
H A R V A R D  P O R T R A I T

“I’ve always been an impatient person,” says Martin Puchner, Wien professor of 
drama and of English and comparative literature. His impatience has served him well. 
A whirlwind of energy, the 43-year-old Puchner has already written three books—on 
theater, modernist literature, and philosophy—and edited many more, including the 
six-volume, 6,000-page third edition of the Norton Anthology of  World Literature (2012). 
That “dizzying, impossible” project seemed an “insane endeavor, yet I found the scope 
of it thrilling,” he says; with seven co-editors and 10 consultants spread across the 
globe, e-mails poured in at any hour, day or night. Born in Nuremberg, Germany, he 
attended an alternative, Waldorf school and acted, directed, and composed music for 
many theatrical productions in high school and college.  A restless, passionate traveler, 
Puchner did undergraduate work at Konstanz in Germany, Bologna in Italy, and the 
University of California at Santa Barbara and Irvine. He never actually received a bach-
elor’s degree, but earned a Harvard Ph.D. in comparative literature in 1998.  While 
teaching at Columbia from 1998 until 2010, he evolved into a scholar of theater. He’s 
been at Harvard since then; as chair of the Committee on Dramatics, he’s helping to 
shape a new concentration (if not department) in theater. Puchner plays piano, violin, 
and viola for enjoyment, and lives with his longtime companion, professor of English 
Amanda Claybaugh, while globetrotting to research his next book, on the relation 
of literary works to geography.  “Literature is invading the world, transforming the 
world,” he says, “naming places, and changing people’s relationship to where they live.”

M a r t i n  P u c h n e r

Campaign Chatter
A! "#$%#$& conducts the quiet phase of a 
major capital campaign, preceding a public 
launch this autumn (see “The Coming Cam-
paign,” January-February, page 50), further 
hints of its scale continue to bubble up.

In naming Harvard Business School 
(HBS) dean Nitin Nohria “business dean 
of the year” in his Poets & Quants blog, 
veteran business reporter John A. Byrne 
reported that the school’s new fundrais-
ing goal would be $850 million to $1 billion. 
Only HBS (which raised nearly $600 mil-
lion; see “Bolstering Business,” May-June 
2006, page 68) and Harvard Law School 
(which raised more than $475 million; see 
“$400 Million for Law,” September-Octo-
ber 2003, page 72) mounted capital drives 

that a course may require costly software, 
production, and computer investments to 
engage with students. 

 Fun—and function. In its frisky youth, 
HarvardX is o'ering classes such as “Sci-
ence and Cooking,” the applied-sciences 
course that uses cuisine to teach princi-
ples of physics and engineering. But some 
choices loom. Among the applications (or 
markets) for the free MOOCs are teach-
ing global learners in developing nations, 
as well as U.S. college students at hard-
pressed institutions who need basic cours-
es, are shut out of over-enrolled classes 
required for their degrees, or simply need 
cheaper alternatives for higher education.

Educating the globe via great teaching 
online is a social good, highly motivat-
ing to many dedicated professors—but it 
may not be the foundation for a business 
plan, and may even undercut residential 
universities’ economic model. Professors 
from leading research universities may not 
be motivated to develop the best founda-
tional courses for entering learners of any 
sort—suggesting that edX members like 
the University of Texas system may have a 
leading role to play here.

As the edX experiment proceeds, Har-
vardX has the challenging agenda of be-
coming both a learning and a doing organi-
zation, capable of applying its research to 
classrooms across the campus as readily as 
to students around the world.

For a fuller report, see http://harvard-
mag.com/edx-13.
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