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Harvard realm,” she says, “but all the while 
I was working there, I knew I wanted to 
transition back into academia.” She applied 
to and was accepted by the American Stud-
ies program, and wrote a dissertation (cur-
rently being adapted into a book) on the 
interplay between race and ethnicity and 
the food industry in nineteenth- and twen-
tieth-century New Orleans.

This led pretty naturally into her work 
at the Smithsonian. “I’ve always been inter-
ested in how food and the material culture 
surrounding food—things like menus, recipe 
cards, cookbooks, even the packaging on sou-
venirs—convey ideas about race and ethnic-
ity,” she explains. In that vein, she adds, tra-
ditional narratives about American brewing 
have excluded all but a select few: “I think 

for a lot of the beer-drinking 
public there’s this very famil-
iar history of companies like 
Anheuser-Busch, and immi-
grant German men who came 
to America in the mid nine-
teenth century. And while it’s 
very true they made brewing a 
profession, up until then brew-
ing in America had always been 
a domestic task. It was done by 
women, and especially in the 
nineteenth century and before 
that it was often the work of 
enslaved people.”

McCulla’s prime focus, however, is on the 
renaissance of do-it-yourself brewing culture, 
and the boom in craft brewing that began in 
the 1960s and ’70s. Developing this archive en-
tails research trips to meet the brewers and 
hops-growers, the old guard and the pres-
ent-day innovators, who helped create the 
craft-beer industry we know today—and, 
of course, asking for objects and documents 
they’d be willing to contribute to the muse-
um’s collection. Last year, for example, she 
visited Northern California, the cradle of the 
American craft-beer surge, where companies 
like Anchor and Sierra Nevada helped revital-
ize brewing culture. She conducted oral-his-
tory interviews with figures such as Michael 
Lewis, an emeritus professor of brewing sci-
ence at UC Davis who brought the academic 
discipline to the States in the 1960s. During a 
later trip to central Colorado, she spoke with 
Charlie Papazian, the godfather of American 
homebrewing (“If you brew at home, you have 

his books on your shelves”) and also sat down 
with Twila Soles, an artisan maltstress pro-
viding gluten-free grains like spelt and oat to 
regional operations.

Conducting such interviews underscores 
a central challenge of her beer-history re-
search—namely, its recentness. “It’s been a 
new experience for me as a historian,” says 
McCulla. “How do you work with people 
who are still very much in the midst of their 
careers? How do you get them to think 
about their life stories as historical?”

Similarly, her work brings her into contact 
with objects that might not, at first blush, 
strike the layman as having obvious histori-
cal importance. Seemingly mundane docu-
ments, like business records or bulletins 
circulated among homebrew clubs before 
the rise of the Internet, are “really a kind of 
goldmine for a historian who wants to look 
back and see who’s talking to whom and 
what kinds of ideas are being exchanged.”

A single dated entry can contain the germ 
of a massive cultural shift, spotlighting, for 
instance, the shift in Americans’ interest 
from light lager beers to porters and stouts 
and other new formats. “What newsletters 
and brewing logs are recording is kind of 
an evolution in taste,” McCulla explains. 
“If you’re able to look at a log and say, ‘Oh, 
this is the first time this person brewed this 
kind of beer,’ what that really tracks is a new 
taste for the American consumer.”

Comedy Compulsion
TV writer Nell Scovell looks back on All the Funny Parts.
by sophia nguyen

N
ell scovell  ’82 went wherever 
they’d let her be funny. Her early 
writing career can be seen as a 
progression of bigger, freer ven-

ues where the bosses would let her crack 
wise: first the sports sections of The Har-
vard Crimson and The Boston Globe, then the 
glossier pages of Spy and Vanity Fair. At the 
latter, a colleague gently suggested, “Nell, I 
don’t mean this as an insult, but I think you 
could write for TV.” And so she found the 

medium where she could really act on her 
comedy compulsion.

But when Scovell set about drafting her 
memoir, All The Funny Parts, she was nagged 
by a different need—the sense that, as she 
puts it, “If I don’t say something, no one will 
know I was there.” There meaning the staffs 
of the Smothers Brothers, Bob Newhart, and 
David Letterman shows, or awards ceremo-
nies and the White House Correspondents’ 
Dinner, or just showbiz itself. “I want my 

The Smithsonian holds this proof sheet of 
1970s Anchor Steam labels signed by 
brewery owner Fritz Maytag III, credited 
with starting the modern microbrewery 
movement.

Nell Scovell
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kids to know,” she 
adds.

She had lots of pri-
mary source mate-
rial. From the start, 
some version of that 
impulse—“I want 
my kids to know”—
made her keep ev-
erything: correspon-
dence, silly doodles 
by friends, early 
scripts with scrib-
bled notes (“wordy”; 

“too jokey”; “ALL BETTER”). “I always 
thought TV would go away,” Scovell says. 
“I just kind of thought that this is something 
I’m going to show someone: ‘See? For a year, 
I was a TV writer!’”

In 30 years and counting, she has writ-
ten comedy and drama, mystery and sci-fi, 
and even a Lifetime movie about a college 
reunion that ends with blackmail (co-
scripted with her sister, Claire Scovell 
Lazebnik ’85; Scovell also directed). She’s 
gotten to make a mark on beloved fiction-
al figures: thanks to her, Homer Simpson 
tried fugu and Miss Piggy flashed her tail 
on the red carpet. (Scovell likes to say, 
though, that Sheryl Sandberg ’91, M.B.A. 
’95, with whom she co-wrote Lean In, is her 
favorite character to write for “other than 
Murphy Brown.”) While on the staffs of 
long-running workhorses like Charmed and 
NCIS, and as the creator of the sitcom Sa-
brina the Teenage Witch, she mastered a spe-
cific craft: overstuffed, comfy plots that 
are as easy to sink into as a favorite arm-
chair. Across an unusually broad range of 
genres, her writing has been driven by a 
goofy, antic imagination. The John Doe 
turns out to have three fiancées. A demon 
shrinks the heroines down to five inches. 
A teenager’s first spell turns everything 
into a pineapple. 

Scovell says that she feels a kind of survi-
vor’s guilt about this success. “It’s not that 
I was the funniest female writer ever, but I 
managed to find a path. I was a good ‘cul-
ture fit’ in certain ways.” Her Harvard cred 
gave her an in, and thanks to her sports-
desk days, she was unfazed by being the 
only woman in a room, or by shouting men 
in general. Whether with a bemused smile 
or through gritted teeth, she could deflect 
comments like, “Since when do we have 
pretty little girls working on this show?”

So her book is studded with pointers. 

Combining  forces, Henry Louis Gates Jr., the Fletcher University Professor, and 
Maria Tatar, Loeb professor of Germanic languages and literatures and of folklore 
and mythology, have jointly edited The Annotated African American Folktales (Liveright, 
$39.95), and contributed a foreword and an introduction, respectively. From “Recov-
ering a Cultural Tradition,” the essay by Tatar (who was profiled in these pages in 
“The  Horror and the Beauty,” November-December 2007):

The stories  in this volume have designs 
on us. They take us out of our comfort 
zones, shaking us up in the process and 
sometimes even rewiring our brains. 
Their wizardry puts us back in touch with 
lived experience and reconnects us with 
a history that many have wanted to put 
behind them. Their expressive intensity 
enables us to explore the institution of 
slavery in the United States, the strategies 
used to survive as well as the ways of 
managing the complex legacy still with us 
today. The stories in this volume entered 
the bloodstream of the vernacular to be-
come communal wisdom in  an era when 
few had access to the instruments of writ-
ing and reading. They were meant to en-
tertain, but also to provoke conversation 
and promote collective problem-solving. 
Their every word reminds us of the high-
wattage power of stories and histories.…

How do you make something from 
nothing? Or from something that appears 
to be nothing? African American slaves 
may not have owned property, but no one 
could prevent them from storing, remem-
bering, recounting, and, over time, creat-

ing and re-creating their own cultural 
property in the form of songs, stories, and 
belief systems. They used narratives and 
other forms of expressive culture not just 
to strategize and survive, but also to cre-
ate symbolic and imaginative spaces to 
which they could escape, almost like an 
alternate universe, where they could live 
and breathe. “The entire sacred world of 
the black slaves,” American historian Law-
rence Levine writes, “created the neces-
sary space between the slaves and their 
owners and were the means of preventing 
legal slavery from becoming spiritual slav-
ery.” These were anything but the much-
heralded public spaces of freedom that 
are the signature of democratic societies. 
Instead, they were private arenas, imagi-
nary playgrounds, secular as well as sa-
cred, in the fields, by the fire, and in cab-
ins. Song and story emerged, often in the 
form of narratives encoded with sym-
bolic meaning—things made up for  
the purpose of diverting and entertaining, 
and also for focusing and concentrating 
propulsive energies that could not be  
contained.
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Take any job that comes your way. Don’t 
mistake sexual power for real power. Some-
times sincere trumps snarky. (In an inter-
view, she offers a few more, on the spot. 
“Comedy is always easier when we’re with 
familiar characters”—so, in a first episode, 
“Every line not only has to move the plot 
forward, it also has to illuminate the char-
acter.”) There’s also something to be learned 
from the one-liners embedded throughout 
her narrative like razor apples. If a new col-
league asked if she had kids, she’d blithely 
reply, “I’ve got two sons, but I’m blanking 
on their names right now.” Recalling a mi-
sogynistic former boss, she writes that they 
never met again, then tosses off, “It’s un-
likely we will since I don’t get to Branson, 
Missouri, much.” It’s these moments that 
really show how Scovell made it in enter-

tainment: thick skin, secret steel, and the 
ability to parry.

Yet hers is not a straightforward growth 
narrative. Instead, it zigzags from triumph 
to disappointment. A “Job Timeline” lists 
every single project she ever worked on, 
including the unshot and unaired, each 
rewrite and every rejection. Then there 
are the lists of jokes that didn’t make it, a 
chapter all about shows that she narrowly 
missed working on—it’s like a movie made 
of outtakes, as if she stitched a narrative 
from what she’s swept up from the cutting-
room floor. “I have cried in every parking 
structure in Hollywood,” Scovell confides.

In the book, she quips that the flipside 
to that William Goldman chestnut, “No-
body knows anything,” is the helplessly 
hoping, “You never know…” Even to her, 

Hollywood remains baffling, a system op-
erating on variable rewards. Hopefuls are 
lured in by intermittent reinforcement, like 
gamblers playing the slots, or caged rats. 
“Pressing the lever may lead to insanity,” 
she writes, “but how else are you gonna 
get a pellet?” 

Scovell admits that she sometimes chafes 
against the suggestion that she must give 
herself over to mentoring young women. 
After all, she still has aspirations of her 
own. She’s working on a pilot about a di-
vorced one-percenter who moves in with 
her school-teacher sister and her school-
nurse brother-in-law. She might like to 
run a show again. She would love to direct 
another movie. “I’m not done. And I don’t 
want to admit that it’s over just yet. I want 
one more shot!”

Time in Space
Renée Green’s new art, embedded in the Carpenter Center
by lily scherlis

M
any who work  in and around 
the Carpenter Center for the Vi-
sual Arts have a weird relation-
ship with the French modernist 

architect who designed it. Le Corbusier is a 
mythic figure for Harvard’s art students: his 
notoriety, when combined with the loud-
ness of his architecture, means that making 
art able to hold its own in the building feels 
like shouting over a lawnmower. 

Artist, filmmaker, and MIT professor 
Renée Green has been making work at the 
Carpenter Center during a two-year resi-

dency—enough time to get to know the 
space intimately. She has set up colorful 
modular viewing stations for displaying 
videos, installed grids of images of Cali-
fornia infrastructure, and presented essay 
films, ephemera, sound works, and print 
publications. Throughout, “I’ve used spac-
es that I wouldn’t ordinarily imagine would 
be used,” she says, “more interstitial spac-
es”—under the stairs in the basement, in 
the vertical vitrines, in a corner of what is 
now the bookstore at the top of the build-
ing’s ramp. She’s excited about her final ex-

hibition, “Within Liv-
ing Memory” (on view 
through April): she 
gets the whole place to 
herself. The culmina-
tion of her residency, it 
contains works made 
in the past decade and 
spanning many media. 
Gravitating around 

While at the CCVA, 
Renée Green set up 
viewing pods for her 
installation Media 
Bichos (top), and grids 
of images for Code 
Survey (left), among 
other projects.
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