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often colliding in funny ways with her mod-
ern characters. “The great thing about get-
ting a doctorate was that no one expects you 
to finish it!” she says. “Every time I would get 
stuck on my dissertation I would procras-
tinate by writing my novel, and vice versa, 
so I never felt like I was doing any work.”

Growing up, she sensed what she de-
scribes as a thinness to 
American Jewish literature. 
“In the 1980s and ’90s, when 
you told someone you were 
interested in Jewish litera-
ture, they’d hand you a book 
by Philip Roth. This whole 
generation of Jewish writers 
from the last century were re-
ally writing more about the 
first-generation American 
experience, the experience 
of Judaism as a social identi-
ty. And I was like, ‘This is so 
not what I’m looking for.’” Those authors 
dwelled on questions about assimilation 
and authenticity; Horn was uninterested in 
that conversation (which she calls “annoy-
ing”). Since her college and doctoral work, 
she has come to link this thinness to the dis-
appearance of Hebrew and Yiddish context 
from contemporary American Jewish writ-
ing. “When you’re reading modern Hebrew, 

there are references to ancient Hebrew em-
bedded in the work—you can’t avoid it. So 
many figuresof speech are linked to ancient 
sources and the commentaries on them.”

Horn didn’t start writing fiction until the 
year after college, while on a miserably lone-
ly postgraduate fellowship at the Universi-
ty of Cambridge (“England just wasn’t my 

scene,” she says, laughing). 
She had always been terri-
fied of the genre, until the 
realization that “books don’t 
come out of nothing”—that 
they’re in conversation with 
other books—gave her the 
confidence to make up stories 
of her own, to fill the gaps in 
modern Jewish literature. 

“When I first started writ-
ing my novels, part of my mo-
tivation—in the way that 
you’re massively ambitious 

when you’re younger and then realize, ‘Oh, 
that was dumb’—was to ‘fix’ this problem,” 
she says. “I thought, wouldn’t it be cool if 
we could have this in English? Contempo-
rary stories that bring alive these ancient 
texts?” And so Horn’s 2006 novel The World 
to   Come, written while she was avoiding her 
doctoral work, weaves the life and stories 
of the Soviet Yiddish writer Der Nister into 

the present day. Unlike a Jonathan Safran 
Foer or a Michael Chabon, she fills the void 
of “Jewish identity” with a deep knowledge 
of Jewish sources.

Horn’s interest in engaging imaginatively 
with Jewish texts extends to her personal 
religious practice. “We have a Passover Sed-
er that’s extremely epic, where we put up 
a pyramid in the living room, I wear a pha-
raoh costume and my husband wears a Mo-
ses costume, we have ‘plague drops’ where 
stuff falls out of the ceiling, we have a ‘hail 
cannon’ that fires Ping-Pong balls into the 
room, and we have a drone strike for the last 
plague,” she enthuses. “What’s important to 
us,” she emphasizes, “is less about the ritual 
aspects, or that you have to believe x, y, and 
z. What’s important to my family is being 
invested and creatively engaged with this 
tradition, which is of a piece with what I’m 
doing in my books.”

She aims to make the Jewish tradition 
welcoming not just to a Jewish audience, 
but to a broader readership. “Is everyone 
going to understand every reference in 
there? No, but that’s not a problem. When 
I’m reading Salman Rushdie, I’m not sitting 
here waiting for an explanation of why some 
character is covering her hair. I don’t want 
to read a book with footnotes—I want to 
be welcomed into a world.”

America’s Little Giant
Revisiting the father of the Constitution in an era deeply divided by 
factionalism
by lincoln caplan

D
olley payne todd  called her 
soon-to-be husband, just before 
she met him, “the great, little 
Madison.” She was about to turn 

26, a widow who had lost her first husband 
and their baby son to yellow fever and had 
been left with their toddler son and a small 
amount of money. James Madison Jr. was 43, 
a congressman from Virginia temporarily 
frustrated by politics, and a gentleman by 
birth who would soon inherit more than 100 
slaves and 4,000 acres. They met in 1794 in 
Philadelphia, America’s temporary capital 
while Washington, D.C., was being built.

In his estimation, she was “5 feet, 7 inches 

and three quarters, well proportioned, her 
features pleasing though not remarkable in 
form except her mouth which was beauti-
ful in shape and expression.” He was three 
or four inches shorter, physically frail and 
prone to severe migraines, and deeply intro-
verted. He asked her to marry him because, 
quite unexpectedly after failing in one pre-
vious attempt at courtship and becoming a 
bookish bachelor, he fell in love with her. 
She accepted his proposal because he was 
“the man who of all others I most admire.” 
The marriage, she wrote, would provide 
“everything that is soothing.”

Dolley Madison was the presidentress (as 

she was called after her husband was elect-
ed president in 1808) who made the role of 
first lady an influential and gracious posi-
tion as one of the new capital’s most ebul-
lient and popular hostesses. She founded a 
home for orphaned young girls while she 
and Madison lived in the White House, and 
as his widow and a beloved public figure, 
she was made an honorary member of Con-
gress, among other tributes, and chosen to 
send the first person-
al telegraph message.

In James Madi-
son’s public career, 
spanning four ex-
ceptionally produc-
tive decades, this 
private passion of 
his—what he called 
“the sentiments of my heart”—is the most 
visible evidence of the force that fueled him. 
As Noah Feldman, Frankfurter professor of 
law, writes in his excellent, authoritative, 
and lucid reassessment of Madison, “Dol-

The Three Lives of James 
Madison: Genius, Parti-
san, President, by Noah 
Feldman ’92 (Random 
House, $35.)
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ley frequently expressed 
opinions and emotions 
that Madison hid from 
view.” He was known as a 
dispassionate man of rea-
son, systematic and mild-
mannered, who preferred 
the company of ideas and 
lacked the need for at-
tention many politicians 
have. Yet his profound 
sense of purpose made 
him a statesman of enor-
mous impact. He imag-
ined the United States 
as a unified nation rather 
than a confederation of 
republics with diverging 
interests in agriculture 
and trade, and helped 
shape that country.

Madison is rightly 
known as the father of the 
United States Constitu-
tion. (Jack Rakove, Ph.D. 
’75, the Stanford histori-
an and political scientist 
whom Feldman acknowl-
edges as “the master of Madison scholars,” 
called him “the Greatest Lawgiver of Moder-
nity.”) From 1776, when he was only 25, until 
1791, he was: the primary dreamer, designer, 
and drafter of the nation’s fundamental law; 
one of the chief publicists in getting it ratified; 
and its principal modifier as the proposer and 
drafter of the Bill of Rights. He embraced the 
First through Tenth Amendments to protect 
individuals from government infringement 
and stave off a second constitutional conven-
tion, which he feared would rip the northern 
and southern states apart. (Rakove wrote that 
Madison had the “capacity to think like a his-
torian and predict like a social scientist.”) He 
is less well known and secondarily recognized 
for his accomplishments between the ages of 
50 and 67, when he served as Thomas Jeffer-
son’s secretary of state (1801 to 1809) and the 
country’s fourth (and first war-time) presi-
dent (1809 to 1817). 

Feldman’s important contribution is to 
present the chapters as lawgiver and states-
man and what Madison did in the decade in 
between as “three distinct, contrasting pub-
lic lives.” He was the genius behind the Con-
stitution and the Bill of Rights. Then he was 
the partisan who invented the concept of a 
political faction in loyal opposition when he 
launched the Republican Party to challenge 

the Federalist Party. After it morphed into 
Jefferson’s and his Democratic-Republican 
Party, they led it to national power. Finally, 
he established America’s place in the world, 
as secretary of state and, during the War of 
1812, as president. Feldman presents these 
chapters as a story of Madison’s intellec-
tual, psychological, and political growth, 
starting with his college years at Princeton. 
(It was “the only institution on the conti-
nent where a diligent student could acquire 
the foundations of a truly excellent educa-
tion,” Feldman advises, since Harvard and 
Yale were then “parochial in their teach-
ing.”) This growth was reflected in a series 
of surprising and major about-faces in his 
thinking about the needs of the new nation. 
Nineteen years younger than George Wash-
ington, 16 years younger than John Adams, 
and eight years younger than Jefferson, who 
led the American Revolution, he was in the 
group sometimes identified as the “young 
men,” including Alexander Hamilton, six 
years younger, whom the Revolution made 
into leaders and who made the revolution-
ary era so creative. 

In madison’s view,  the basic purpose of 
the Constitution was to create a national re-
publican government with representatives 

carrying out the will of the people by law, 
not force. Officials would do that by devis-
ing domestic and foreign policies and enact-
ing them into law, and by collecting taxes to 
carry them out. The basic risk of this form 
of republicanism was that the majority—no 
matter how virtuous, self-restrained, or God-
fearing—would violate the rights of minori-
ties. Madison’s first solution was “enlarge-
ment.” He favored a nation large enough that 
the interests and factions within it would 
be less likely to overlap and, if they did, it 
would not be easy for them to come together 
and form a dangerous majority. His second 
solution was checks and balances. He fore-
saw factions, whether political, economic, 
religious, or otherwise, checking each other. 
He envisioned branches of government ex-
pressly designed to balance as well as check 
each other, so the government did not set 
up “an interest adverse to that of the whole 
society.” In Federalist No. 51, Madison wrote: 
“Ambition must be made to counteract am-
bition,” with the Constitution giving “those 
who administer each department, the nec-
essary constitutional means, and personal 
motives, to resist encroachments of others.” 
Part of his design was to attract outstanding 
and ambitious people into government. As 
Feldman writes, his goal was “to eliminate 

Portraits of James Madison, 1816, by John Vanderlyn and of Dolley Madison, 1804, by Gilbert Stuart
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the need for political parties.”
It was an idealistic vision, which some 

other founders regarded as naive. Hamil-
ton wrote that “Patricians were frequently 
demagogues” who could stir factions into 
a national majority, because an “influen-
tial demagogue will give an impulse to the 
whole.” Hamilton was neither patrician nor 
demagogue, but as the secretary of the trea-
sury in Washington’s new Federalist gov-
ernment, he found meaning in the Constitu-
tion that Madison hadn’t intended it to hold. 
For Hamilton, a strong national economy 
was as essential to the new country as an 
effective national government. He convinced 
Congress to charter a national bank and to 
support a permanent national debt, which 
Madison viewed (Feldman’s words) “as a 
blatantly unconstitutional attempt to shift 
power from the people to the capitalists.” 
Hamilton prevailed, becoming the most 
influential person in the nation’s founding 
who never served as president, and “their 
brutal struggle over the meaning of the Con-
stitution and the future of the United States 
gave birth to American partisanship.”

When Jefferson became president in 1801 
and made Madison his secretary of state, 
Madison (Feldman again) “undertook a 

sixteen-year odyssey to establish America’s 
place in a world shaped by the long war be-
tween Great Britain and France.” Initially, 
his goal was to use power in the form of 
economic sanctions to secure shipping to 
Europe—“and to do so without an army or 
navy that could potentially subvert the re-
public from within.” But sanctions did not 
work well enough and as president, “Madi-
son gambled on decisive action. Overcoming 
his republican aversion to military action,” 
Feldman writes, “he asked Congress to de-
clare the War of 1812” and “when the Brit-
ish turned the tables and tried to invade the 
United States, the constitutional republic 
was strong enough to defend itself.” 

But barely. The British easily overran the 
nation’s capital, burning the White House to 
ruins. They then set their sights on Baltimore, 
the country’s third largest city and the last 
stronghold preventing them from marching 
up and down the coast. The battle for Bal-
timore lasted three nights and days. Francis 
Scott Key, a lawyer and poet from Maryland, 
witnessed the bombardment of the city’s Ft. 
McHenry. In “the dawn’s early light,” when 
he noticed a U.S. flag flying over the fort, sig-
naling its survival, he started a poem called 
“The Defence of Fort M’Henry.” It got printed 

in handbills and newspapers and was set to 
the tune of a popular song. A century-plus 
later, it became the national anthem. 

Madison gave his final message to Con-
gress in December 1816—America’s fortieth 
year as a nation. It was the Constitution’s 
twenty-fifth year of providing for what he 
called “a government which watches over 
the purity of elections, freedom of speech 
and of the press, [and] the trial by jury.” The 
speech was about the Constitution because, 
in Feldman’s assessment, “Constitutional 
freedom was the central core of Madison’s 
legacy.” After designing the Constitution “to 
preserve liberty,” Feldman writes, Madison 
had “created the Republican Party to defend 
constitutional liberty against subversion by 
the Federalists,” and had maintained it “even 
during the war he prosecuted.” He “truly 
believed that the Constitution would pro-
duce domestic tranquility and friendship, 
then spread those same values of peace glob-
ally, creating a world of free peoples coexist-
ing peacefully and ruling themselves under 
their own free constitutions.” But he never 
extended that freedom to slaves. He main-
tained until his death (in 1836, when he was 
85) his “lifelong contradictory views of the 
enslaved people on whose labor he depend-
ed,” Feldman explains. He thought of them 
as human beings and wanted to be seen as 
treating his slaves well. But he considered 
them property and said it was morally per-
missible to own and use them. 

 
In His preface,  Feldman writes, “Above 
all, I hope to use Madison’s creativity, com-
mitment, and political flexibility to shed 
light on the birth, development, and sur-
vival of America’s distinctive form of con-
stitutional government.” In a TED talk last 
summer, he set out how he thinks Madi-
son’s constitutionalism equips the United 
States to survive its current acute partisan-
ship and extreme polarization. At the heart 
of this mechanism is free speech under the 
First Amendment: if you are out of power, 
which about 60 percent of Americans think 
they are today, you have the right to say that 
the government is terrible and discuss how 
to fix it. Along with free speech comes free 
association: the First Amendment also pro-
tects “the right of the people peaceably to as-
semble,” in organizations formed to help fix 
America’s problems, including the make-up 
of the government. Just as important, Feld-
man went on, is the separation of powers. If 
the president doesn’t follow the rules of the 

Other founders regarded Madison’s  
idealistic goal, “to eliminate the need for  
political parties,” as naive.

Chapter and Verse  debuted in this magazine’s July-August 1979 issue in an effort 
to assist Robert B. Wood ’40, who had sent the editors a query they couldn’t answer, 
but hoped their readers could: “My sainted grandmother, born in Scotland, with some 
time in London before settling here in the U.S., sang a fine ditty—no doubt music hall 
somewhere—which started, ‘Oh, what will be the outcome / If the income don’t come 
in?/Where from will come the money/To buy the food and gin?’ Good question! But 
that’s all I remember. Where from, and what’s the rest of it?”

His question, though rerun in the digital age, remained unanswered until Eve Golden 
forwarded “What’s Gonna Be the Outcome If the Income Don’t Come In?” ©1935, with 
lyrics by Eddie Moran and music by Harry von Tilzer, uploaded by some kind soul to the 
Internet. An older, British version may lurk somewhere, but with this serendipitous 
citation, C&V bows to the resources of the World Wide Web and becomes an oc-
casional item only. Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter and Verse,” Harvard 
Magazine, 7 Ware Street, Cambridge 02138 or chapterandverse@harvardmag.com.

C h a p t e r  &  Ve r s e
Correspondence on not-so-famous lost words
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Constitution, federal judges have the author-
ity to make him. He doesn’t rule as an auto-
crat because he can only propose laws, not 
pass them. The president needs Congress to 
enact his policies, but Congress must look to 
the center of the political spectrum to decide 
whether a policy is acceptable. The center 
holds the power because elections for the 
whole House of Representatives come every 
two years. Feldman’s last line, elongated for 
emphasis, was: “It’s going to be okay.”

Another view, arguably more realistic, 
is that this moment in American history 
is gravely testing both the elasticity and 
strength of Madison’s constitutionalism. 
No voting expert believes in the purity of 
American elections these days. Digital elec-
tions are vulnerable to hacking from near and 
far. Even when they are not hacked, elections 
seem unfairly rigged as a result of the heavy 
sway of big money. Voter fraud is negligible 
in the United States, but, in the past two de-
cades, Republicans have made it much hard-
er to vote in much of the country: 33 states 
enforce voter ID laws, 18 of them requiring 
photo IDs, which are designed to reduce the 
number of minority voters and clearly do. And 
the obsolete Electoral College has twice in the 

A Transfor-
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of Dutch 
Drawings
George Abrams 
’54, J.D. ’57, 
donates his 
collection to the Harvard Art Muse-
ums. harvardmag.com/abrams-17

Father and Son, and E.E. 
Cummings
What one undergraduate learned 
inviting E. E. Cummings to tea 
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Past’s Presence
John Wang ’16, winner of Radcliffe’s 
public art competition, reflects on art 
and historical perspective. harvard-
mag.com/johnwang-17
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past 20 years awarded the presidency to the 
loser of the popular vote. No expert on free-
dom of speech or of the press believes they are 
serving American democracy as well as they 
must, thanks to attacks from the president 
and, more menacingly, assaults from bots and 
Web brigades. The latter engage in reverse 
censorship by weaponizing free speech—
drowning out real speech with floods of 
propaganda and sabotaging real journalism 
with fake news. No expert in law or political 
science believes the separation of powers is 
working as it was meant to. Congress rarely 

checks the president or serves the needs of 
the American people.

Feldman’s TED talk began with a neat sum-
mary of the Madison-Hamilton feud as the 
birth of partisanship in American politics 
and moved quickly to how the Constitution 
provided a mechanism for resolving that di-
vide and many subsequent ones in Ameri-
can history. His book explains comprehen-
sively how he thinks that happened. Using 
the constitutionality of the national bank as 
an exemplary case, and almost as an aside, 
Feldman observes that “Madison’s legacy 

included recognition that the Constitution 
could evolve—and that its framers’ original 
intention did not always control its meaning.” 
(Mary Sarah Bilder, J.D. ’90, Ph.D. ’00, winner 
of the Bancroft Prize for Madison’s Hand: Revis-
ing the Constitutional Convention, wrote about the 
Constitution, “In 1787, the framers were strug-
gling to save the United States from division, 
potential invasion, and collapse. No one had 
the luxury of even imagining that each and 
every word possessed an invariable, sacred 
meaning.”) Madison had been certain the 
document he shaped didn’t give Congress 

Safe Spaces, Brave Spaces: Diversity 
and Free Expression in Education,  by 
John Palfrey ’94, J.D. ’01 (MIT, $19.95). The 
author, previously Harvard Law’s vice dean 
for library and information resources, now 
head of Phillips Academy, Andover, plunges 
into the fierce debate over “snowflakes” 
and calls to restrict speech. To reconcile 
liberty and equality, free expression and 
diversity, he makes the case for safe spaces 
(say, for LGBTQ students) and brave spaces 
(“learning environments that approximate 
the world outside” academia—where ro-
bust, unconstrained debate in pursuit of 
truth proceeds) and says the latter should 
envelop “the vast majority” of students’ 
time during their education.

Looking with Robert Gardner,  edited 
by Rebeca Meyers, William Rothman ’65, 

Ph.D. ’74, and Charles Warren ’69 
(SUNY, $59, $35 paper). Critical ap-
praisals, copiously illustrated, of the 
work of the late, pioneering anthro-
pological filmmaker (’48, A.M. ’58) 
and founder of the Harvard Film 
Study Center.

Alongside other contemporary interpreta-
tions of the Ur Founder’s applied intelli-
gence (see the review at page 56), Stan-
ford’s Jack N. Rakove, Ph.D. ’75, revisits A 
Politician Thinking: The Creative 
Mind of James Madison (University of 
Oklahoma, $29.95). He considers Madison 
less as persuader than as analyst, thinking 
his way into issues before, rather than 
when, making a case to others.

Ever the Leader: Selected Writings 
1995-2016, William G. Bowen  [LL.D. 
’73], edited by Kevin M. Guthrie (Prince-
ton, $29.95). Bowen, a past president of 
Princeton and the Andrew W. Mellon 
Foundation, was an au thoritative voice for 
higher education’s values, a powerful advo-

cate for diversity in 
admissions, a sharp 
critic of athletic ex-
cesses, and an astute 
analyst of education-
al technology. From 
an inaugural speech 
for a new Williams 

president: “One of the most insidious as-
pects of being part of a wealthy, prestigious 
institution is that the association can lead 
to a most unfortunate blend of pomposity, 
smugness, and complacency. The assump-
tion of superiority is   what gives elitism a bad 
name.” In face of pressure to be practical, 
he continued, “colleges and universities 
have always had an otherworldly side.” A 
useful gift, perhaps, for Harvard’s future 
president.

Digital World War,  by Haroon K. Ullah, 
M.P.A. ’02 (Yale, $25). Social media, useful 
in helping oppressed populations gain voice 
against oppressive regimes, have been wea-
ponized by Islamic extremists. The intro-
duction—which describes a virtual, online 
beheading and its subsequent realization via 
an actual execution by machine gun—is a 
vivid point of entry to a disturbing threat.

Crusade and Jihad,  by William R. Polk 
’51, Ph.D. ’58 (Yale, $37.50). An ambitious 
one-volume overview of what the subtitle 
calls “The Thousand-Year War between 
the Muslim World and the Global North.” 
Given Americans’ cartoon understanding 
of these forces, it is bracing, and maybe 
helpful, to be guided through such themes 
as “the Muslim recognition that, as prac-
ticed and conceived, Islam did not suffice 
to stop the European powers from invading 
and occupying their lands”—giving rise to 
a nationalistic response.

Life without End,  by Karl S. Guthke, 
Francke professor of Germanic art and cul-
ture emeritus (Camden House, $99). As 
biologists and computer scientists raise the 
possibility of extended life or deferred aging, 
what has literature to say about immortality? 

O f f  t h e  S h e l f
Recent books with Harvard connections

Thirty years after 
filming them for 
Dead Birds in 1959, 
Robert Gardner 
returned to 
Indonesia to share 
images with 
members of the 
Dani tribe.S
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Lots, and much of it not good, Guthke 
explains, in a survey sweeping in Swift, 
Barrie, Babbitt, Amis, Rushdie, and 
many more. Hopefuls may be brought 
back to earth by a section titled “Im-
mortality and Its Discontents”—a 
problem addressed anew in a contem-
porary novel (see page 55).

In City on the Verge  (Basic, $30), 
journalist Mark Pendergrast ’70 returns 
to his natal city, Atlanta, to see wheth-
er a 22-mile circumferential streetcar 
corridor, the BeltLine, can knit togeth-
er a sprawling, divided community that 
is the de facto capital of the Southeast. 
From the policy-analyst’s perspective, 
Stephen Goldsmith, Paul professor of 
the practice of government, and Neil 
Kleiman, of NYU, advance A New 
City O/S (Brookings, $31.99 paper), 
proposing ways mayors (Goldsmith’s former 
occupation, in Indianapolis) can harness 
technology, data, and social engagement to, 
you know, make local government work.

The Year I Was Peter the Great,  by 
Marvin Kalb, A.M. ’53 (Brookings, $24.99). 
A memoir of 1956: the USSR’s temporary 
post-Stalin thaw, the crushing of the revolt 
in Hungary, and the suggestion that Russia 
might have a different future. The journal-
ist was then an attaché in the U.S. embassy 
in Moscow, fluent in the language, fortified 
by his Harvard studies, and able to travel 
the country widely.

And Again: Photographs from the 
Harvard Forest,  by John Hirsch (distrib-
uted by Harvard University Press, $50). 
Useful for armchair visiting during the win-
ter; a photo collection that captures the 

forest’s simultaneous beauty and utility and 
importance as a working scientific venue. 
Essays by David R. Foster and Clarisse M. 
Hart, the forest’s director and its outreach 
and development manager, and by writer 
and photographer Margot Anne Kelley 
complement Hirsch’s images.

Humanity without Dignity: Moral 
Equality, Respect, and Human 
Rights,  by Andrea Sangiovanni ’95, Ph.D. 
’06 (Harvard, $39.95). A philosophical in-
quiry into the basic respect due fellow hu-
mans advances the useful, if perhaps un-
comfortable, argument that it depends not 
on intrinsic human qualities but rather on 
a negative: aversion to cruelty. Pursuing a 
separate moral inquiry, Bruce Robbins ’71, 
Ph.D. ’80, now at Columbia, examines, in 
The Beneficiary (Duke, $23.95 paper), 
the literary idea of the prosperous helping 

the poor, and then applies the con-
cept to contemporary problems of 
global consumption, inequality, and 
social justice.

Financial Decisions and Mar-
kets,  by John Y. Campbell, Olshan 
professor of economics (Princeton, 
$75). An exhaustive, mathematically 
dense text based on the author’s 
graduate course, “Asset Pricing,” 
that provides academic underpin-
nings for investing. Campbell knows 
about practice, too: he is a founding 
partner of Arrowstreet Capital ($89 
billion under management) and a for-
mer member of Harvard Manage-
ment Company’s board. Confronting 
the material, individual investors will 
perceive that institutional investing 
is a different proposition entirely.

Building the Intentional University: 
Minerva and the Future of Higher 
Education,  edited by Stephen M. Kosslyn 
and Ben Nelson  (MIT, $45). Kosslyn, for-
mer professor of psychology and dean of 
social science at Harvard, is now chief aca-
demic officer of Minerva Schools, the inter-
esting experiment in liberal arts profiled in 
“An Educated Core” (July-August 2017, 
page 47) and explained in thought-provok-
ing depth here.

Pictures with Stories: A Memoir,  by 
Tony Mendoza, M.Arch. ’68 (Thomson-
Shore, $27). In 1973, the author quit his job 
as an architect “and became an artist.” His 
newest collection of photographs and 
quirky text (including some past favorites 
like Ernie the New York cat) demonstrates 
the continuing felicitous result.

power to charter a bank, but after 20 years, 
when each branch of the government had rec-
ognized the bank’s validity, he accepted it as 
constitutional. 

Yet behind Feldman’s observation is the 
knowledge and acknowledgment that Mad-
ison arrived at that moment of assent only 
after decades of brutally partisan disagree-
ment. During them, in Feldman’s words, he 
set out “to destroy his enemies using the 
tools of faction.” Madison constitutional-
ized this disagreement by charging that his 

enemies were “violating the core principles 
of the republic” and vice-versa. From the 
vantage point of 200 years after Madison’s 
triumphant retirement as president, the 
constitutional system he had a giant role in 
shaping absorbed the hyperbole of his era 
and managed its fallout. Everything appears 
to have turned out okay. 

In the presidential election of 1800, how-
ever, electors from the 16 states gave 73 votes 
each to Thomas Jefferson, the Democratic-
Republican candidate, and to Aaron Burr, the 

party’s candidate for vice-president. Federal-
ists in the House of Representatives refused to 
let Jefferson become president. Passion plain-
ly crushed reason. The constitutional system 
was in a grim crisis. It was serendipity, not 
principle, that led to Jefferson’s election on 
the thirty-sixth ballot, and then to 24 years of 
Republican rule, and ultimately to the Era of 
Good Feelings. “Madison’s constitutional ma-
chine was working,” Feldman declares about 
Jefferson’s election. But barely. 

When we sing the national anthem these 

Tony Mendoza: “April 20, 1993: The best  
expression I could come up with the day after I was 

diagnosed with leukemia.”
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From Here to Timbuktu
A globe-trotting monk with the Benedictine “survival gene” seeks out treasured manuscripts. 

by nell porter brown

H
ow  Father Columba Stewart  ’79, 
a Benedictine monk from Minne-
sota, came to be hiding in a Tim-
buktu hotel during a jihadist at-

tack last summer is a story that begins in 
the fifth century. 

But the short answer is: he had flown to 
the medieval center of learning (and site of a 
United Nations peacekeeping mission since 
2013), to start a new archival project—digi-
tizing tens of thousands of documents in 
the Imam Ben Essayouti Library. The col-
lection holds “ev-
erything from com-
mentaries on the 
Qur’an to letters, 
scraps of poetry, 
land deeds, just the 
whole written cul-
ture,” says Stewart, 
executive director 
of the Hill Muse-
um & Manuscript 
Library (HMML) 
at Saint John’s Uni-
versity, about 80 
miles northwest of 
the Twin Cities.

Christian monks 
have helped safe-
guard cultural pat-
rimony for more 
than a millenni-
um. As followers 

of Benedict of Nursia (c. 480-540), Stew-
art says, Benedictines ultimately became 
“leaders in the copying and transmission of 
texts.” In the last 15 years, he has taken that 
tradition to some of the world’s most vola-
tile regions—Syria, Iraq, Israel, and parts of 
the Balkans—as well as India, Ukraine, and 
Russia, to help conserve documents threat-
ened not only by religious wars and geopoli-
tics, but also by poverty, natural disasters, 
and climate change. “We’ve already done a 
lot of the Christian material,” says Stewart, 

who holds an Oxford doctorate in theology. 
“If we want to grow, the question becomes, 
‘If we think the preservation of general cul-
ture is valuable, then the growing edge of 
that for us is Islamic materials, not to men-
tion East Asian stuff. Heritage is heritage. 
And the intellectual argument is, ‘Why not 
get all the material, of all the sides?’” 

HMML is currently digitizing more than 
250,000 ancient Islamic manuscripts, books, 
and literary treasures smuggled out of Tim-
buktu, in central Mali, in 2012 and 2013. That 

effort, the library’s 
largest project to 
date, is centered 
at a 12-camera 
studio in Mali’s 
capital, Bamako. 
Catalogued mate-
rials are accessible 
through HMML’s 
“virtual reading 
room,” developed 
and launched dur-
ing Stewart’s ten-
ure, where more 
than 25,000 com-
plete manuscripts 
f rom l ibrar ies 
across Europe, the 
Middle East, South 
India, and parts of 
the Balkans are 
already online. 

days, we end with a declaration: “Oh say does 
that star-spangled banner yet wave/O’er the 
land of the free and the home of the brave.” 
Francis Scott Key ended that stanza with 
a question mark. His poem about the Brit-
ish siege of Baltimore reflected uncertainty 
about the outcome and about the continu-
ing freedom of the country. That overlooked 
question mark is a reminder about this era’s 

bitter uncertainty as well and about the far-
reaching divisions among Americans. The 
national anthem is caught up in that turmoil 
and in vitriol about whether it’s more patri-
otic to kneel or stand during the anthem.

Feldman’s optimistic book is consummate-
ly well researched and well written. In many 
ways, it’s eye-opening and inspiring. Yet de-
spite the author’s intention, in the current po-

litical climate the book reads like a warning 
about the sometimes-steep price of passion 
and prejudice—not like a TED talk about the 
once-reassuring reliability of reason. 

Contributing editor and legal journalist Lincoln  
Caplan ’72, J.D. ’76, who is a senior research scholar at 
Yale Law School, wrote “The Justice Gap,” about civil 
legal services, in the November-December 2017 issue.

Father Columba  
Stewart
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