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Thomas D. Seeley,  Ph.D. ’78, studies swarm intelligence, notably in 
the complex lives of honeybees. Apis mellifera arrived on this continent 
with European settlers, perhaps in the 1620s. A long line of scientists has 
engaged with the species, including Seeley, of Cornell, whose Honeybee 
Democracy was sampled here in 2011. A delightful new book, Following 
the Wild Bees: The Craft and Science of Bee Hunting (Princeton, $22.95), is, 

as the subtitle suggests, a personal guide to finding wild hives (as opposed to the industry of keeping colonies of bees in hives). With 
enriching nods to such Harvardian predecessors as Henry David Thoreau and George Harold Edgell (The Bee Hunter, 1949), Seeley’s 
book is richly informed by both research and the author’s sheer love for “the most intelligent insect in the world.” Here’s what you 
are in for, if you follow his directions during the autumn goldenrod bloom:

Generally speaking,  the best times for bee hunting are when 
the bees are experiencing a definite honey flow, such as the 
milkweed flow or the goldenrod flow, for this means that it 
will not be hard to find bees on flowers. Bee hunting only 
works well, however, during the start or the end of a honey 
flow—that is, when nectar is available but is not super plentiful. 
The peak days of a honey flow are usually useless for a bee 
hunter because the rate at which a honeybee colony is taking 
in nectar has a strong effect on the motivation of its nectar 
foragers to recruit additional bees to their food sources…. 
This is true regardless of the source, be it a patch of flowers 
brimming with sweet nectar or a bee hunter’s comb loaded 
with sugar syrup.

The bees’ disinclination to bring nest mates to a comb filled 
with sugar syrup during the peak of a honey flow is a serious 
problem for the bee hunter. After all, once you have found 
bees on flowers, have caught a dozen or so bees in your bee 
box, have baited them with a comb filled with sugar syrup, and 
have released these bees to fly home [suitably marked with 
dots of paint!], what you desire most keenly to happen next is 
for some of your bees to reappear quickly at your comb. Even 
more, you want your baited bees to bring lots of their sisters 
to your comb, so that you will have plenty of bees to observe 
flying home from where you are launching your hunt [so the 
hunter can time their flights and mark their course].

If the honey flow is just starting up or is winding down, then 

the bees that you’ve trapped in your bee box 
were probably experiencing only mediocre 
foraging success before you captured them. 
If so, then they are likely to be sufficiently 
impressed with your sugar syrup to want to 

return for more and to share with their nest mates the news 
of your wonderful free lunch. Indeed, if the bees are receiving 
only vanishingly small nectar rewards from the flowers, and the 
weather is delightful, then you could soon have dozens of bees 
mobbing your comb.

o p e n  b o o k
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Supporting Cast
The “mystery” of composing movie music 

by sophia nguyen

N
icholas britell  ’03 fell in love 
with music through the movies. 
Chariots of Fire made him want 
to study classical piano, and as 

a 12-year-old, he took obsessive notes on 
James Horner’s score for the 1992 hacker 
film Sneakers. If, like Horner’s shimmer of 
flutes and choir, his own work as a film 
composer doesn’t immediately jump out 
at the average viewer, it’s because Britell 

considers his role a supportive one, aimed 
at realizing another artist’s vision.

Understatement can be especially key 
with documentary scores, he says  Overly 
explicit music can hinder the narrative: “You 
have to be very careful, because it can be very 
easy to veer into melodrama.” Recruited to 
work on The Seventh Fire, a documentary on 
Native American gang life, by friend and col-
laborator Jack Riccobono ’03, Britell began 

Autumn 
harvest: a 
honeybee on 
Solidago gigantea 
(goldenrod)

P h o t o g r a p h  b y  H e l g a  R .  H e i l m a n n

thinkers to consider what they are really 
asking. “If you replace all the body parts,” 
she says, “is it really science at the bottom of 
this? Or is it the desire never to die?”

Balancing her competing commitments 
as artist, curator, and advocate has not al-
ways been easy. During her lengthy career, 
Brodsky has periodically paused to con-
sider her direction and legacy: “I thought, 
when I’m on my deathbed, do I want to 
look back and think about what I’ve done 
as an administrator, or do I want to have 
made more artwork?” But since that first, 
private rebellion, when a younger Brodsky 
sought to expand her creative horizons, 
her radius has expanded outward—draw-
ing others, who were previously excluded, 
into the circle of accepted art.  
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composing well before many of the shoots 
took place, using Neil Young’s score for Jim 
Jarmusch’s Western, Dead Man, as a reference 
point. Later, though, he came to feel that “A 
lot of music that I wrote no longer felt right 
for the movie. It felt straightforward, almost. 
It was very clear music. It sounded like a 
quiet rock song.” After changing tack, “we 
wound up with these synthesizer tone po-
ems.” Britell’s quiet, amorphous sonic land-
scape mapped to the unfamiliar topography 
of the White Earth Reservation, in Minne-
sota. Instead of handholding the audience 
through the narrative, the score was an aural 
extension of the scenery, immersing them in 
the documentary’s setting.

Brash and star-studded, The Big Short 
might seem the polar opposite of an art-
house documentary. But however shellacked 
with Hollywood handsomeness, that mov-
ie was also a nonfiction adaptation, Britell 
points out—and openly didactic. There too, 
his job was to support the delivery of sophis-
ticated ideas, as the film strove to educate 
(and enrage) audiences about the financial 
crisis. For a sequence offering a brief his-
tory of banking, Britell supplied exuberant 

brass; when another scene 
explained the stupendous-
ly elaborate fraud inflating 
the 2008 mortgage bubble, 
jittery broken chords rip-
pled beneath the dialogue. 
“The audience had to feel 
it,” Britell says. “What was 
at stake, the complexity.”

Specifications for other 
projects have varied widely. 
Commissioning new intro 
music for their podcast, the 
hosts of the Slate Culture 
Gabfest gave Britell verbal 
prompts ranging from “Ki-
erkegaard” to “gamelan,” 
and made a tongue-in-
cheek request for “some-
thing that will challenge 
people, but doesn’t trouble 
the conscience.” His work composing the 
on-screen music in 12 Years a Slave had almost 

the opposite imperative. As National Public 
Radio critic Ann Powers pointed out, the 

Britell is also a pianist and 
producer (most recently 
of Whiplash, by Damien 
Chazelle ’07).
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Progress and Confusion: The State of 
Macroeconomic Policy,   edited by Ol-
ivier J. Blanchard, Raghuram G. Rajan, Ken-
neth S. Rogoff, Cabot professor of public 
policy, and Lawrence H. Summers, Eliot 
University Professor (MIT, $31.95). The 
global financial crisis and Great Recession 
exposed weaknesses in regulation and 
policy, and they and the sluggish aftermath 
have shaken the intellectual underpinnings 
of macroeconomics. The lingering uncer-
tainties, explored here, are a worry—and 
a welcome antidote to hubris. From a dif-
ferent perspective, the Law School’s Hal S. 
Scott, Nomura professor of international 
financial systems, examines Connections 
and Contagion (MIT, $38), and argues that 
regulators need more powers than Con-
gress has been willing to grant to stave off 
future financial panics.

Nothing like a topsy-turvy election 
year to bring out a longing for past 
leaders. Larry Tye, NF ’94, delivers 
a substantial biography of Bobby 
Kennedy [’48]: the Making of a 
Liberal Icon (Random House, $32), 
while Nick Littlefield ’64 and David 

Nexon ’66, former members of their sub-
ject’s staff, profile the Lion of the Sen-
ate (Simon & Schuster, $35): the work of 
Edward M. Kennedy ’54, LL.D. ’08, in the 
Newt Gingrich-era, Republican Congress. 
And While england Slept, by John F. Ken-
nedy ’40, LL.D. ’56 (Praeger, $75), appears 
in print again with a new foreword by Ste-
phen C. Schlesinger ’64, LL.B. ’68. Spooling 
back to a previous dynasty, former New 
York Times executive editor Joseph Lely-
veld ’58, A.M. ’60, portrays in dramatic 
depth His Final Battle: the Last Months 
of Franklin Roosevelt [A.B. 1904, LL.D. 
1929] (Knopf, $30).

Celebrating its collections, the Museum 
of Comparative Zoology, with Scala Arts 
Publishers, has released two book-like 

catalogs: The Rarest of 
the Rare ($22.95), a narra-
tive cum stunning selection 
of photographs of interest-
ing specimens, and the new 
Sea Creatures in Glass 
($24.95), on the recently re-
stored and cleaned Blaschka 
marine animals, the lesser-
known cousins to the glass 
flowers. Nifty mini coffee-
table books, with eminent 
authors (Edward O. Wilson, 
James Hanken, et al.) to boot.

For the quantitatively in-
clined, or those who would 
like to be, Summing It Up: 

From one Plus one to Modern num-
ber theory, by Avner Ash ’71, Ph.D. ’75, 
and Robert Gross (Princeton, $27.95), 
begins with addition (you need only al-
gebra to follow) and proceeds, with cal-
culus, to probe the results of the initial 
“enormous intellectual effort to conceive 
of an abstract theory of addition.” Turn-
ing to applications and a more accessible 
voice, mathbabe.org blogger Cathy O’Neil, 
Ph.D. ’99, disaffected from Wall Street, 
writes Weapons of Math Destruction 
(Crown, $26), examining the data and al-
gorithms used for credit scoring, insurance 
underwriting, and more—to explain “how 
big data increases inequality and threatens 
democracy.”

Copernicus, by Owen Gingerich, pro-
fessor of astronomy and of the history of 
science (Oxford, $11.95 paper), is indeed 
one in the series of “very short introduc-
tion” volumes, by an outstanding scholar 
and writer (first sentence: “In or around 
1510 Nicolaus Copernicus…invented the 
solar system”). Other eminent thinkers 
enjoy a fresh vogue in The New Worlds 
of Thomas Robert Malthus, in which 
Alison Bashford and Joyce E. Chalpin, Phil-
lips professor of early American history, re-
read the author of the Essay on the Principle 
of Population and cast his ideas in the New 
World and global context, rather than that 
of the teeming cities of Europe (Princeton, 
$49.50); and Lysenko’s Ghost, in which 
Loren Graham, an MIT historian of science 
emeritus and associate of the Davis Center 
for Russian Studies, examines the notorious 
Russian biological theorist in light of current 
understanding of epigenetics and the living 
expression of organisms’ genetic code—and 
renewed enthusiasm for such ideas in some 
Russian circles (Harvard, $24.95).

China’s Economy: What Everyone 
Needs to Know, by Arthur R. Kroeber 
’84 (Oxford, $16.95 paper). China was an 

O f f  t h e  S h e l f
Recent books with Harvard connections
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Melanerpes lewis, Meriwether 
Lewis’s woodpecker, in the 
MCZ’s collections

movie, about a violinist sold into slavery, also 
examined “how hate and fear gave vibration 
to music, how music turned those emotions 
into more without losing their sting”—and 
he had to write with a dual purpose: “It had 
to be plausible, but it also had to work dra-
matically.” Reconstructing period-appro-
priate fiddle tunes, field songs, and spiritu-

als, he says, was “an almost archaeological 
process.” (He found that collections of such 
music published in the 1860s lamented the 
inadequacy of Western musical notation; the 
books’ prefaces even called the textual result 
a mere “shadow” of the real thing.)

With his music, Britell aims to create at-
mosphere or add texture, and to lend films 

a sense of intimacy. He tends not to write 
soaring, hummable melodies in a sweeping 
orchestral style. His score for the historical 
epic The Free State of Jones features an 11-note 
melody for the hero, first heard on a distant-
seeming horn, then darkly returning in a 
crucial scene, on cello; for The Seventh Fire, he 
composed a motif associated with the cen-
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economic nonentity when the author en-
tered college; now it looms so large that 
everyone does need to know about its out-
put of steel, consumption of soybeans, and 
much more. Kroeber, an on-the-ground 
expert for 15 years (and a participant in 
this magazine’s “Changing, Challenging 
China” roundtable, March-April 2010, page 
25), provides clear, level guidance to the 
needed economic reforms that an official 
once described as “walking a tightrope 
over a bottomless pit—and the rope be-
hind you is on fire.”

Vision: How It Works and What Can 
Go Wrong, by John E. Dowling, Gund 
research professor of neurosciences, and 
John L. Dowling Jr. (MIT, $32). An admi-
rably lucid, succinct explication of the 
scientific understanding of vision, and of 
disorders of that vital sense, by a leading 
researcher and an ophthalmologist—a 
paired approach that one craves for other 
senses and conditions.

Old genres in a new era: Never Better! 
by Miriam Udel ’98, Ph.D. ’08 (University 
of Michigan, $60). The title exactly cap-
tures the ironic insouciance mingled with 
despair of modern Jewish picaresque lit-
erature. The author, a former Ledecky  
Undergraduate Fellow at this magazine, is 
associate professor of Yiddish language, lit-
erature, and culture at Emory. Meanwhile, 
in The Lyric in the Age of the Brain 
(Harvard, $40), Nikki Skillman, Ph.D. ’12, 
now professing at Indiana University, ex-
plores how feeling, memory, and thought, 
once the domain of the lyric, now function 
poetically when informed by neuroscience, 
too, as in works by Ammons, Ashbery, 
Graham, and others.

When the Fences Come Down, by 
Genevieve Siegel-Hawley, Ed.M. ’05 (Uni-
versity of North Carolina, $27.95). In an 
era of increasing racial and economic seg-

regation across school-
district lines, the author, 
an assistant professor at 
Virginia Commonwealth 
University, examines 
school-desegregation ef-
forts in four southern 
metropolitan areas—and 
develops evidence of clear 
gains in school and housing 
desegregation.

Retreat and Its Con-
sequences, by Robert J. 
Lieber (Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, $24.99). A 
Georgetown professor ar-
gues that a robust Ameri-
can foreign policy is essential to world 
order, and therefore, the nation’s own 
interests. An academic argument against 
the current “pullback,” it concludes that 
the United States will reengage as a world 
leader, given a new perception of oppor-
tunities—or of perils.

The Curse of Cash,  by Kenneth S. Rog-
off, Cabot professor of political economy 
(Princeton, $29.95). In approachable lan-
guage, a leading economist lays out the 
case for doing in paper money. He cites 
abuses of currency (tax evasion, corrup-
tion, terrorism, trade in illegal goods like 
 drugs, human trafficking), and the practical 
problem that physical money sloshing 
around has made it much harder for cen-
tral bankers to effect monetary policy in a 
near-zero interest-rate environment. The 
poor would need access to subsidized 
debit cards, among other interesting de-
tails.

From the design perspective: Beyond 
the City: Resource Extraction Ur-
banism in South America, by Felipe 
Correa, associate professor of urban 
design (University of Texas, $40), looks 

closely at cities shaped less by the mi-
gration from the countryside than by 
the intersection of heavy infrastruc-
ture and global demand for oil, miner-
als, and related goods. To keep track 
of the growth, one might consult Car-
tographic Grounds, by Jill Desimini, 
assistant professor of landscape archi-
tecture, and Charles Waldheim, Irving 
professor of landscape architecture 
(Princeton Architectural press, $50), a 
technically advanced book that lay us-
ers will find breathtakingly beautiful and 
mind-expanding, as it sweeps from his-
torical examples to data visualization.

Thomson: The State of Music and 
Other Writings (Library of America, 
$50). One need know nothing about music 
to know that Virgil Thomson ’22, D.Mus. 
’82, could write. So it is delightful to have 
this volume, with its vivid autobiographical 
passages on Harvard (“In Cambridge, on 
the first day I took a room; on the second 
I acquired a piano and a piano teacher”).

An 1854 wood-block-print map of land and 
sea routes through northern Japan, from 
Cartographic Grounds

tral subject’s young daughter. But, he says, 
“I think more often than not, themes work 
for relationships, more than for individual 
characters. It’s less like the sort of Wagner 
leitmotif” (or, to use a pop reference, the 
“Imperial March” announcing Darth Vader). 
“Themes are more about interconnections, 
sometimes. That’s something I’m continu-

ing to discover in film projects.”
Other recent collaborations include 

scores for the sophomore films of two up-
and-coming indie talents—Barry Jenkins’s 
Moonlight and Adam Leon’s Tramps—as well 
as music for classmate Natalie Portman’s fea-
ture directorial debut. For that project, an 
adaptation of Amos Oz’s novel A Tale of Love 

and Darkness, Britell was encouraged to com-
pose independent of the footage. He ended 
up with a “dreamlike sound”: Western clas-
sical forms, but with extreme reverbs and 
bells. What fascinates him about his craft 
is the unpredictable alchemy between im-
age and sound. “How they interact,” Britell 
says, “is the biggest mystery.”
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