
 July  |  August 2015  37

Summer 
reading 

� S p e c i a l �
’Tis the season to relax with a good book— 

so CAM offers a celebration of writing, publishing, libraries, and more
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New Releases
There are many writers among Cornell alumni and 
faculty—and they’re a prolific bunch. Here’s a sampling 
of ten of their latest books, hot off the presses, in genres 
from memoir to thriller to whimsical verse.
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funny, daring, gifted,  
exasperating, wonderful, and 
sad.” A physician-reviewer in 
the New York Times noted 
that the memoir, “brought 
the bad old days back to me 
in Technicolor: the waiting 
rooms full of walking 
skeletons, splotched and 
coughing, vanishing forever  
at regular intervals. Those 
were the days when you 
returned to work after a 
week’s vacation and asked, 
‘Who died?’ ”

The Organ Broker
St U St RUMw a SSeR ’88, bS ’89
(aR c a De)
In his first novel, which 
Publishers Weekly called  
“a real eye-opener,”  
Strumwasser explores the 
shadowy world of black 
market organ trafficking. His 
protagonist—the broker of the 
title—is one New York Jack, a 
longtime seller of kidneys and 
other organs to the wealthy and 
desperate. Faced with the choice 
between participating in a 
murder and losing a $2 million 
commission, he suffers a crisis 
of conscience that sends him 
on an international adventure, 
fleeing his enemies and the 
authorities. Told in first person, 
the novel is crafted as Jack’s 
confession. “Most of the 
business takes place overseas,” 
he says in the opener, “so the 
industry has come to be known 
as ‘Transplant Tourism’—and 
I’m the cruise director.”

doggerel on human biology 
is paired with whimsical  
illustrations by Mike Lowery.  
As she writes in a poem on the  
nose: “Oh odors in the air 
are roaming / You’ll breathe 
them in; through me they’re 
coming / Reminding you 
of bygone days / But pollen 
wafts and air is dusty / So I 
make gobs of mucus disgusty 
/ One ripe KERCHOO! And 
out it sprays.” Each poem 
comes with additional text 
explaining biological basics, 
and there’s a glossary of 
anatomical terms. School 
Library Journal praised the 
volume as “an engaging 
collection, equal parts gross-
out humor and hard science.” 

The Brink
a USt in  bUn n
(h a RpeRc o l l in S)
An assistant professor of 
performing and media arts 
offers a collection of ten 
short stories that Booklist 
called “a shimmering debut.” 
The tales—which explore 
characters in extremis— 
encompass a wide variety of  
settings, from a summer 
school class about the 
prospect of nuclear holocaust 
to a terrorist bomb that 
threatens a couple’s honey-
moon to an epistolary 
description of a comet- 
worshipping cult. As the title 
implies, all have the common 
theme of people being 
brought to their limits— 
be they mental, physical, 
or emotional. “Seeing his 
father cry is like watching 
a building collapse when 
someone you know is inside,” 
Bunn writes of one teenage 
protagonist. “It is raw and 
close and terrifying.”

Recipes for a Beautiful Life
Rebec c a ba RRy ’ 90
(SiMo n  & Sch USte R)
Part memoir, part recipe  
collection, Barry’s book 
chronicles her family’s move 
to Upstate New York, where 
she and her husband and 
young sons settled in  
Trumansburg, a village  
outside Ithaca. She  
intersperses tales of domestic  
life and professional  
tribulations with recipes for 
comfort food like carrot- 
ginger soup, ethnic fare 
such as vegetable biryani, 
and even adult beverages 
(including margaritas and 
a whisky-based concoction 
called Angry Mommy Tea). 
Her chapters, each opening 
with “How to . . .,” offer 
solutions to such challenges  
as losing baby weight,  
silencing your inner critic,  
and getting your kids to  
go to bed.

The Working Dad’s  
Survival Guide
Sc o t t beh So n ’ 94
(Mo ti v a ti o n al )
Timed for release around 
Father’s Day, this business 
how-to book offers tips from 
an expert on work-family 
balance. Behson, the married 
dad of a ten-year-old boy 

and author of the “Fathers, 
Work, and Family” blog, 
gives practical advice on 
such issues as protecting 
family activities from the 
creeping demands of work, 
carving out “me time” for 
exercise and social activities, 
negotiating flexible work 
arrangements, and building 
a support network of peers. 
“It’s time that our most 
important life challenge—
success in both our careers 
and in our families—is 
finally recognized as an 
important issue,” he writes. 
“It’s time that we, as fathers, 
start discussing our struggles.” 
A professor of management 
at Fairleigh Dickinson 
University, Behson has 
appeared on NPR, MSNBC, 
CBS, and other media outlets, 
and was a featured speaker 
at the White House Summit 
on Working Families.

Voices in the Band
SUSa n c . ba l l
(c o Rne l l  Un iv eRSit y )
“I am an AIDS doctor,” Ball 
writes in the introduction 
to her medical memoir, a 
narrative nonfiction look 
at the HIV epidemic. An 
associate professor at the 
Medical college, Ball has 
worked at the AIDS clinic 
at NewYork-Presbyterian, 
Cornell’s teaching hospital, 
since in the early Nineties—
before the advent of drugs 
that made it a manageable 
disease. Her book is distinct 
in examining the AIDS crisis  
from the perspective of the 
patient experience, as she 
chronicles the people she 
calls “a combination of 
brave, depraved, strong, 
entitled, admirable, self- 
centered, amazing, strange, 

To purchase these books 
and others by Cornellians, 
or to submit your book for 
possible mention in CAM, 
go to the “Cornell Authors” 
tab at our website.
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Cornellian 
Classics
Big Red Writers have penned many 
memorable books—including a few set 
at a certain university on a hill



 July | August 2015  1

Been Do n So Long t 
Looks Like p to e
Ric ha RD a Ri a  ’ 9
Fariña died in a motorcycle 
accident just two days after 
the 1966 publication of his 
first novel, which he wrote 
while a student on the Hill. 
Now a cult classic, it’s set at 
a thinly disguised Cornell—
dubbed Mentor University—
and features numerous local 
characters and landmarks. 
Its protagonist, one Gnossos 
Pappadopoulis, goes on 
a trippy trip through the 
counterculture in his college 
town. “Not that this is 
a typical ‘college’ novel, 
exactly,” Thomas Pynchon, 
a friend of Fariña’s, wrote 
in his introduction to the 
paperback edition. “Fariña 
uses the campus more as a 
microcosm of the world at 
large. He keeps bringing in 
visitors and flashbacks from 
the outside. There is no sense 
of sanctuary here, or eternal 
youth. Like the winter winds 
of the region, awareness of 
mortality blows through 
every chapter.”

ool on the ill
Ma t t R U  ’ 8
Publisher’s Weekly summed 
it up handily when the book 
debuted in 1988: “This 
exuberant first novel unfolds 

at Cornell University, the 
alma mater of its twenty-
two-year-old author, who 
has re-imagined his school 
as the center of a violent 
and funny modern-day fairy 
tale. Stephen Titus George 
is a young writer longing for 
true love and a great story 
to tell. With the mysterious 
appearance of Calliope, a 
sorceress who can transform 
herself into anyone’s vision 
of female perfection, both 
of his dreams begin to 
come true. Ruff shapes an 
adventure for his protagonist 
that includes everything 
from poisoned apples to 
winged dragons, all set on a 
campus where there isn’t a 
professor in sight and where 
the actions of dogs, cats, 
and invisible sprites are as 
meaningful as those of the 
students.”

The Widening Stain
Mo RRiS biSh o p 9 , ph D ’
Best known on the Hill as 
the author of the original 
History of Cornell, Bishop 
also penned a definitive 
history of the Middle Ages, 
reviewed books for the New 
York Times, and published 
light verse in the New 
Yorker. His sole foray into 
mystery—a comic novel 
released in 1942 under the 
pen name W. Bolingbroke 
Johnson—centers on the 
murder of a French professor 
found dead in a fictional 
version of Uris Library’s 
ornate reading room. While 
Bishop winkingly denied 
authorship throughout his 
lifetime, he did cop to it—
obliquely—in a limerick he 
jotted in a copy shelved in 
Olin: “A cabin in northern 
Wisconsin / Is what I would 
be for the nonce in, / To 

be rid of the pain / of The 
Widening Stain / and W. 
Bolingbroke Johnson.” Rue 
Morgue reissued the novel in 
2007 under Bishop’s byline.

The War Bet een the Tates
a l iSo n  l URie
Lurie’s fictional Corinth 
University, a recurrent setting 
for her novels, is the backdrop 
of this acclaimed 1974 study 
of the upending of a faculty 
marriage in a town closely 
resembling Ithaca—and, 
unsurprisingly, many on the 
real-life campus speculated 
wildly about whom the 
characters may have been 
modeled on. A TV version, 
starring Elizabeth Ashley 
and Richard Crenna, aired 
in 1977. Lurie taught English 
on the Hill for nearly three 
decades before retiring as a 
professor emerita in 1998. 
Her other novels include 
Foreign Affairs, which won 
the Pulitzer Prize in 1985 
(and also became a TV movie, 
starring Joanne Woodward 
and Brian Dennehy).

os os
c a Rl  Sa an  
While the late astronomer 
won the Pulitzer for The 
Dragons of Eden, it’s 
for Cosmos—both the 
phenomenally popular 
PBS TV series and its 
accompanying book, 
published in 1980—that 

he’s best remembered. 
“The Cosmos is all that 
is or ever was or ever will 
be,” Sagan wrote. “Our 
feeblest contemplations of 
the Cosmos stir us—there 
is a tingling in the spine, a 
catch in the voice, a faint 
sensation, as if a distant 
memory, of falling from a 
height. We know we are 
approaching the greatest of 
mysteries.” The book, which 
won a Hugo Award for 
nonfiction, was re-released 
in 2013 with a forward by 
his widow, Ann Druyan, and 
an essay by astronomer Neil 
deGrasse Tyson, host of a 
rebooted “Cosmos” series.

The le ents of St le 
w il l ia M St RUn  R., ph D 

89  & e . b. w h it e ’
Known on campus as 
“the little book,” Strunk’s 
quintessential guide to the 
mother tongue fell into disuse 
after the legendary English 
professor’s retirement in 
1937. It got a second life 
two decades later, when 
White lauded it in the New 
Yorker as “a forty-three-page 
summation of the case for 
cleanliness, accuracy, and 
brevity in the use of English.” 
With some reworking—
White’s original manuscript is 
housed in Kroch Library—it 
became a bestseller after its 
publication in 1959. (As one 
bookstore clerk wrote to 
White: “It’s propped up on the 
front table with all the other 
‘hot’ paperbacks—between 
the Rand McNally Road 
Atlas and The Joy of Sex. And 
it’s selling faster than either 
one of them.”) Generations of 
students have been schooled 
in its precepts, including 
“Omit needless words”; “Use 
definite, specific, concrete 
language”; and “Use the 
active voice.” 
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 My favorite quote about imagination comes from 
George Bernard Shaw: “You see things, and 
you say, ‘Why?’ But I dream things that never 
were, and I say, ‘Why not?’ ” It’s a declaration 

of possibility—the sort of sentiment that drives people to 
write books. 

I’ve written (and have had published) several dozen of 
them, fiction and nonfiction, for all ages—from thirty-two-
page picture books to 400-page travel memoirs to a coffee 
table tome about the U.S. presidents. In the two decades 
since my first book hit the shelves, publishing has changed 
dramatically, for better and worse. E-readers and online 
retailing have altered the tactile connection between writer 
and reader, while at the same time upping the chances of there 
being any connection at all. Consolidation among booksellers 
and publishers has endangered traditional independents 
in both arenas, but new technology has made the ultimate 
in independence—self-publishing—much more accessible. 
Everyone has a story; now anyone can tell it. 

But the act of writing a book? That hasn’t really changed. 
And it is a triumphant act. To write a book is to create 
something from nothing. J.R.R. Tolkien’s Middle-Earth was 
once an empty sheet of paper. John Irving’s Owen Meany was 
a character without form. Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood 
was just a percolating notion. 

Is everything derivative? Possibly. But that ship sailed with 
Odysseus. As Kurt Vonnegut ’44 put it, “All great storylines 

are great practical jokes that people fall for over and over 
again.” But everything can be fodder, too. It’s just a matter 
of tilting your head at the world and putting your nose to the 
grindstone. 

To write a book is to summon self-confidence, a writer’s 
most important attribute. Even among the greats, though, it 
can be elusive. Again, I’ll quote Vonnegut: “When I write, I 
feel like an armless, legless man with a crayon in his mouth.” 
On the other hand, Toni Morrison, MA ’55, has said, “If there 
is a book you really want to read, but it hasn’t been written 
yet, then you must write it.”

 And yes, anyone can try. A common refrain that authors 
hear from their friends and acquaintances is, “I was thinking 
of writing a book.” According to legend, one author, who 
heard it from a neurosurgeon at a cocktail party, responded, 
“You know, I was thinking of trying brain surgery.” 

But a would-be author’s most imposing challenge is 
actually a cousin of confidence—courage. To write a book 
is to risk derision. The Internet has in some ways been a 
boon to publishing, but it is also a magnet for mean-spirited 
commentary, much of it anonymous. Most authors will tell 
you that the scathing review is the one that lingers in the 

psyche, like Boo Radley in the shadows. 
And there is an even greater horror—silence. More 

than 300,000 books are released by traditional publishers 
in the U.S. each year, and many thousands more are self-
published or disseminated through non-traditional means 
like print-on-demand. Breaking out of the pack—critically 
and commercially—is a daunting task. Usually, I’m grateful if 
people read the darned thing at all, even if they echo Woody 
Allen’s less-than-committed summary of War and Peace: “It 
involves Russia.” 

To write a book, then, is a rather brave act of optimism—
but the difference between your work being noticed and 
ignored can boil down to luck. States of Mind, the first of 
my three travel memoirs, was rejected by some twenty major 
publishers before a tiny North Carolina-based press took a 
chance on it. It received little attention until I happened to 
appear as a contestant on the TV game show “Who Wants to 
Be a Millionaire” at the peak of its popularity in 2000. My 
thirty seconds of chatting about the book with Regis Philbin 
extended my fifteen minutes of fame. The book (briefly) 
shot up to number two on Amazon’s bestseller list, behind 
a young-adult novel about a boy wizard. I was interviewed 
by Oprah and Matt Lauer and People. USA Today actually 
printed these words: “Brad Herzog. Remember the name. He 
just might be the next Stephen King or John Grisham.” When 
I returned home to my little California town, I was presented 
with the equivalent of the key to the city. 

States of Mind was, indeed, that small press’s bestseller 
of the year, and it won an award for “best concept” among 
all books from independent publishers. But the attention was 
short-lived and the earnings were modest. My follow-up travel 
memoir, Small World, became an orphan: my editor—this 
time, at a big New York publishing house—left her job before 
it was released, leaving no one to champion it. Sales were 
dismal. For my third travelogue, Turn Left at the Trojan Horse 
(about my cross-country journey back to Ithaca for my 15th 
Reunion), I found myself back with a small publisher. 

So to write a book is also to ride an ego roller coaster. 

The Writer’s Life
Thoughts on two decades in the publishing game

To write a book is a rather brave  
act of optimism—but the difference  
between your work being noticed 
and ignored can boil down to luck. 

Story time: Author Brad Herzog ’90 during a school visit
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Fifteen years later, USA Today’s words about me have a 
“Dewey Defeats Truman” quality to them. And the town that 
celebrated me? As I was walking my dog a few months ago, 
I was stopped by local police because I resembled someone 
they were looking for: a belligerent panhandler. That was, to 
say the least, humbling. Of course, my first thought was that 
there’s a story in this somewhere. My second was that I need 
to shave more often. 

I still have to fight for attention—from literary agents, 
from publishers, from bookstores, from readers inundated by 
options. I write in various genres not only because my interests 
are broad—my current projects include a picture book about 
an Apollo astronaut and a fantasy novel for middle-grade 
readers—but because, like most authors, I have to cobble 
together a living. So I also blog and do magazine articles and 
speak to school groups. As I write this, I’m stealing glances at 
my latest royalty check for Turn Left at the Trojan Horse. It’s 

for $9.76. My agent took 15 percent. 
Finally, a few years ago, my wife (Amy Hillsberg 

Herzog ’91) and I decided it was time to drive the roller 
coaster, and we started our own publishing venture. With 
everyone wondering if print books are dying, it feels a bit 
anachronistic, but we like to believe we’re bettering the 
world one page at a time. Genre-hopping as usual, we have 
published a picture book about golf, the memoirs of civil 
rights icon Carolyn Drucker Goodman ’36, an examination 
of how to fix Congress, even a couple of fantasy novels 
written by my precocious adolescent son. The books have 
high production values and are distributed coast to coast, 
and some of our titles have garnered national publicity. 
We’re selling books, slowly but surely. 

Driving each project is the creative impulse that Shaw so 
eloquently articulated—and in fact, his quote inspired the 
name of our company. It’s called Why Not Books.

— Brad Herzog ’90

In States of Mind, his first travel memoir, Brad Herzog ’90 
recounts the 314-day, forty-eight-state round trip that he 
and his wife, Amy Hillsberg Herzog ’91, took in the mid- 
Nineties. In a Winnebago they dubbed the Rolling Stone, 
they visited small towns with evocative names—Hope, 
Comfort, Triumph—and sought out stories that reflected 
those sentiments. In the chapter on Love, Virginia, Herzog 
reflects on the highs and lows of the open road.

The plan was this: We would climb 
aboard the Blue Ridge Parkway at its 
southern terminus in the Great Smoky 
Mountains of North Carolina and cover 
almost every one of its 469 miles as it 
headed toward Virginia’s Shenandoah 
National Park. We would ride the ridges 
of the southern Appalachians past high 
pastures, deep hollows, and meandering 
mountain streams. We would pass points of 
interest with evocative names like Crabtree 
Meadows, Cumberland Knob, Grandfather 
Mountain. We would travel through one 
of the world’s great forests—spruces and 
firs, birches and beeches, maples and oaks, 
eastern hemlocks and white pines; and past 
wildflowers in full bloom—the Dwarf Iris, the Birdfood 
Violet, the Mayapple. We’d see small farms with picket 
fences and rows of beans or cabbage or tobacco. We’d 
smell the faint scent of apple butter and hear the distant 
sounds of fiddles and banjos and dulcimers. Sixteen miles 
before the road’s end, we would turn off at a mountain 
hamlet resting along the crest of some of the world’s most 
ancient peaks, ending with a bang at a town called Love. 
That was the plan.

Reality was nine miles and a whimper. 
We had somewhat overestimated the Rolling 

Stone’s ability to conquer a steep uphill. We had grossly 
underestimated its size. The manual stated we were eleven-
and-a-half feet tall. As we approached a series of tunnels 
along the inaugural stretch of the parkway, a stretch we 

could have jogged faster than we drove, it felt like putting 
a square peg in a round hole. The sign before the first 
tunnel claimed it was twelve feet tall. We pushed through. 
Minutes later, the next tunnel said 11’ 6”. We held our 
breath, stuck to the center and made it. The next one was 
11’ 0”. I eased the RV up to the entrance, Amy stepped out 
to measure peg and hole, and somehow we squeezed our 
way through. When the color returned to our faces, we 

made a joint decision: screw the parkway. 
We exited the two-lane serenity and 

set out for a trio of leisure-be-damned 
interstates. I-40 took us east through the 
heart of North Carolina. I-77 brought us 
north into Virginia. I-81 combined both 
directions and led us to our base camp in 
the town of Natural Bridge. The following 
day, we unhooked our car and, like Rosie 
Ruiz rejoining the 1980 Boston Marathon 
after taking a subway most of the distance, 
we returned to the fabled parkway having 
bypassed more than 400 scenic miles.

It was still worth it. From a distance, 
the mountains of the Blue Ridge appear 
soft and rounded, like a heap of green 

cotton balls. But when you drive into them, 
you see all the sharp edges and vibrant colors. 

What appeared to be one deep lime hue is revealed as 
countless complementary shades of the same, accentuated 
by the sharp whites of blooming dogwoods. The parkway 
was a tunnel of trees, sunlight filtering through a canopy 
of leaves, and then, every once in a while, a dramatic 
emergence and a view of a vast valley below. The 
Appalachians aren’t as tall as younger mountains like the 
Rockies, not even half the size, but they’re quite steep, 
many summits towering as much as 4,000 feet above the 
valley floor. It was a lesson in the relativity of grandeur.

From STATES OF MIND, published by John F. 
Blair. Copyright © 1999 by Brad Herzog. Reprinted by  
permission of the author. 

‘Love’ Letter
 Two newlyweds, an RV, and a winding mountain road
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The University and its libraries 
are home to numerous specialized 
collections, which edify and entertain 
researchers on a kaleidoscope of topics. 
They include:

Natural Sounds 
The Lab of Ornithology maintains the 
world’s largest archive of natural sounds, 
with more than 175,000 recordings. With 
entries dating to 1929, the Macaulay 
Library emphasizes birdcalls but also 
covers elephants, whales, frogs, and 
more. Available for online listening, it 
includes a wide variety of clips—from  
a walrus underwater to an ostrich chick 
still inside its egg. The collection is a 
popular resource for Hollywood, which 
has used its recordings in such films as 
Raiders of the Lost Ark and Harry  
Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban.

Human Sexuality 
Housed in the Division of Rare and 
Manuscript Collections (RMC) in 
Kroch Library, the Human Sexuality 
Collection was a rarity for an academic 
institution when it was established in 
1988. While it has a broad mandate 
to chronicle sexuality from all angles, 
many of its 10,000 holdings center 
on the LGBT experience, from AIDS 
activism to erotic fiction. The collection 
celebrated its twenty-fifth birthday 
in 2013–14 with an exhibit featuring 
such items as an 1813 edition of Henry 
Fielding’s The Surprising Adventures of 
a Female Husband and a poster from the 
1973 X-rated romp Campus Girls, “in 
color for ladies and gentlemen over 21.” 

Collectors’ Items
A peek inside the library vaults, home to archival 
assemblages of books, visuals, music, and more

The Nuremberg Trials 
Cornell’s Law Library is home to the 
personal archive of General William 
Donovan—special assistant to the U.S. 
chief of counsel at the trials—for whom 
the collection is named. It houses some 
150 volumes of transcripts and other 

documents, including memoranda  
on trial structure, notes on 
the interrogation of Hermann 
Göring, Nazi organizational 
charts, and a personality analysis 
of Adolf Hitler compiled for 
the Office of Strategic Services 
during World War II. 

Witchcraft 
Many of the more than 3,000 
titles in Cornell’s Witchcraft 
Collection—which focuses on the 
Inquisition and the persecution 
of witchcraft for religious 
reasons—were acquired in the 
1880s by President Andrew 

Dickson White and librarian George 
Lincoln Burr. Its holdings include 
court records of witch trials; personal 
accounts of witchcraft accusations 
in seventeenth-century Salem, 
Massachusetts; 
and fourteen 
Latin editions 
of the Malleus 
maleficarum. 
RMC describes 
the latter, which 
codified church 
dogma on heresy, 
as “one of the 
more sinister 
works on 
demonology.”

Falconry
The Kroch collection comprises the 
papers of William Sargent ’30, BS ’31, 
PhD ’36, a leading expert on the avian 
sport. It contains correspondence, 
photos (including images of climbing 
expeditions to aeries), drawings, 
articles, and speeches—even a round-
up of Shakespeare quotations about 
falconry.

Beekeeping 
Cornell’s collection, begun in the 1920s 
by apiculture professor E. F. Phillips, is 
one of the world’s most comprehensive 
archives of books in the field. With 
works from some two dozen countries, 
it tackles subjects from proper hive 
care to common apian diseases. Its 
more unorthodox holdings include 
a humorous volume that (as a Mann 
Library Web page puts it) “combines 
a rather dry 1876–77 German work 
on beekeeping with colored woodcuts 
of 1970”—in which bees are recast as 
scantily clad ladies.

Oenology & Viticulture
Established in 1998, the Eastern Wine 
and Grape Archive is an ongoing effort 
by RMC and the Geneva Ag Station to 
preserve the 
records of 
the region’s 
grape 
growers, 
winemakers, 
and others 
involved in 
the industry. 
The archive 
contains the 
papers of 
several area 
vintners, 
and its organizers are actively seeking 
more: they’re soliciting such items 
as letters, account books, diaries, 
scrapbooks, pamphlets, posters, field 
notes, scientific reports, marketing 
materials, photos, oral histories, “or any 
other documents that help tell the story 
of grape growing and winemaking in 
the United States.” 
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aps
Headquartered on the lower level of 
Olin Library, the Map and Geospatial 
Information Collection has more than 
650,000 maps and 4,200 atlases. Its 
holdings span from 1790 U.S. Census 
maps to modern geospatial data and 
everything in between: historical 
city plans, topographical maps, land 
ownership documents, nautical charts, 
globes, and more. An original Sanborn 
Map—whose makers assessed fire  
insurance risk in municipalities  
nationwide—shows Ithaca in 1883 
(population: 10,000).

ip op usic
Created with a donation of core 
materials in 2007, Kroch’s Hip Hop 
Collection aims to preserve artifacts 
that chronicle the musical genre, which 
emerged in the South Bronx in the late 
Seventies. It contains thousands of 
vinyl records, party flyers, magazines, 
and even clothing related to Hip 
Hop culture. Since its founding, the 
evolving collection has grown to 
include the archives of a seminal Hip 
Hop photographer and a graffiti 
artist, and it has prompted campus 
visits by stars of the genre.

Golf ourse 
rchitecture

The sons of 
acclaimed 
course 
designer 
Robert Trent 
Jones, Sp Ag 
’28–30, donated 
the archive 
of his seventy-
year career to Kroch in 2009. The 
Robert Trent Jones Collection offers 
blueprints, sketches, photos, business 
records, and correspondence, including 
personal letters to such titans of the 
sport as Arnold Palmer, Ben Hogan, 
and Sam Snead. It also features the 
plans for several hundred of the courses 
he worked on, including the one named 
for him on campus.

Restaurant enus
Oscar Tschirky—a.k.a. “Oscar of the 
Waldorf,” maître d’ of the Waldorf 
Astoria Hotel from 1893 to 1943—
collected menus as a hobby, and after 
his death they were donated to Cornell. 
Housed in the Nestlé Hotel School 
Library, the Menu Collection has since 
grown to comprise 10,000 items from 
1850 to the present, representing both 
casual and fine-dining establishments. 
Among its holdings are menus from 
the Prohibition era that slyly indicate 
the availability of alcohol through 
inserts hidden in the spine.

olitical rtifacts 
With 5,500 items 
dating to the 

eighteenth century, 
Kroch’s Susan H. Douglas 

Collection of Political 
Americana is a trove of 

memorabilia: buttons, 
ballots, pamphlets, ribbons, 
sheet music, clothing, and 
assorted trinkets—even 
a ceremonial wooden axe 
from Abraham Lincoln’s 
presidential campaign. It 
was established in the Fifties 
thanks to donations from its 
namesake, an avid collector 
married to a Cornellian 
(Damon Douglas ’55, BCE 
’56, MS ’62). Its varied 
holdings include an elephant-
shaped bank from the 
1900 campaign of William 
McKinley and a canvas bag 
touting “Votes for Women.”

The Language of lo ers’
The holdings of garden writer Isabel 
Zucker ’26 were the basis for Mann 
Library’s collection on the art of 
communicating feelings through 
botanical tributes, which had its heyday 
in the Victorian era but dates back to 
seventeenth-century Constantinople. 
Comprising 147 volumes, the Language 
of Flowers Collection boasts such 
holdings as Flora’s Dictionary, a 
nineteenth-century guide that translates 
herbaceous messages; for example, a 
bouquet of ranunculus means, “I am 
dazzled by your charms.”

Some of the collections’ 
holdings are accessible 
online. In-person 
viewings of materials 
generally require  
making arrangements 
in advance; for more 
information, contact  
the respective libraries.
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 When Cornell opened Amer-
ica’s first university press 
back in 1869, the enter-
prise had dual missions. 

One was to publish scholarly work in the 
vaunted tradition of the university press-
es of Europe. The other—following the 
vision of the ever-practical Ezra—was a 
tad less lofty. “The founders wanted to 
have students apprentice and learn to 
use the printing equipment,” Mahinder 
Kingra, the press’s director of market-
ing, says with a grin. “It was considered 
vocational training.”

Nearly a century and a half later, the 
press’s wares are no longer churned out 
by ink-stained undergrads—and some 
10 percent of its revenue comes from 
e-books, a figure that’s expected to grow. 
But Cornell’s academic publishing house 
is still going strong, putting out more than 
100 books a year on a variety of subjects, 
from narrowly focused academic works to 
releases for a more general audience that 
can tally sales in the tens of thousands. 
Take last April, when the press published 
both Unbuttoning America—an 
exploration of the cultural significance 
of the novel Peyton Place, with a rather 
racy cover featuring a woman wearing 
gartered stockings and a come-hither 
look—and Subterranean Estates, a 
collection of scholarly essays on the 
hydrocarbon industry. (“By accounting 
for oil as empirical and experiential,” the 
catalog explains, “the contributors begin 
to demystify a commodity too often given 
almost demiurgic power.”)

Top sellers of recent years include an 
updated edition of The Birds of Costa 
Rica, which Kingra calls the definitive 
field guide to the world’s most popular 

of the novel 
racy cover featuring a woman wearing 
gartered stockings and a come-hither 
look—and 
collection of scholarly essays on the 
hydrocarbon industry. (“By accounting 
for oil as empirical and experiential,” the 
catalog explains, “the contributors begin 
to demystify a commodity too often given 
almost demiurgic power.”)

updated edition of 
Rica
field guide to the world’s most popular 

Pressing On
Cornell’s academic publishing house nears its own sesquicentennial

birding destina-
tion. Behind the 
Kitchen Door, a
2013 exposé of 
unfair labor prac-
tices in the restau-
rant industry, be-
came the focus of 
a Unitarian social 
justice campaign 
and wound up 

on the best-seller list at Powell’s, the 
influential indie chain in Portland, Or-
egon. “Commercial concerns are not 
our first priority, so we’re able to pub-
lish more serious books that can take 
a deeper look at their subjects,” says 
Kingra. “Finances are important to us, 
but we don’t need to publish 100,000 
copies in order for it to work, so that 
frees us up to publish books on a broad-
er range of topics.”

While CU Press—which is head-
quartered in Sage House, the stately 
Queen Anne villa that was home to early 
University benefactor Henry Sage—is 
indeed the oldest in the nation, there’s a 
bit of an asterisk. It hasn’t been operating 

Turn the page: New 
director Dean Smith
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continuously, having been suspended 
between 1884 and 1930 due to lack 
of funds. But it can claim a couple of 
other distinctions: in 1955 it was the 
first university press to release works in 
paperback, and in 1999 it became the first 
publishing house in the world to print on 
paper certified as sustainably harvested. 
The press began publishing e-books in 
2010; now nearly all new titles (except 
for the heavily visual) are available for 
e-readers like the Kindle and Nook, and 
the backlist is being digitized. The overall 
shift toward digital media and online 
sales has meant a sea change in how the 
press markets its titles, says director Dean 
Smith. “We’ve become experts at social 
media, at metadata and discoverability,” 
he says. “Is Google finding your books? Is 
the metadata correct on Amazon? That’s 
a huge issue. Where you used to focus on 
sending out tens of thousands of pieces 
of direct mail, you now focus on making 
sure your titles can be discovered.”

‘ Where you used to  
focus on sending out 
tens of thousands of 
pieces of direct mail, 
now you focus on  
making sure your titles 
can be discovered.’

Fit to Print
Highlights of CU Press’s fall catalog

Smith knows the online landscape: 
he came to Cornell in April from Project 
MUSE, a digital publisher of humanities 
and social science scholarship based at 
Johns Hopkins. (He succeeded John 
Ackerman, who directed the press for 
a quarter-century.) His future plans, he 
says, include releasing more Cornell-
oriented titles, such as volumes devoted 
to Big Red sports. But he stresses that 
in the acquisition process, “nobody gets 
rubber-stamped.” A rotating board of 
about twenty University faculty has the 
final say on what gets published, and 
the press is no house organ: over the 
past decade, only 7 percent of its books 
were written by Cornell professors. Each 
manuscript is vetted by independent 
experts chosen by the publishing 
house—not the author—and they weigh 
in anonymously to ensure candor. 
“Even within the university press world, 
Cornell is known for the amount of time 
and effort we put into helping authors 
shape their manuscripts,” says Kingra. 
“We don’t just hit ‘print.’ ” 

— Beth Saulnier
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973 Van Kirk: Take refuge in 
this modern loft-style cabin with 
3 bedrooms & 2 baths on nearly 
11 acres of forest. Master suite 

includes bathroom with tile fl oor & modern amenities. Mod-
ern kitchen opens up to dining & living space. Cabin features 
a large, dry walkout basement with workshop, laundry, and 
storage. Property includes outside seating with fi re pit, artist 
studio & raised deck. On your way to “the cabin” you’ll pass 
the only remaining covered bridge still in daily use in New York 
State. Hiking trails connect to Arnot State Forest, owned by 
Cornell University and used for teaching and research, and al-
ways open to the public. $173,000

103 Grove School: Take in the 
fresh air and enjoy whimsical 
living with a natural setting in
Brooktondale. This contemporary 
3 bedroom, 2 bath home with many recent upgrades, rests on 
nearly 5 acres of land and is located in the Ithaca City School 
District. Well-insulated with 2 heating zones and a wood 
stove, this house will keep energy costs down. Fantastic 
location! Walking and riding distance to Shindagin Hollow 
“The Shinny”, nationally known for mountain biking and 
hiking, or Brookton’s Market, famous for its organic fare and 
friendly service. This exceptional property is minutes from 
Cornell & Ithaca. $195,000

CALL 
David M. Wahl
Warren Real Estate 
NYS Licensed Real 

Estate Broker

IthacaPropertyOnline.com

(607) 257-0666
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Every Trick  
in the Book
Notes from the front lines  
of the textbook buying game

list of undergraduate ‘gripes’ ” back in 1934. I’d bet a year’s 
worth of Big Red Bucks that it ranks similarly today. So every 
semester, students play a waiting game. The trick is to delay 
buying books until the last second, then get the best deal you 
possibly can. 

It may sound obvious, but the first rule is to make sure that 
you’re actually going to take the course; nobody wants to get 
stuck with a stack of pricey books for a class they’ve dropped. 
Then, peruse the syllabus carefully to make sure that some 
glossy monstrosity you’ve been assigned will actually figure 
into your final grade. Optional readings are all well and good, 
but we students are overloaded as it is. The bottom line, dear 
professors, is this: if a book isn’t going to be on the test, we 
won’t crack it open. 

Take the textbook from my Intro to Business Management 
class. I discovered the $70 tome at the start of finals week, 
buried under a pile of paper on my desk, its plastic wrap 
unbroken. It wasn’t that I was lazy; rather, the professor had 
given out projects instead of prelims, and none of the material 
from the book factored into our assignments. 

I have friends who play the game virtually by illegally 
downloading their textbooks from the Internet. Ethical issues 
aside, I find e-books hard to use; for me, there’s something 
essential about being able to highlight key facts or turn down 
the corner of a troublesome page. I learned this lesson the hard 
way last spring, when my statistics class required a book that 
could only be downloaded free online. It was convenient, but 
doing equations on a computer screen gave me headaches—
literally and figuratively. 

Once you decide that you need a particular book, you have 
to shop around. For large, expensive textbooks—say, a $200 
guide to organic chemistry—many students head to Amazon, 
or to lesser-known sites that offer rentals or even peer-to-
peer book swaps. Sometimes you can find a European edition 
for much less than the U.S. version, with few noticeable 
differences in content. But if you’ve gambled wrong and left it 
too late, all the cheaper options—including used copies from 
the campus store or online sellers—may get snatched up.

In my early college days, I naively purchased all my books 
from the Cornell Store as soon as each course’s reading list 
was announced. I can still see 
my freshman self, lugging 
her expensive purchases 
across the Arts Quad the 
week before classes. She’ll 
take those books home, 
leaf through the pages 
with mild interest, and 
set them neatly on her 
desk. And she’ll never 
open them again—
because as it turns out, 
she has enrolled in all the 
wrong classes. 

Dear Freshman Me: 
you really don’t have to do 
everything by the book. 

— Ruth Weissmann ’17

“Go ahead and grab a candy bar on your way 
out,” the Cornell Store cashier says after scan-
ning my twelve books. In the ever-frustrating 
world of college textbooks, there’s only one 

surefire pleasure: the king-sized treats that the store offers 
as parting gifts during buyback, when you unload your used 
books at a fraction of their original price. 

Textbook buying is just one of the systems that we 
Cornell students have to learn how to navigate. There’s the 
tedious online process we go through to enroll in courses, 
and the websites like blackboard.com that we have to master 
to turn in homework (and hope it doesn’t vanish). But while 
those may have their hassles, the stakes are different: erring 
in the textbook game can cost you real money. The University 
estimates that in 2015-16, most students will spend about 
$890 on textbooks and supplies. If some of that goes toward 
books you don’t actually need, it can add up to a lot over 
four years. 

Of course, such frustrations are nothing new: according 
to the Daily Sun, the cost of textbooks was “the top of the 

The bottom line, dear professors, is 
this: if a book isn’t going to be on 
the test, we won’t crack it open.
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 When thousands of new students converge on 
campus in August, they’ll chat about choosing a 
major, taking the swim test, surviving the coming 
winter—and reading Slaughterhouse-Five.

Since 2001, the University has aimed to create a sense of 
community among incoming freshmen and transfers through 
the shared experience of reading the same book. Dubbed 
the New Student Reading Project, it consists of lectures and 
discussions as well as special events like campus art exhibits 
and writing workshops connected to the book’s themes. 

Over the years, selections have included history (Lincoln 
at Gettysburg), classics (The Great Gatsby, Frankenstein, 
Grapes of Wrath), sociology (Guns, Germs and Steel, which 
launched the project), even popular sci-fi (Do Androids 
Dream of Electric Sheep?, the basis for the film Blade 
Runner). “Students come to Cornell excited to be at such 
an academically diverse school, but it can be hard for them 
to experience that diversity because they quickly get to 
their department, major, or college and stay there,” says 
Laura Brown, vice provost for undergraduate education, 
who oversees the effort. “The project’s main intention is to 
get students feeling like there are intellectual or academic 
reasons why they’re all at Cornell, not just at seven separate 
independent undergraduate colleges.”

When it comes to selecting the book, Brown 
says she accepts nominations from “everybody 
and anybody” including current students, faculty, 
staff, and RAs. The suggestions are narrowed 
down to a list of finalists, with the winner chosen 
by a committee comprising faculty, staff, and 

the University librarian. This year’s selection, Slaughterhouse-
Five by Kurt Vonnegut ’44, marks the first time the book was 
authored by a Cornellian.

Though some students may groan at the idea of an extra 
reading assignment, Brown says that many have 
reported positive experiences. Last 
year’s title—Clash of Civilizations 
Over an Elevator in Piazza Vittorio,
an Italian whodunit by Algerian-born 
writer Amara Lakhous—proved so 
popular that the author 
was invited to campus. 
“He was so excited to 
hear what American 
undergraduates thought 
of the book,” Brown 
recalls. “It was very 
cool to see the author 
interacting with stu-
dents—to see the com-
monalities of what 
they thought the book 
was about, but also the 
ways in which they didn’t agree.”

This year marks a shift in how the 
project is organized, due in part to a new academic calendar with 
a shortened orientation week. While in the past each incoming 
student was mailed a copy of the selected novel at the beginning 
of the summer—with discussions held during orientation—this 
year they’ll receive it when they get to campus, and discussions 
will take place early in the semester. As in past years, the book 
will also be read by the broader community: the selection is 
often assigned to classes at Ithaca High School, it’s read by local 
book clubs, and the Tompkins County Public Library stocks 
multiple copies. 

— Gabriela Keane ’16

reading assignment, Brown says that many have 

writer Amara Lakhous—proved so 
popular that the author 
was invited to campus. 
“He was so excited to 
hear what American 
undergraduates thought 
of the book,” Brown 

ways in which they didn’t agree.”

Page Turners
Now in its fifteenth year, the 
New Student Reading Project 
is still going strong

Assigned reading: Laura Brown, vice provost 
for undergraduate education, with the 2013 
book, When the Emperor Was Divine. Left: A 
discussion of The Grapes of Wrath during 2009 
Orientation Week
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When it comes to selecting the 
book, Brown says she accepts 
nominations from ‘everybody 
and anybody’ including current 
students, faculty, staff, and RAs.

This year marks a shift in how the 
project is organized, due in part to a new academic calendar with 
a shortened orientation week. While in the past each incoming 
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The ability to write clearly and 
effectively is increasingly vital, both for 
academic success and in a wide variety 
of professions—so the University aims 
to impart the skill to its students early 
and often. An overview:

First-Year Writing Seminars
Since 1992, most Cornell freshmen 
have been required to take two first-
year writing seminars. Coordinated by 
the John S. Knight Institute for Writing 
in the Disciplines, these small-group 
classes are led by faculty and grad 
student teaching assistants in every 
humanities field. With some 200 semi-
nars each semester, students can choose 

one that pertains to their major or use 
the requirement as an opportunity to 
take something off-beat. Recent offer-
ings include Global Weirding: Climate 
Change and Culture; the Evolution 
of Fairy Tales; and Cultural Studies: 
Rednecks, Yokels, and Bumpkins. 

Writing in the Majors
Started by the Knight Institute in 1988, 
this initiative is aimed at connecting 
communication and language skills 
to the campus’s many fields of study. 
Spanning thirty-four departments, the 
courses give students the opportunity to 
explore their disciplines through writ-
ing. Offerings include Our Home in the 
Solar System; Plagues and People; and 
Urban Inequality.

Expository Writing
Popular with upperclassmen and trans-
fers, these are advanced courses that 
teach critical, reflective, investigative, 
and creative nonfiction skills. While 
they’re offered through the English 
department, they draw grad instruc-
tors from a variety of fields. Fall 2015  
courses include Grassroots Politics; 
Post-Human Thinking: Beyond the 
Brain; and Creative Nonfiction: The 
Everyday Is Extraordinary.

Art &  
Craft
A round-up of campus 
writing classes

Creative Writing 
Part of the English department, the 
Creative Writing Program draws more 
than 500 undergrads annually. Sever-
al courses are open to students across 
the University, while higher-level ones 
are reserved for those in the major or 
minor. In the summer, the department 
offers a creative writing workshop in 
Rome, where students visit cultural and 
historic sites for inspiration. Creative 
Writing also offers an MFA—one of the 
most highly selective degree programs at 
Cornell—and a joint MFA/PhD. Only 
eight MFA students are enrolled annu-
ally, four each in poetry and fiction. 

Etc.
Students can take a number of scien-
tific, technical, and language-specific 
writing classes across campus. In addi-
tion, Performing and Media Arts offers 
courses on writing for stage and screen, 
and the Communication department 
has a variety of media writing classes, 
plus some geared toward business writ-
ing. This July, Cornell’s Adult University 
is teaching a sold-out workshop on the 
personal essay, with participants writ-
ing about experiences that have shaped 
their lives.

— Alexandra Bond ’12

Valuable lessons: English  
professor Paul Sawyer, director 
of the John S. Knight Institute for 
Writing in the Disciplines, at work
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 I didn’t want to write a thesis; I wanted to have written one. 
Many students do an undergraduate thesis for the sake 

of departmental honors, since cum laude status is often 
contingent upon it. For others, a thesis is a dry run for a 

PhD dissertation. But for me—who raced into the world twenty 
days early, has never bailed on a game of Monopoly, and has 
been known to make a contest out of late-night snacking—it 
was all about the challenge. 

So at the beginning of my junior spring, in true Millennial 
fashion, I announced on Facebook that I would write a 
thesis. I envisioned all the charming posts to come, such as 
an Instagram of me perusing the library stacks like a brainy-
but-adorable character in a John Hughes film. I thought of the 
photo I’d post of my finished thesis, its esoteric title splashed 
across the cover. 

What I didn’t think about was the part where I actually sat 
down and wrote the thing. 

I began, like most of my peers in the English honors 
program, by boasting about my grand plans: how I’d finalize 
my topic by the end of junior year, read all of the pertinent 
criticism that summer, and steadily labor throughout senior 
year to finish it. 

As it turns out, I wildly underestimated how wrong things 
can go—how spectacularly, beautifully, randomly wrong. My 
summer was consumed by an internship. I got mono. I fell 
behind. I got depressed about falling behind. There was a boy. 

By late February I still had no thesis, no research, not even 
a clear topic. With a month and a half until the deadline, I 
cracked open Sylvia Plath’s Ariel and annotated every poem in 
the collection like my life—or, since the thesis accounted for 
eight credits, my diploma—depended on it. 

At that point, all I knew was that I loved poetry, Sylvia 
Plath, formalism, and feminism. But the magical thing about 
writing a thesis is that’s all you really need to get started: 
something that you’re passionate about. From there, a more 
specific focus somehow unearths itself. Your job is to brush 
the silt off of it. 

Every day for three weeks, I wrote two pages. The more I 
wrote, the more my ideas crystallized and the faster the pages 
came. Once I was about twenty-five pages in, the terror of 
not finishing fell away, and what I intended to be a fifty-page 
study became closer to ninety.

I ate every meal with my thesis, blew off friends for my 
thesis, fell asleep with my thesis, frequently fought with my 
thesis. For all intents and purposes I was dating my thesis, and 
he wasn’t always a stand-up guy. My diet dwindled to three 
basic food groups: tuna melts, fish sticks, and coffee.

It all came to a head during spring break. Not only did 
my laptop die—luckily, I e-mailed the thesis to myself with its 

last breath—but the lack of sleep, eyestrain, stress, and lousy 
diet combined to cause a bit of a health scare. And by “a bit” I 
mean, “a doctor said I might have adrenal cancer.” Even after 
I found out I was fine, it took me a while to calm down enough 
to polish off the last ten pages. 

So what did I write about? Even the short version is 
a mouthful, laden with academic jargon like “dichotomy 
subversion” and “existential multiplicity.” But in sum, I argue 
that Plath’s original manuscript of Ariel was an allegory for 
the Greek mythological conception of the life cycle—and that 
her husband, Ted Hughes, undermined the work’s essential 
optimism when he published a radically altered version after 
her death.

But what I’ve learned from writing a thesis goes way 
beyond any scholarly value. As much as it’s a grand intellectual 
pursuit, it’s a personal one as well. The process illuminated 
who I am under pressure, how I work, how I think, where 
I do it best, and why I do it at all. The whole experience 
was incredibly validating; it showed me that I’m the kind of 
woman who does things not because I must, but because I can. 

And you can bet I eventually posted that Facebook photo 
of the finished product, esoteric title and all. 

— Lianne Bornfeld ’15

Thesis  
Statement
Of Sylvia Plath, tuna melts,  
and the sprint to finish the  
biggest assignment of my life

For all intents and purposes I was 
dating my thesis, and he wasn’t 
always a stand-up guy. 

Waxing poetic: Lianne Bornfeld ’15
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Bloom called The Mirror and the Lamp “a remarkable 
piece of critical and literary history” that “remains a 
perpetually useful book”—in other words, a classic. The 
Modern Library put it twenty-fifth on its list of the 100 most 
important nonfiction books of the twentieth century.

But Abrams is perhaps best known as founding editor of 
the Norton Anthology, which sold 8 million copies through 
the seven editions he oversaw. He began the project in the late 
Fifties, hiring six scholars to cover six genres. He expected 
it to take a year; it took four. No one anticipated that the 
anthology would be such a monumental success, spawning 
spin-offs devoted to American literature, fiction, Shakespeare, 

and more. And while the series has been 
attacked for some perceived faults—too 
narrow, too broad, too expensive, too 
heavy, too exclusive, too inclusive—it has 
endured, as a 2006 New York Times essay 
noted, “due in large part to the talents of 
Abrams, who refined the art of stuffing 
thirteen centuries of literature into 6,000-
odd pages of wispy cigarette paper.”

Beyond the work, of course, was  
the man. 

Abrams was born in Long Beach, New 
Jersey, in 1912, the son of a house painter 
who later owned a paint and wallpaper store. 
The first in his family to go to college, he 
earned his undergraduate and grad degrees 
from Harvard. During World War II he 
worked in that university’s psychoacoustics 
lab, where he tackled problems of military 
communications. He helped develop 
nomenclature for letters of the alphabet—

“Able, Baker, Charlie, Dog”—that, for example, allowed 
pilots to hear radio instructions over the noise of engines and 
gunfire.

Biking to campus well into his nineties, the compactly 
built Abrams was genial, gentle, and witty. He and his wife, 
Ruth, were married for seventy-one years until her death in 
2008; they had two daughters. And he was a devoted fan of 
Big Red football—so much so that, as legend has it, he never 
missed a single home game. 

Not one? In seven decades? The attraction, he once 
explained, was “the snappy fall air and the excitement of the 
game—and the good fellowship.”

— Paul Cody, MFA ’87

The Lamp  
Goes Dark
A tribute to M. H. Abrams

 M.H. Abrams—a lion of literary studies, 
founding editor of The Norton Anthology 
of English Literature, teacher of novelist  
Thomas Pynchon ’59 and literary critic 

Harold Bloom ’51, professor at Cornell for seventy years—
died in Ithaca on April 21. Abrams, who passed away at the 
remarkable age of 102, was active until the last months of his 
life. Last summer he traveled to the White House, where Pres-
ident Barack Obama awarded him the National Humanities 
Medal for his contributions to literature. The eminent critic 
Wayne C. Booth has called him “the best historian of ideas, as 
ideas relate to literature and literary criticism, that the world 
has ever known.”

Meyer Howard Abrams—“Mike” to his friends—came to 
Cornell in 1945 and never left. His seminal work, The Mirror 
and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and the Critical Tradition, 
an extension of his Harvard PhD thesis, was published in 1953. 
Abrams argued that until the Romantics, literature served as a 
mirror held up to the world. But the Romantics—particularly 
Wordsworth and Coleridge—perceived, interpreted, and 
illuminated the world. The writer became the beacon, the 
lamp—roughly the way the Renaissance shifted us, in broad 
terms, from a God-centric to a human-centric world. “We are 
human, and nothing is more interesting to us than humanity,” 
Abrams said in 1999. “The appeal of literature is that it is so 
thoroughly a human thing—by, for, and about human beings.”

Man of letters: M. H. Abrams 
in his younger days, and during 
his visit to the White House 
(right) in summer 2014
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