victim would, Lash felt intensely as-
saulted. But slowly, her perception began 
to shift. “With any theft, your natural im-
pulse is to want some form of retaliation,” 
she recalls. “That, to me, felt really ugly. I 
didn’t want that feeling at all.”

So she wrote Violations: The Loading Dock 
Project, a 35-minute piece for five instru-
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ments and three singers that will premiere 
at Yale  on March 28. Lash will mount 
subsequent performances in a bona fide 
loading dock—a “rough and public” space 
approximating a stage that will perhaps 
convey the grimy transfer of her property. 
The libretto speaks of loss, but also of the 
vexing relationship of thief and victim. 
“It’s recognizing the intense fallibility be-
hind what we think of as evil,” she says.

Such dark thoughts don’t immediately 
gibe with Lash’s fresh, breezy demeanor. 
Her music, though, clearly displays her 
intensity. The vibraphone-and-piano com-
position C is six minutes of frenetic fret-
ting; her 2011 piece Music for Loss, written 
after her father died last year, starts with a 
celesta, xylophone, and glockenspiel con-
veying a gentle, almost crystalline-sound-
ing trip backward through time. Eventual-
ly, accompanied by increasing disquietude 
and poignant probing, it culminates in a 
crescendo of realization. 

 And then there is Blood Rose, Lash’s 
unique operatic take on “Beauty and the 
Beast.” There is no Disneyesque happy 
ending here; instead, the singers and string 
quartet impart what she calls a “sort of 
emotional cannibalism between the two 
characters—and you can’t really distin-
guish them.”

In The New York Times, Steve Smith wrote 
that Lash combines “avant-garde tech-

niques with a post-Romantic expressive-
ness.” Martin Bres nick, her postgraduate 
mentor in the Artist Diploma program at 
the Yale School of Music—where she has 
just joined the faculty—has his own take. 
“There is a high seriousness to Hannah,” 
he says. “It’s almost Puritan—it’s a single 
and direct expression of one’s soul. It’s a 
very American type, and she burns with it. 
She really does control a very powerful in-
ner engine of imagination.”

That engine revved up long before she 
entered the Eastman School of Music at 16; 
Lash was homeschooled in rural Michigan 
by her librarian parents, who aimed to of-
fer their daughter a less compartmental-
ized approach to learning, allowing her 
“the run of a library,” as she says. It also 
allowed her to develop her innate calling 
early on: Lash first picked up a violin at 
age four. Because she could not yet read 
music, she devised her own unique nota-
tion of Xs and triangles and squiggles. “I 
spent 90 percent of my time doing some 
form of music, whether it was writing, 
playing, or listening,” she says. 

She was drawn to Harvard for gradu-
ate work because of its rich roster of guest 
lecturers and emphasis on theory, which 
contrasted nicely with the more practice-
based aspects of Eastman. In Cambridge, 
she served as a teaching fellow under the 
“beautifully organized” Suzannah Clark, 

Hannah Lash
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Cowles associate professor of music. “It 
was a wonderful challenge to teach the un-
dergraduates, because at Eastman every-
one was at such a high musical level,” she 
says. “At Harvard, the kids were so intel-
ligent but didn’t always have proficiency 
with instruments. And, of course, one of 
the major perks was the wonderful library. 
I spent a lot of time in the Nadia Boulanger 
archives.”

Today, Lash’s preferred instruments are 
the piano and especially the harp. “It’s so 
unusual for a composer to be a harpist,” 
she acknowledges. “I can’t say it influences 

my music, but I do enjoy the saturation of 
sound. And although the harp isn’t a very 
loud instrument, I do feel it has a reso-
nance—you feel like you’re awash with 
sound.”

Serendipitously, while playing harp for 
The Fantasticks in New York, she met actor 
Steve Routman; they married in 2010. Not 
being especially religious, Lash eschewed 
both a traditional ceremony and tradi-
tional music. Instead, she gave her guests 
instruments and what she calls “a graphic 
score” so they could play an original per-
cussive piece for chimes, bells, a small 

gong, and two Tibetan 
singing bowls. Like 
all of her work, it was 
keenly felt.

“I wanted it to feel 
like, ‘We’re celebrat-
ing this and it is very private but also we’re 
here together,’” she says, smiling. “So I 
imagined how it is when you sit in the eve-
ning in the summer and you start to hear 
one frog call and then you hear a whole 
bunch of frogs start to call, too. Each one is 
sort of in his own isolated spot, yet it’s this 
common experience.”

Brutish Beginnings
The “mixed multitudes” of early Colonial America— 
and the Native Americans
by daniel k. richter

C
olonial history, I’ve often 
told my students, isn’t pretty. 
The well-scrubbed Williams-
burg, Virginia, that tourists see 

today would have been unrecognizable to 

Thomas Jefferson, much less to the enslaved 
laborers who made up most of its population 
in the eighteenth century. And almost any-
where in British North America during that 
century was a paradise compared to what 

had existed a hun-
dred years earlier. 
Today’s images of 
the seventeenth 
century—up the 
road from Wil-
liamsburg at His-
toric Jamestowne 
or down the road from Harvard at Plim-
outh Plantation—aren’t so well scrubbed. 
But neither site can begin to recreate the 
stench, the terror, the misery that haunted 
every place and everybody in that bloody 

era. Living-history museums 
dare not drive away those they 
hope to educate by revealing too 
much of the bitter truth. And so 
Web surfers are cheerily invit-
ed to “Dine at Plimouth Planta-
tion.” In the accompanying pho-
tograph, a jolly Jacobean couple 
stands behind a modern man 
hoisting a huge roast turkey leg, 
while a multiracial tableful of 
guests lift their glasses and en-
tice visitors to join them. What, 
one wonders, might the starv-
ing band of seventeenth-centu-
ry religious zealots—who had 
watched half their compatriots 
perish during their first horri-
ble winter on Cape Cod—have 
made of this cheerful picture?

The eminent Harvard his-
torian Bernard Bailyn, Ph.D. 
’53, LL.D. ’99, has a pretty good 

Visit www.harvardmag.
com/extras for a video 
visit with composer 
Lash, who talks about 
making music.

Bernard Bailyn, Ph.D. ’53, 
LL.D. ’99, The Barbarous 
Years: The Peopling of British 
North America: The Conflict 
of Civilizations, 1600-1675 
(Knopf, $35)

Both sides now: mutually 
beneficial trade between 
Native Americans and English 
people. From Theodor de Bry’s 
America series, 1634. c
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