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Whittling Down
by bailey trela

At home  there’s a box with my 
name scrawled atop it. It lies in a 
cubby in the upstairs guest room 
and contains, among sundry oth-

er small mementos, a scarf, a horseshoe en-
graved with my name, and two books, which 
I both wrote and illustrated, back in the 
polymath days of fifth and sixth grade. 

I spent a week back home this semes-

ter, among a wistful gathering of rela-
tives and family friends; we had come to-
gether to mourn, in ways both functional 
and personal, the passing of a matriarch. 
While there, I also went through many 
boxes, paring, weeding, and tossing away 
the bones of my childhood, decocting and 
distilling them until the 
brightest remnants 

could be held in a single cardboard cube. 
There was never a question of discard-

ing the books I’d written when I was 11 
and 12. I’m still exorbitantly proud of these 
juvenilia. They seem to me now the purest 
thing I’ve ever done, complete and whole 
in a foreign way, as though they were the 
products of a long-forgotten craft. 

In a way, this was a rehearsal—go-
ing through the things I’d written when 
young, whereas soon I’d have to cull a 
more complicated mass: the uncollected 
notes of my more recent years, and the 
books I’d always meant to read. Before 
I returned to Harvard, my sister-in-law 
asked if I wanted to take an extra suit-
case with me: “For when you have to move 
out.” She was already thinking about 
graduation. About the great throwing-

out that accompanies it. I said 
I didn’t think that would 
be necessary, but the family 
persisted. My brother pulled 
me aside and asked, refer-
encing the grand library I’ve 
amassed at school that ev-
eryone just seems to know I 
have: “What are you going to 
do with your books?” 

I didn’t know. 

Every single thing  I’ve 
written while at Harvard—
essay, memoir, fiction, even 
what you’re reading right 
now—began as a Word doc-
ument with a tail-end section 
labeled: Disjecta. 

I stole the word, the idea, 
from Samuel Beckett’s Dis-
jecta, an opaque collation of 
fragments and poems and 
critical exercises that simply 

10b sequence. Another pilot will be run this 
year. Both embed required writing instruc-
tion in the context of a course about which 
students are presumably passionate.

Beyond Expos, Harris’s report noted, 
most “teaching of writing is done by 
graduate-student instructors, a relatively 
small number of whom may have received 
support as teachers of writing.” To remedy 
that deficiency, this fall, the writing pro-
gram and Bok Center are piloting training 
to equip teaching fellows to teach under-
graduate analytical writing. Separately, a 

digital teaching platform that highlights 
writing in subject-area concentration 
studies is being offered to departments, 
with discipline-specific exercises stitched 
in, to connect the skills honed in Expos to 
the rest of students’ academic work.

These are incremental steps toward 
a focus on instruction in writing across 
the curriculum—perhaps increasingly 
necessary in an age of smart phones and 
140-character messages. In time, one could 
imagine diverse disciplines in which fac-
ulty members with a strong interest in 

writing develop courses—historical writ-
ing, scientific nonfiction, and so on—be-
yond the English  department’s relatively 
limited nonfiction offerings. And in the 
longer term, should graduate enrollment 
in humanities and other writing-intensive 
disciplines continue to plummet, Harvard 
professors may find that they have to read 
and grade those undergraduate papers and 
exams themselves—so they may welcome 
future student cohorts whose writing is 
subjected to continual improvement dur-
ing their College years. vj.s.r.
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didn’t fit anywhere else in his oeuvre. You 
get the sense, perusing it, that for Beck-
ett it was a distasteful thing to publish, 
a bitter book. The pieces it contains that 
were written in another language remain 
untranslated; if you are interested in it, 
Beckett seems to say, you must be a serious 
scholar (the joke being: perhaps you are too 
serious). 

When I write, the blank space beneath 
the heading of Disjecta fills up, gradually, 
with thoughts: the rames of arguments, 
passels of vocabulary, sheaves of tentative 
ideas. Some of them I incorporate, others I 
leave behind. The latter always ache to be 
mended, to be followed through to what-
ever their end might be. Disjecta membra—
Beckett’s disjecta is a shortening—is often 
used in the scholarly world 
to refer to sherds of ancient 
pottery; they are the leftover 
things, the whole of which 
can never be accounted for 
or completely understood. Like the frag-
ments of my writing, they mean something 
only obliquely. 

For a while now I’ve been worried about 
the way my mind works. Sometimes it 
seems I’m incapable of thinking in a con-
tinuous way. I came to Harvard as a fresh-
man planning to study English, and at first 
I hoped that literature, over the course of 
four years, would come to make sense to 
me; with time I matured and lowered my 
hopes and began to wait for just English 
literature to reveal itself, its heart. Now I’ve 
struck realist bedrock: I try only to under-
stand writers, one by one and on their own 
terms. 

I wanted something infrangible, unscat-
tered. I wanted the whole ancient pot. 
What I got was a mindful of tumbling 
sherds. 

When I sit down in my room to write, 
the books that surround me begin to loom, 
to threaten. They are bound in glue and 
thread. They have a definite shape, a claim 
to wholeness. They seem to gloat, letting 
me know, in their own silent way, that 
I’ll never make my way through them all, 
much less understand them. It seems silly 
to hold onto them.

Between those thoughts of mine that I’ll 
never have time to chase down and these 
alien compendiums, I feel like the epicen-
ter of a knowledge-based Big Bang, with 
the truth—whatever that might be—rock-
eting away from me in all directions. 

I’ve been imagining  the day of my de-
parture from Harvard on and off in various 
iterations for the past few months, though 
the most ideal versions—I can’t say why—
always contain the curious moment when 
a wise and anonymous Frenchman pulls me 
suddenly aside at Commencement and re-
flects airily, “Ah, le grand débouchement!” And 
I understand him, somehow, miraculously. 
“The great opening-up,” I think to myself, 
and I call out to him as he melts into the 
crowd: “You’ve nailed it!” 

There is a promise embosomed in the 
process of growing up. You hear it all the 
time. In its most basic form it is some-
thing like: Things will come together. “Things,” 
here, can and does have a number of con-
crete meanings: the world, your circle of 

acquaintances, your identity, your mind. 
But I can’t help worrying about the grand-
scale fragmentation that comes with going 
out into life and that seems, at least to me, 
more definitive of postgraduation exis-
tence. Concretely, this worry makes sense: 
The people I’ve known will scatter, and 
the things they meant together will cease 
to be; they will have meaning only as the 
fragments of a whole.

And more generally, my interest in disjec-
ta doesn’t exactly bode well for the arrival 
of the coalescence I’ve been taught to ex-
pect. By the time I’ve finished whatever it 
is I’m writing, the unincorporated disjecta 
membra—those bits that I haven’t managed 
to fold into the work’s structure—no lon-
ger make sense to me. Though I’ve spent 
only a week or two writing, already the 
thoughts that came to me gleaming and 
eureka-bright have been dulled by the lit-
tle changes in my mind, my thoughts. They 
belong to someone else; they make sense 
only to him. 

There’s a sense of pain and anxiety en-
veloped in the concept of disjecta, one that 
shows up etymologically. The mother 
phrase, disjecta membra, can be translated a 
number of morbid ways, though the first 
word is typically given as “scattered,” 
while membra becomes, variously, “limbs,” 
“fragments,” “members,” “remains.” The 
phrase itself, as the Oxford English Diction-
ary informs, has been whittled down from 
Horace’s disjecti membra poetæ: the “limbs of 

a dismembered poet,” which nine out of 10 
poets agree is the worst type to be.

The pain of cracking, of falling into 
sherds—the sad thing is that after awhile, 
if you don’t think about it, you’ll forget 
even this. And so I’ve begun to suspect 
that when things begin to make sense—to 
come together, as the phrase has it—it’s only 
because we’ve discarded the other pieces. 

Your standard-issue  Harvard College 
desk comes equipped with three drawers on 
the right side: the top two of equal size, the 
bottommost slightly larger, slightly deeper. 
My third drawer is currently playing host 
to 24 dining-hall coffee cups, which I will 
probably return. The upper two are brimful 
of papers: old essays bearing indecipherable 

professorial comments, notes I’ve scribbled 
to myself, half-hazy sketches and drawings, 
receipts, lists (to-do, shopping, and other-
wise), sticky notes sans stick, problem sets, 
and all the other delible scraps that tend to 
flock together with time. 

For four years this mass has accreted: at 
the end of each, I bagged it up, stuck it in 
storage, and transferred it, a few months 
later, to newer drawers. But now I’m not 
sure where I’ll end up. The state of future 
storage is likewise unknown. Can I expect 
drawers where I end up settling? Will they 
be as nice, as dry, as preservative as those 
I’ve come to know? Or will there only be 
drawer-shaped holes in the wall that my 
papers will have to share with dust, spi-
ders, the occasional opossum?

Disjecta, I’ve only just learned, shares a 
root with dejected. Both stem from a verb 
whose chief connotation, in the Latin, is to 
throw, or throw down. Hence the lowness of 
spirits, the melancholia that pertains to de-
jected. And hence the thrown-outness, the 
scattered-to-the-winds-ness of disjecta.

I know it’s not absolutely necessary that 
I toss the contents of my drawers, or any 
one of my books, that I throw them out, 
down, or into the trash. It’s not impossible 
to hold onto everything. If you’re an adult 
with disposable income, and you want to 
do it, there’s literally nothing stopping 
you. You can make a budget and set aside 
a stack of cash and purchase as many stor-
age sheds as you’ll need; you can cart your 

I feel like the epicenter of  a knowledge-based Big Bang, 
with the truth rocketing away from me in all directions.
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A Fast Start
First-years Ngozi Musa and Gabby Thomas help  

set the pace for track and field.

by lydialyle gibson

In april,  sprinter Ngozi Musa, ap-
proaching the end of her freshman sea-
son on Harvard’s track and field team, 
was telling a story about the time she 

set her starting blocks incorrectly at the 
world junior championships in Eugene, 
Oregon. It was 2014, her first competition 
on an international stage, and she thought 

(wrongly, it turned out) that a tape mea-
sure would be prohibited. So she eyeballed 
it. When the blocks felt strange under her 
feet right before the race, she assumed it 
was nerves; not until too late did she re-
alize that their placement was off by 12 
inches. “I didn’t run very well, and I re-
member being angry about it the whole 
rest of the summer,” she recalled, now able 
to smile. “It was a lesson never to get my 
blocks wrong again.”

Sitting next to Musa, her teammate Gab-
by Thomas laughed. “So that explains why 
you’re so anal,” she said. A fellow freshman 
and sprinter, Thomas is Musa’s best friend 
and closest competitor. She also takes a 
somewhat more relaxed attitude toward the 
precise position of starting blocks. “I don’t 
pay attention to detail that same way, or 
maybe just to different details,” she said. 
“If I forget my tape measure, I’ll use my feet 
or something.”

Then it was Musa’s turn to laugh. “Yeah, 
she thinks outside the box. But we balance 
out. She’s the calm and I’m the storm.”

That’s true in many ways, suggests Keb-
ba Tolbert, Harvard’s sprints/hurdles and 
horizontal jumps coach, describing Musa’s 
explosiveness and Thomas’s deliberation. 
“Ngozi’s more tightly wound,” he explains, 
“a little more powerful, a little more instan-
taneous. She’s like, boom. Gabby’s smooth-
er. She’s bouncier, more elastic. And much 
more deliberate.”

In their first season in Cambridge, Musa 
and Thomas broke multiple Harvard and 
Ivy League records—some of them multiple 
times—in the 60-, 100-, 200-, and 300-me-
ter dashes and in 4 x 100-, 4 x 200-, and 
4 x 400-meter relays. In May, when the 
Crimson women brought home their third 

Sprinters Gabby Thomas (left) and Ngozi 
Musa are teammates, close competitors, 
and best friends. 

childhood drawings and photographs 
and books about and stack them up and 
continue doing this until a worldly-wise 
storage-shed attendant claps you on the 
shoulder and suggests that it’s time to 
move on.

You can do this, but I doubt you’d get 
anything more than back pain out of it. I 
know I’d like to compile and preserve all 
the scraps of paper and thought that have 
come to me during college. But the point of 
synthesis has passed; I can’t make sense of 

them anymore. They’re far too scattered—
it would take an expert on me, a scholar of 
my life, to draw them all together, and I’m 
far from that. 

I’ve begun to whittle things down. 
When I tire of working through draw-
ers, I move to my bookshelves, and vice 
versa. Some things, I’ve found, are easy 
to part with. Others I know I must keep. 
But there are trickier cases as well, things 
that evoke a dim pang of recognition, that 
recall images of my younger selves—and I 

have to guess whether I’ll ever make sense 
of them. I have to decide if I still harbor, 
somewhere in the obscurity of memory, 
the thoughts that once tied me to these 
objects. 

Back home I’ve got two books with 
white cardboard covers, and they seem the 
last pure thing I ever did. 

Berta Greenwald Ledecky Fellow Bailey Trela ’16, 
who wrote these words in early May, actually be-
lieves he’ll one day finish The Magic Mountain.
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