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Creating a Scene
Lighting and set designer Elizabeth Mak communicates stories. 
by nina pasquini

E
lizabeth mak ’12,  a theater set and 
lighting designer, doesn’t feel threat-
ened by the era of computer-generat-
ed effects and green screens, Avengers 

and Game of Thrones. In fact, she thinks the 
rise of television and blockbuster films has 
been good for artists who work in theater: it 
challenges them to re-examine what stories 
they are trying to tell, why and how they are 
trying to tell them. “Because TV especially 
has gotten so big in the past 10 years, I think 
people are starting to think about what sepa-
rates the two art forms,” she says. “What can 
theater do that TV and film can’t?”

One thing theater offers, the New York 
City-based Mak points out, is the creative 

freedom of conveying precise emotion, rather 
than the hyperrealism of digital effects. An-
other is communal experience: “having 500 
people in the same room experiencing the 
same emotion.” Mak’s work often takes this 
a step further—she frequently collaborates 
on performances that are immersive, in which 
performers interact directly with audience 
members. For her senior thesis, she directed 
a danced version of The Graveyard Book, Neil 
Gaiman’s children’s novel about a boy who 
is raised by ghosts but who grows up to real-
ize that he must eventually enter the human 
world. Mak used the story to explore what 
it means to grow up, to preserve childhood 
memories while also moving on from them. At 

the end of the performance, the dancers asked 
each audience member to waltz with them, 
and eventually rose petals began to sprinkle 
down on the crowd: they became a part of the 
set. “And it ends,” Mak says, “with the audi-
ence being sent out into the world.” 

Mak grew up in Singapore, always assum-
ing that the next phase of her life would 
be the one when she would have to give up 
art. She was a dancer as a child—mostly 
modern, with some ballet and tap—but 
her middle school fed into Singapore’s top 
high school, which didn’t offer dance. Her 
middle-school choreographer, however, 
happened to teach at a high school that was 
starting a theater program. “I thought, okay, 
maybe I’ll transfer and we’ll see what comes 
of this,” Mak says. She did, and continued 
to dance throughout high school.

When she arrived at Harvard, she braced 
herself again to part ways with dance. 
“Where I come from, people don’t really have 
careers in the arts. I had never met an artist 

Mak designed lighting for a 2019 staging of 
The Bridges of Madison County (bottom 
images), and for Ofrenda (top), a play 
about immigration, home, and belonging.R
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Believers: Faith in Human Nature,  by 
Melvin Konner, Ph.D. ’73, M.D. ’84 (W.W. 
Norton, $27.95). The biological anthropolo-
gist/neuroscientist at Emory University ex-
amines the origins of faith from his upbring-
ing (as an Orthodox Jew, who became a 
nonbeliever at age 17), his work in Africa 
among the !Kung, and the perspectives of, 
yes, modern science. Faith, he finds, is “an 
evolved, biologically grounded, psychologi-
cally intimate, socially strong set   of inclina-
tions and ideas that…will never go away.”

Indispensable Reading: 1,001 Books 
from the Arabian Nights to Zola,  by 
William Roger Lewis, A.M. ’63 (I.B. Tauris, 
$35). As Barnes & Noble is taken private 
and students express outrage at being 
asked to read, you know, a whole book, the 

Kerr professor of English history and 
culture at the University of Texas at 
Austin delivers a bracing message: 
reading will persist, it is worth the 
work, and here are 1,001 curated 
suggestions for doing so. The helpful 
categories range from those clearly 

good for you (history, literature, etc.,) to 
enticing vices (A.J. Liebling on cooking and 
food; Calvin Trillin on crime). A healthy 
dose of optimism, at the most opportune 
time.

You’re It,  by Leonard J. Marcus et al., of 
the National Preparedness Leadership Ini-
tiative (PublicAffairs, $28). The nation isn’t 
acting to stave off hurricane disasters, so it 
should welcome guidance on “crisis, 
change, and how to lead when it matters 
most” (the subtitle) from four affiliates of 
the public-health/Kennedy School NPLI. 
Their examples (an active shooter, a data 
breach, etc.) are distressingly familiar, and 
the jacket copy about “turbulent times” 
can be read as a sad commentary on 

stormy weather—and the times 
in general.

Fair Play,  by Eve Rodsky, J.D. 
’02 (Putnam, $26) A checklist 
sort of book offering a “game-
changing,” project-management 
solution for the real inequalities 
of domestic life, particularly as 
they impinge on women, wheth-
er they work outside the home 
or not. The cause is noble, the 

solutions may well be effective—but read-
ers have to put up with a lot of Upper 
Cased Tips and Suggestions (“Conception, 
Planning, and Execution,” etc.), and what 
must be one of the worst typefaces ever 
deployed across 300-plus pages.

Sharenthood: Why We Should Think 
before We Talk about Our Kids On-
line,  by Leah A.Plunkett (MIT, $24.95). A 
faculty associate of Harvard’s Berkman 
Klein Center for Internet and Society 
warns about the terabytes of accessible, 
trackable information about their progeny 
that parents are spreading about. “If Tom 
Sawyer were a real boy, alive today,” she 
begins, “he’d be arrested for what he does 
in the first chapter” of Twain’s novel—be-
cause of Aunt Polly’s social-media posts 
about his exploits. Time to carve out a 
little private space for childhood.

Bleeding Out,  by Thomas Abt, adjunct 
lecturer in public policy (Basic Books, $30). 
“A young man, unconscious, lies before you 
on a gurney,” bleeding profusely from a 
gunshot wound in the thigh. What to do? 
“First you stop the bleeding”—absent that, 
nothing else counts. With that vivid image, 
the author, a criminal-justice policymaker, 
says the response to urban violence has to 
focus first on the violence (homicides, for 
example), before trying to address it 
through attacks on drugs, gangs, or guns. 
“Murder on the streets  of our cities is a 
deadly serious problem,” he says, “but it is 
also a solvable one.”

John Rawls: The Path to a Theory of 
Justice,  by Andrius Gališanka (Harvard, 
$45). The late political philosopher remains 

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

growing up,” she explains. She thought she 
would concentrate in English or philosophy, 
then return to Singapore to be a teacher. But 
freshman year she discovered the Harvard-
Radcliffe Modern Dance Company, where 
she both danced and choreographed. 

She also started volunteering as a stage 
manager for the Harvard-Radcliffe Dramatic 
Club. “And somewhere along my freshman 
year, someone said, ‘We’ve got our spring 
concert coming up, but there’s no one to 
do the lighting,’” Mak recalls. “And I said, 
‘Well, I don’t really know anything about 
lighting, but I’ll press some buttons for you.’” 

The same thing happened when help was 
needed to build sets. And though her first 
love was dancing, she had always been in-
troverted, and she discovered that designing 
the visual elements of a work was a way to 
communicate stories without the anxiety 
of performing. 

Eventually she found herself working at 
the American Repertory Theater and do-
ing theater internships. She created a special 
concentration in performance and theater 
arts, and went on to an M.F.A. in design at 
the Yale School of Drama. Now she has the 
artistic career she once thought impossible, 

In a world of bite-sized Twitter 
posts, William Roger Lewis 
reminds us of the classic works 
that reward deep reading.

Elizabeth Mak
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foundational to political theory and the 
modern construction of liberalism (for an 
example of the continuing scholarship, see 
“The Rawlsian Revolution,” page 12). An 
assistant professor at Wake Forest under-
pins the foundations of Rawls’s contribu-
tions through an intellectual and historical 
excavation of the origins of his ideas.

Won Over,  by William Alsup, J.D. ’70, 
M.P.P. ’71 (New South Books, $27.95). A 
memoir by a (white) federal judge who 
grew up in Jim Crow Mississippi, clerked at 
the Supreme Court, and practiced civil-
rights law back home before being ap-
pointed to the bench in San Francisco in 
1999. When he rules against an African-
American plaintiff, in 2011, his lawyer seeks 
Alsup’s disqualification because “You can 
go to Harvard, and you can clerk for Justice 
Douglas, but old institutionalized race and 
class attitudes are deeply ingrained  early.” 
He stays on the case and says growing up 
in Mississippi had “opened, not closed, my 
eyes to the cruelty of racism.”

Learning from the Germans: Race 
and the Memory of Evil,  by Susan Nei-
man ’77, Ph.D. ’86 (Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 
$28). In late May, President Lawrence S. 
Bacow, whose mother survived Auschwitz, 
listened as Commencement speaker An-
gela Merkel, chancellor of Germany, spoke 
of “the betrayal of all civilized values that 
was the Shoah.” Neiman, a Jewish daughter 
of the South, who lives in Berlin, combines 
philosophical inquiry, personal experience, 
and conversations with pioneers like Bryan 
Stevenson, J.D.-M.P.A.’85, LL.D. ’15 (see 
harvardmag.com/stevenson-17) to ex-
plore how efforts to atone for the Holo-

caust might inform Americans’ 
coming to terms with their his-
tory of slavery and racialist vio-
lence. 

The Geography of Risk,  by Gil-
bert M. Gaul, NF ’83 (Farrar, Straus 
& Giroux, $28). In time for hurri-
cane season, a Pulitzer Prize-win-
ning journalist and former Nieman 
Fellow explores the human-planned 
catastrophes in the making, as seas 
rise, coastal development acceler-
ates, and tax breaks and federal 
flood insurance subsidize—indeed encour-
age—building in increasingly dangerous 
zones. The author’s warnings about flood-
plain and barrier-island development aren’t 
new, but they merit repeating in an age of 
climate change—before the next $100-bil-
lion-plus disaster bill, and the associated loss 
of life.

Something Deeply Hidden,  by Sean 
Carroll, Ph.D. ’93 (Dutton, $29). As if you 
didn’t have enough trouble making this 
world great again, the author, research 
professor of (theoretical!) physics at 
Caltech, calls attention to the weirdness 
of quantum mechanics, the need to under-
stand it better—and the unsettling implica-
tion that there are many worlds to contend 
with in the universe.

The Future of Immortality,  by Anya 
Bernstein, Loeb associate professor of the 
social sciences (Princeton, $75/$22.95 pa-
per). And now for something completely 
different: within the Russian Federation, 
which suffered an historic decline in lon-
gevity after the political and economic col-

lapse of the Soviet Union, a nineteenth-
century strain of chasing after immortality 
has manifested itself anew. An enthno-
graphic, scholarly examination of techno-
scientific (cryonic and biogerontological), 
religious, and other strivings after futur-
ism—in a place that could really use some 
of these ideas panning out.

Wildhood: The Epic Journey from 
Adolescence to Adulthood in Hu-
mans and Other Animals,  by Barbara 
Natterson-Horowitz ’83, A.M. ’83, and 
Kathryn Bowers (Scribner, $27). A UCLA 
cardiologist (and visiting professor in Har-
vard’s human evolutionary biology depart-
ment) and her coauthor reinterpret that 
human awkwardness through the lens of 
other species, investigating the tasks of 
staying safe, living with others, “com mu ni-
cat[ing] sexually,” and leaving the nest. 
Homo sapiens parents may find the sweep-
ing overview helpful, or not, but it is sure-
ly interesting.

but with it comes a burden she was not ex-
pecting. Art, she says, is “something that I do 
every day now, and it’s something that I 100 
percent think has an irreplaceable role in so-
ciety, but also, with war and poverty and cli-
mate change, every day I ask myself: how do 
we speak to these important issues with art?” 

She continues to design more traditional 
performances, art whose purpose is “enter-
tainment, to make us feel good, to make us 
laugh”—like a staged version of The Bridges 
of Madison County, about a mid-twentieth-
century Italian war bride who falls in love 
with a traveling photographer. The play was 

presented this past February and March 
by the Philadelphia Theater Company, and 
Mak was behind the lighting changes cru-
cial to the plot, literally (light dawning over 
a bridge) and emotionally (the softening of 
light that evokes falling in love).

Still, she says, “What I’ve been most in-
terested in working on is art that is a call 
to action.” She collaborates with the Alba-
ny Park Theater Project, a company in Chi-
cago that employs local high-schoolers as 
actors and professional artists like Mak as 
the surrounding team. Its shows are based 
on interviews conducted with community 

members, many of whom are immigrants. 
She recently designed lighting and pro-

jections for one of these plays, Ofrenda, based 
on interviews with Albany Park residents 
about “the meaning of home.” One storyline 
followed a Syrian refugee who immigrates 
to Chicago with her family. “It was really 
important, for design, to think about how 
to recreate—not recreate—mmm, what’s 
the word I’m looking for?—for the design 
to echo the journey that she had been on,” 
Mak explains. 

In the play, the woman is unable to bring 
photos of her home and family with her 

Dauphin Island, Alabama, after Katrina, 
2005: a recurrent, man-made disaster that 
ignores nature—and climate change
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“Kind of Dark and Scary”
Animator Renee Zhan finds self-discovery in strange landscapes.
by s.i. rosenbaum

R
enee zhan  ’16 was hiking along 
a humid mountain trail in Japan 
when she looked down to discover 
that her legs and feet were covered 

with more than 50 leeches. “True terror is 
what I felt,” she recalled in a recent inter-
view. “I spent maybe 30 minutes just pick-
ing them all off.”

But as an animator, Zhan has long been 
interested in the disgusting and the visceral. 
Her short films often feature things that eat 
each other—and themselves. In her latest, 
“Reneepoptosis”, three versions of herself 
go hiking through the humid folds of her 
own body, and their quest ends in an auto-
cannibalistic feast. 

There’s something grossly satisfying 
about the way Zhan animates. The figures, 

only vaguely human-shaped, plop and ooze 
through the landscape in a way that makes 
you think of body fluids. It’s unlike any oth-
er animation you’ve ever seen. 

Born in Texas to two scientists—her fa-
ther is a geophysicist, her mother a geneti-
cist—Zhan loved cartoons. “It was always 
sort of something I thought was almost 
like magic,” she explained. She watched 
Disney movies, but also “weird old Chi-
nese cartoons my mother showed me,” like 
the classic 1965 Monkey King: Havoc in Heaven. 
Adapted from the Chinese epic novel Jour-
ney to the West, originally published around 
1592, “It was kind of dark and scary,” Zhan 
recalls. “Sometimes it talked about punish-
ment and repentance…there were a lot of 
weird themes in there that you don’t really 

get in Western animation.” It fascinated her.
But it wasn’t until she started college in 

2012 that she took her first animation class, 
a freshman seminar with Ruth Lingford, a 
senior lecturer in visual and environmen-
tal studies and an accomplished animator 
whose own work uses poems, fairy tales, 
and biblical stories to ask questions about 
sexuality, violence, aging, death, and iden-
tity. Zhan was hooked from the initial as-
signment: “The first time I saw something 
I had drawn move, it was so exciting,” she 
said. “I wanted to keep doing it, despite the 
amount of work it took.” Even today, she 
animates by drawing each image by hand 
on paper—about 12 of them make one sec-
ond of film—and using watercolors for the 
backgrounds. 

Her first animated short “was very love-
ly and sweet,” she recalls, before adding, “I 
think my work has gone on a different tra-
jectory since then.” Indeed. Things got dark 

when she flees Damascus—but because 
her father taught her how to draw when 
she was young, she memorializes Syr-
ia through her own art. One of the high-
schoolers working for the project created 
charcoal drawings of Damascus based on 
the interviewee’s descriptions. To display 
the woman’s memories of violence, Mak 
and her colleagues chose to use a 20-min-
ute stop-motion sequence of these draw-

ings, starting with the woman’s school, the 
tree that grew outside her family’s farm—
and ending with the bombings that reduced 
much of the city to rubble. “We didn’t want 
to actually recreate realistically what was 
happening,” Mak says. “It was more impor-
tant to show the journey that she and her 
family had been on.”

In 2015, Mak wrote an “artist manifes-
to” that she keeps posted on her website. 

“Make art that isn’t afraid to stare down 
what the rest of the world is afraid to look 
at,” it reads in part. “Be desperately in love 
with the world, with everything that is right 
about it and everything that is wrong about 
it.” This insistence on loving the world, even 
while uncovering and displaying its flaws, is 
unmistakable in the work that Mak brings 
to life on-stage: horrifying, gritty, hopeful, 
beautiful.

In “Reneepoptosis,” by animator Renee 
Zhan, three versions of the artist go on a 

quest for God, traversing an 
unfamiliar terrain that turns 
out to be her own body. 
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