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innocence to the activity. “Look, one of the 
greatest things about the Lampoon is, it’s a very 
pure point in your writing life, where you’re 
basically writing to please yourself and maybe 
10 other 19-year-olds that you’re friends with 
in that building,” he says. “That’s a very pure 
thing to do! You’re not trying to write to sell a 
script, or to get famous, or anything like that.”

The friendships formed in the red-brick 
stronghold on Bow Street provided a ready-
made support system throughout Yang’s 
postgraduate un- and underemployment 
in Los Angeles: “That alone gives you the 
stamina to stay with it.” The time spent with 
his college band also came in handy during 
his first substantial staff writing job, on the 
NBC sitcom Parks and Recreation. Yang played 
bass guitar in the fictional band of a first-
season guest star, “as basically an in-joke for 
the writers’ room”; by the sixth season, that 
character had been promoted to a series reg-
ular, and Yang got to share the stage with the 
likes of Wilco. Starting as Parks’s most junior 
writer, Yang learned the ropes of TV produc-
tion over its seven-year lifespan. There, he 
also befriended the show’s most junior cast 
member, comedian Aziz Ansari, bonding 
over shared interests in nightlife and travel. 

When Yang and Ansari struck out to co-
create their own series (in which Ansari 
also stars), those enthusiasms were core to 
Master of None. Released by Netflix in 2015, 
it follows a young actor and foodie named 
Dev, living in New York with a plateauing 
career and a stalled relationship. If the last 
generation of urbanite sitcoms were hang-
out shows, anchored at a bar or apartment 
and offering the cozy feeling of home, Mas-
ter of None is a wandering show—a chatty 
city walk with no particular destination in 
mind, making pit stops at food trucks and 
restaurants. It’s stuffed more with incidents 
than plot turns—auditions for bit parts, 
weekend trips out of town, babysitting for 
friends—all cut with observational humor. 
Though some episodes home in on specific 
topics, like cultural stereotypes or sexism, 
the show is most concerned with the para-
dox of choice. Dev maintains an epicurean, 
cheerfully noncommittal existence—under-
written by material security (he’s dining out 
on a lucrative Go-Gurt commercial), nagged 
by a creeping existential itch. In one epi-
sode, he and his friend tucker themselves 
out trying to decide where to go get tacos.

This relaxed, leisurely air, premised on a 
sense of abundance, seems emblematic of 
the television industry’s rapid expansion. 

In recent years, cable networks and 
online players have thrown money 
and creative control at promising 
writers. Such boom times have en-
couraged an exploratory, sometimes 
shaggy, approach to storytelling—
especially on streaming-only platforms, 
where the series format has found new 
flexibility. For the new season of Master of 
None, this manifests as a kind of whimsy: one 
episode is a black-and-white riff on Italian 
neorealist cinema; another features the Jab-
bawockeez, a masked, silent hip-hop dance 
crew, who help judge a cupcake contest.

One of Yang’s favorite moments in the sea-
son arrives in an episode called “The Dinner 
Party,” when a lovelorn Dev says goodnight 
to a crush, who’s returning home to Italy 
with her boyfriend the next morning. They 
hug goodbye, and minutes later she sends 
a jokey, flirtatious text message. The cam-
era stays on Dev for the rest of his solo cab 
ride—three full minutes of him sitting, glum 
and silent—and the episode ends just as he 
gets out. “When I first saw that in the cut, I 
said, ‘Whatever happens, we cannot change 
this,’” Yang declares. “We’ve all sat in that 
cab! We’ve all gotten that text! The fact that 
you see him get out of that Uber is crazy to 
me. I love that.” On a traditional network, he 
adds, “There’s no way you’d get to do that.” 

Time, and the freedom to spend it, have 
been essential. The show’s looser produc-
tion calendar allowed the writers to gath-
er new experiences and to hone them into 
ideas—otherwise, claims Yang, the new 

season would have been all about public-
ity tours. In the past, he’s described Master 
of None as a product of and about its makers’ 
“dying single years.” “Those single years are 
still continuing!” he says now, with a long, 
loud, burst of laughter.

Meanwhile, he’s gone on other explora-
tions. A trip to Asia inspired a screenplay 
he intends one day to produce and direct: 
a country-hopping, intergenerational fam-
ily drama, drawing on anecdotes he heard 
while traveling with his father in Taiwan. 
“He told me these stories that I out and out 
stole, and put in the movie,” says Yang. As 
ever, research was halting. “It was a lot of 
me texting my mom and dad, and them not 
answering.”

A Postmodern Youth
Tahmima Anam’s Bengal trilogy finds a resting place.

by marina bolotnikova

Z
ubaida haque,  narrator of The 
Bones of Grace, envies the moral 
clarity of her adoptive parents’ 
generation. They grew up in 

Bangladesh when it was still East Pakistan, 
serving in the national liberation army dur-

ing the 1971 War of Independence. People 
knew what was right and what was wrong 
then, Zubaida imagines; Bengali national-
ism had forever animated their lives with a 
purpose that hers lacks. Four decades lat-
er, the family has grown wealthy through 

The second season has Dev face 
both heartbreak (right) and 
career challenges (below, with  
his reality-TV producer-boss, 
played by Bobby Cannavale).
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her father’s textile busi-
ness. Zubaida’s upper-
class, postmodern youth 
feels maddeningly easy 
next to theirs, so easy 
that she’s crushed by the 
weight of everything she 
must choose, all the pos-
sibilities of her academic 
life in America and her 
duties at home. Near the 
end of the novel, when 
she comes upon a roomful 
of laborers mutilated by 
Chittagong’s shipbreak-
ing industry who’ve been 
deprived by their boss of 
medical care, she is final-
ly moved by her moth-
er’s imperative: “The sight of those work-
ers changed what I knew about the world 
and my place in it. It made everything else 
shrink.” The modern world is still filled 
with moral catastrophes. 

Bones concludes the Bengal trilogy that 
Tahmima Anam, Ph.D. ’05, began more than 
a decade ago, each novel a self-contained 
portrait of a generation of the Haque fam-
ily. A Golden Age follows 
Zubaida’s grandmother, 
a widow during the war. 
In the sequel, The Good 
Muslim, Zubaida’s moth-
er, a doctor who works 
with women raped dur-
ing the war, makes sense 
of a reconstituted Ban-
gladesh, suddenly more 
religious and autocratic, 
eager to forget the past 
and embrace ties with 
Pakistan. Bones, the lon-
gest and most ambitious 
of the trilogy, expands the 
orbit of Anam’s story be-
yond Bengal to Pakistan, 
Dubai, and Cambridge, where its protago-
nist is studying paleontology at Harvard. 
Zubaida, much more than her mother and 
grandmother, must “cobble together an 
identity,” as Anam puts it in an interview, 
because no great historical moment has an-
chored her generation. 

Bones reads with the intimacy of a novelist 
who knows her heroine so well she’s afraid 
of revealing too much—perhaps because 
Zubaida and Anam are almost the same per-
son: both raised by former Bengali freedom 

fighters, attending college and graduate 
school in the northeastern United States, al-
ways feeling on the outside of things. Anam 
says she usually draws her characters from 
real life: “There’s a joke in my family that no 
one should ever tell me anything because it 
will show up in a book. It’s either that I lack 
the imagination to make up people, or it’s 
that real people are so fascinating.”

The narrative is 
pushed forward by 
Zubaida’s romance with 
Elijah, a philosopher 
whom she improbably 
meets at a piano con-
cert in Sanders Theatre. 
But she has a long-term 
boyfriend in Bangladesh, 
whose marriage propos-
al she feels pressured to 
accept. This is not, as 
some reviews have sug-
gested, an arranged mar-
riage; her parents are too 
modern for that. The re-
lationship is more sub-
tly fraught, colored by 

Zubaida’s longing for security, her worry 
about estranging their two families, and her 
fear, which she recognizes only after meet-
ing Elijah, that she can repay the debt of her 
adoption only by doing what her parents 
expect. Bones reaches its central question 
when Zubaida realizes that she isn’t okay 
with not knowing who her birth parents 
were, that she must know. That need takes 
her through a deeper understanding of her-
self and her country, each tangled subplot 
revealing a world still captive to the past 
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even though old bound-
aries have collapsed: a 
colleague on a dig in 
Pakistan is suddenly 
arrested and dragged 
away, caught in a tribal 
conflict; a little boy and 
girl are maimed at a ship-
breaking site, where gi-
ant decommissioned 
ships (and often human 
bodies) are stripped to 
their skeletons. 

The recurring meta-
phor of bones extends 
to Zubaida’s hunt for the 
fossils of an extinct walk-
ing whale, and to her al-
most metaphysical belief 

in the importance of flesh-and-blood rela-
tionships—an obsession that eventually be-
gins to unravel. “When I studied the fossils 
of Ambulocetus and Pakicetus, I told myself the 
souls of those ancient creatures were in their 
bones,” she reflects. “But now, confronted by 
these fragments of people, a room in which 
the atmosphere had been thinned by the 
fleeing of hope, my knowledge of bones 
gave me nothing, no explanation, no pre-
scription.” The plot’s epic scale would be 
unconvincing, were it not for Anam’s hu-
manizing prose.

Bones is filled with ordinary people 
crushed by the machinery of modernity, 
recalling Anam’s training as an anthro-
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Colonial America  was home to nine colleges still in existence. Institutional histories 
cover their founding and leadership, but lack some of the gritty essence of students’ 
daily lives then. In Pedagogues and Protestors: The Harvard College Student Diary of Stephen 
Peabody, 1767-1768 (University of Massachusetts Press, $27.95 paper), superb editor 
Conrad Edick Wright ’72, director of research at the Massachusetts Historical Soci-
ety, has made accessible perhaps the best source for such a perspective. This excerpt 
is from his introduction about an “unexceptional collegian.” 

Since Stephen Peabody’s diary  pro-
vides the best available entrée into the 
Harvard community in the late 1760s, a 
close look at his day—how he spent it and 
with whom—repays the effort. Without 
an acceptable excuse there was no easy 
way around certain obligations, including 
morning prayers, daily recitations and lec-
tures, and Sunday services; as long as Ste-
phen was in town he hardly ever missed 
them. Then it was important to study 
enough to avoid faculty harassment. 
There were other ways to pass the time, 
though, and Peabody was only too happy 
to succumb to them. A multiday wrestling 
competition between the freshmen and 
the sophomores beginning on August 20, 

1767, engaged him and other observers. 
There was nutting, which Stephen and 
some friends did on October 3, a day 
when the trees were full of chestnuts. 
Singing was a popular pastime, and Pea-
body reported informal harmonizing, usu-
ally with other undergraduates, at least 60 
times. There were evenings with school-
mates—often for pleasure but every Sat-
urday for prayer and discussion of matters 
of faith at the weekly meeting of some of 
the college’s more pious undergraduates. 
There were recreational excursions, in-
cluding a day-long outing Stephen took 
with a friend on May 25, the second day 
of the journal, which steered him along a 
great loop from Charlestown to Boston, 
Brookline, Watertown, and then back to 
Cambridge. And there  were errands to 
run, sometimes a few paces outside Har-
vard Yard in what is now Harvard Square, 
or more appealingly in Boston, where an 
outing might include attending a minister’s 
weekday lecture, viewing the muster of a 
militia company, dropping off a short ar-
ticle for publication in one of the town’s 
weeklies, or dining with acquaintances as 
well as visiting the metropolis’s shops.

Most of all, there was reading. With a 
substantial provincial library at Peabody’s 
fingertips it would be a waste not to read, 
and he did so avidly. Whether or not Ste-
phen wrote in his diary about his curricu-
lar reading, apparently a subject of pre-
cious little consequence to him, his 
reading during his free time almost always 
merited a mention. In the course of the 
year Peabody’s diary covers he reported 
reading 72 titles….

o p e n  b o o k

1 7 6 0 s  E x t r a c u r r i c u l a r s

pologist. “Of all the social-science disci-
plines,” she says, “anthropology is the most 
open to questioning what the truth is and 
looking at the truth subjectively, under-
standing [that] the truth is contextual.” 
Yet while interviewing freedom fighters 
for her dissertation on historical memory 
in postwar Bangladesh, she felt confined 
by the requirement to tell the truth. With-
in the constraints of academic research, “I 
wasn’t fully able to explore the truths that 
we can only discover by making things up.” 
So after her dissertation, she enrolled in a 
creative-writing program in London and 
gave herself a year after finishing her first 
novel to find a publisher, or else look for an 
academic job. A Golden Age was published 
in 2007. 

Anam’s need to “make things up” does 
not mean she’s uninterested in factual ac-
counts of Bengali history—her stories are 
about the relationship of facts to national 
identity. She assiduously researched the de-
tails of the War of Independence: its mas-
sacres, war crimes, and underground op-
erations. Bones, the novel set furthest from 
the war, asks what those facts should mean 
now. One of its smartest moments takes 
place outside of the courthouse where re-
al-life Bengali politician Ghulam Azam has 
just been convicted of war crimes. A mas-
sive crowd, dotted with people Zubaida 
knows, screams “Death!” and “Hang him!” 
Azam, now 90, emerges 
looking tiny and shriv-
eled in a wheelchair, his 
hands cuffed in front of 
his body. He will die in 
prison a year later. What 
is the value in the convic-
tion of an almost dead 
man, or the tribunal’s 
fact-finding exercise? 
For Zubaida’s mother, 
who provided testimony 
in the case and spent her 
life obsessed with the 
war, the moment is the 
proudest of her career, 
a way to neatly avenge 
her country’s humiliat-
ing past. But this is not 
Zubaida’s battle. She 
gapes at the incident, 
struggling to feel some-
thing, and returns to her 
search for the facts of her 
own life. 

Stephen Peabody, 1809, by John Johnston
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