
M o n t a g e

“Much of the time we spend in gatherings 
with other people disappoints us,” warns 
professional facilitator Priya Parker, M.P.P. 
’12. After this deflating introduction, The 
Art of Gathering: How We Meet and 
Why It Matters (Riverhead, $28) offers 
a breezy guide to running get-togethers of 
all shapes and sizes. Pointers include “the 
kindness of exclusion” (when it’s done 
well), a chart laying out the proper square-
foot-per-guest allotment for dance parties, 
and an admonition: “Don’t be a chill host.”

Though at times his narration sounds tin-
ny—“California lives on stories”; tech “put 
San Francisco at the center of the 
world”—Cary McClelland ’02, a lawyer 
and documentary filmmaker, mostly stays 
out of the way in Silicon City: San Fran-
cisco in the Long Shadow of the Val-
ley (W.W. Norton, $26.95). He gathers 
interviews from a host of subjects, from a 
veteran cabbie to an Uber driver, with a 
venture capitalist, a tattoo artist, and com-
munity organizers in between. They de-
scribe a city changing so tectonically it 
unsettles even the rich. Returning to her 
hometown, one corporate lawyer reflects: 

“I’m gentrifying my own neighbor-
hood. How weird is that?”

In the last year alone, renowned gay 
historian Martin Duberman, Ph.D. 
’57, has published a memoir, a po-
lemic about gay activism, and a “novel/

history” about the inner circle of Kaiser 
Wilhelm. He adopts the third genre for Lu-
minous Traitor: The Just and Daring 
Life of Roger Casement, A Biographi-
cal Novel (University of California Press, 
$32.95): cleaving to the historical record and 
using “informed speculation” to fill in the 
gaps. Casement, who exposed colonial 
abuses in the Congo and Peru, and was ex-
ecuted for his role in the Easter Rising, cut a 
colorful figure. Duberman argues that until 
recently, biographies have tended to under-
play, censure, or disparage his homosexual-
ity and promiscuity—“thereby skirting cer-
tain essential ingredients in Casement’s 
startling contemporary relevance.”

Meanwhile, on the dating scene, “What’s 
your type?” is the new “What’s your sign?” 
But singles aren’t the only ones clamoring 
for a “people-sorting device.” As Merve 
Emre ’07 points out in The Personality 
Brokers (Doubleday, $27.95), schools, 
employers, and even hospitals and church-
es use the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator to 
scry human behavior. Emre offers a sweep-
ing account of the personality testing phe-

nomenon, from its creation by Katherine 
Myers, an ardent devotee of Carl Jung, and 
her daughter Isabel Briggs, a housewife and 
murder-mystery writer; to its deployment 
in the Cold War; to its current status as a 
$2-billion-dollar industry.

In 2015, authorities jailed the “Feminist 
Five,” a group who’d planned to hand out 
stickers against sexual harassment on Bei-
jing’s public transit. Their detention became 
an international cause célèbre and, writes 
Leta Hong Fincher ’90, a turning point for 
women’s rights in China. Betraying Big 
Brother: The Feminist Awakening in 
China (Verso, $26.95) shows how the 
movement has risen on social media and 
taken root abroad and in cities like Guang-
zhou. Hong Fincher argues that the Chi-
nese Communist Party relies on patriarchal 
crackdowns for its post-Soviet survival—
and, further, that “anyone concerned about 
rising authoritarianism globally needs to pay 
attention to what is happening in China.”

In the roving nonfiction collected in Im-
possible Owls: Essays (FSG Originals, 
$15), Brian Phillips ’99 gets lost in Tokyo 
while reporting on a sumo wrestling tour-
nament and learns to (safely) crash-land a 
plane while en route to the Iditarod, 
among other escapades. His stories feel 
boyish in the best sense: fresh-faced and 
adventuresome, casually funny or lyrical as 

lains, only Americans. 
But the book is more 
than a collection of 
profiles in chrono-
logical order; Lepore 
considers ideas as 
much as individu-
als. She divides the 
country’s history into 
four parts: its first 300 
years, when ideas of 
natural rights were 
first taking shape; 
the antebellum nine-
teenth century, when 
arguments over popular sovereignty di-
vided the nation; from Reconstruction to 
the end of World War II, when the nation 
state expanded its ideas of political equal-
ity; and the technological age that followed 
nuclear warfare, when machines disrupt-

ed democracy. Writing 
in an era of fake news 
and four Pinocchios, 
when truth seems any-
thing but self-evident, 
Lepore insists that 
the United States was 
founded on facts—and 
more surprisingly, that 
only facts can save it. 

Within  a few weeks  
of Benjamin Franklin’s 
edits, the Declaration 
of Independence was 

ratified, read aloud in taverns and town 
halls around the country, and reprinted in 
newspapers around the world. Not long af-
ter that, a slave rebellion started in Jamaica. 
The truths of the document proved so self-
evident that enslaved persons were inspired 

to revolt, too, and right away Americans 
were forced to confront their own men-
dacity. “How is it that we hear the loudest 
yelps for liberty among the drivers of ne-
groes,” asked the writer Samuel Johnson, 
in eighteenth-century England’s version 
of a hot take. 

Acknowledging the hypocrisy of men 
yelping for liberty while denying it to oth-
ers has become standard for colonial histo-
ries, but Lepore goes further, arguing that 
the founders were not just hypocrites, but 
copycats: “A revolutionary tradition was 
forged not by the English in America, but by 
Indians waging wars and slaves waging re-
bellions.” Though the founders might have 
been reading John Locke and David Hume, 
none needed a treatise to know that tyran-
ny could be resisted. They had heard about 
Metacom and the Algonquians who fought 
colonial encroachment in New England in 
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1675. And revolutions had been attempted 
all around them. George Washington’s slave 
Harry escaped Mount Vernon to fight for 
the British alongside a man named Ralph 
who had once been the property of Patrick 
Henry, while James Madison had to take a 
break from the Constitutional Convention 
to track down a 17-year-old named 
Anthony who escaped from Montpe-
lier. Keeping the word “slave” out of 
the Constitution did not mean slav-
ery was absent from the document; 
in fact, Lepore calls slavery America’s 
Achilles heel, narrating the tortured series 
of amendments, bargains, and compromis-
es that only delayed the confrontation be-
tween the country’s commitment to natu-
ral rights and its failure to extend them to 
African Americans. 

Yet even after more than 750,000 men had 
died in the struggle over emancipation in 

the moment demands. “Everybody pretty 
jaded here? Fantastic,” he writes, describ-
ing a polar bear. “I couldn’t feel my spine, 
she was so beautiful.”

A Carnival of Losses: Notes Nearing 
Ninety (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, $25), 
the last book by the late Donald Hall ’51, JF 
’57, has the air of a rambly chat after a long 
meal. As the former U.S. poet laureate puts 
it: “Why should the nonagenarian hold any-
thing back?” Much of the collection sweeps 
up stray anecdotes from a life in letters; 
other essays face mortality, relaying what 
it’s like to lose his hearing (gradually) and 
his teeth (several times daily). The center-
piece is a remembrance of his wife, the poet 
Jane Kenyon, observing that “Poetry begins 
with elegy, in extremity, as Gilgamesh la-
ments the death of his companion Enkidu, 
watching worms crawl out of Enkidu’s 
neck.” And just as verse miraculously does, 
this book finds grace.

Hollywood Math and Aftermath 
(Bloomsbury Academic, $116.99) is a wonk-
ish tour of the recent history of showbiz. 
“Money is Hollywood’s great theme—but 
money laundered into something else, 
something more,” argues J.D. Connor ’92, 
an associate professor in the division of 
cinema and media studies at the University 
of Southern California. Close-reading the 
films and the industries that created them, 

he shows how the financial 
crisis shocked moviemak-
ing in the Obama era, and 
why it’s central to under-
standing work as various 
as The Incredible Hulk and 
Upstream Color.

Most know W.E.B. Du 
Bois, A.B. 1890, Ph.D. ’95, 
through his writing; now 
comes a chance to page 
through his eye-popping 
infographics. For an exhi-
bition in Paris in 1900, Du 
Bois and his students at 
Atlanta University hand-
drew charts that inven-
tively displayed migration 
patterns, property owner-
ship, and other facets of 
African-American life. 
W.E.B. Du Bois’s Data 
Portraits: Visualizing 
Black America (Prince-
ton Architectural Press, $29.95), edited by 
Whitney Battle-Baptiste and Britt Rusert, 
collects them in full color.

For some light back-to-school reading, two 
thrillers dripping Crimson. Paul Collins’s 
Blood and Ivy (W.W. Norton, $26.95) is 
true crime told like a novel, about an 1849 
murder at Harvard Medical School. The 

Ancient Nine (St. Martin’s Press, $27.99), 
is a novel prefaced, coyly, by author Ian 
Smith ’91: “Based on real events.” It follows 
an undergraduate from Chicago’s South 
Side through the harrowing pledge process 
for the Delphic Club.

Silver, Screens 
New acquisitions at the Harvard Art 
Museums turn a fresh lens on photo 

and video art.  
harvardmag.com/
paik-18

Explore More
 

For more online-only articles on 
the arts and creativity, see:

Ladders, Squirrels, and  
Reproductive Rights
Olivia Munk ’16 ventures into the “real 
world” of feminist 
fringe theater. 
harvardmag.com/
munk-18

the Civil War, the question of citizenship 
remained fiercely contested. The Fourteenth 
and Fifteenth Amendments were drafted to 
preserve the rights of freedmen, but the sub-
stitution of “male inhabitants” for “persons” 
left suffragists protesting for the rights of 
women, and two decades later the first fed-

eral immigration laws revealed how the rise 
of nativism constricted the notion of politi-
cal equality even more. 

 “The Confederacy had lost the war,” 
Lepore argues, “but it had won the 
peace”—not only because the South re-
tained so much political power, but be-

Du Bois and his students inked and 
watercolored some 60 charts for display at 
the 1900 World’s Fair.
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