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FICTION FAVORITES

As P&P rounds out its 30th year, it’s our 
pleasure once again to present some of our 
favorite books. It’s become a tradition to report 
how difficult it was to choose just these titles 
from an outstanding line-up of fiction and 
memoirs, biographies and histories—but it’s as 
true this year as it has been in the past. We 
hope you enjoy these selections as well as 
the many other fine books and gift items on 
display in the store. Happy Holidays!

A must-read book of the season, 
Anthony Doerr’s All the light 
We CAnnot See (Scribner, $27) 
opens on the Breton coast in the days 
just following D-Day. Marie-Laure is a 
blind French girl who escaped from Paris 
with her father but is alone while Allied 
planes drop leaflets and German artillery 
batters the town of Saint-Malo. Werner, a 
young German radio operator, is trapped in 
the basement of a bombed-out building just 
blocks away. Doerr’s exquisitely plotted 
novel traces the paths of Marie-Laure and 
Werner from childhood to their inevitable 
meeting. Short chapters move the story at 
a brisk pace, and Doerr’s unerring eye for 
detail makes the book hard to put down 
and impossible to forget. 

Jules Feiffer calls Kill My Mother 
(Liveright, $27.95) his “failed attempt” to 
emulate the adventure comics, madcap 
movies, and pulp novels he devoured as a 
kid growing up poor in New York. Whether 
meeting his own high standards or not, 
Feiffer has created one of the year’s most 
original graphic novels. Taking readers 
from Depression-era Bay City, making a 
short stop in Tinseltown, and coming to 
an explosive climax in the South Pacific, 
the novel tracks the travails of movie stars, 
fixers, private eyes, and producers who 
have questionable pasts and compromised 
presents. Feiffer’s eye for composition is 
strong, and his absorption of his influences 
makes for backgrounds that often fade into washed-out watercolors, and panels not 
so much drawn as painted like muted pools for his characters to dance upon. And 
boy, do they have the moves! Whether it’s a boxing match, a dance number, or even 
a job interview, Feiffer’s figures grow contorted and their faces expand and recede; 
be assured that these characters’ loyalties and morals are equally flexible. Personal 
vendettas may be the only constants here, but stay tuned: Kill My Mother is the first 
part of a trilogy.

lilA (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, $26) 
joins Home and Gilead in Marilynne 
Robinson’s moving trilogy about the lives 
and faith of an Iowa town in the 1940s and 
‘50s. This third novel is a prequel to the first. 
Lila is the young wife of the elderly Reverend 
John Ames, the woman whose look of “furious 
pride, very passionate and stern,” Ames sees 
in the face of the seven-year-old son he 
addresses in Gilead. Much lies behind that 
“look”; Lila’s fury stems from the mystery of her 
parentage and why she was abandoned as a 
child, her subsequent rescue/abduction by the 
itinerant Doll, and their impoverished years on 
the road. Lila’s pride makes her a self-sufficient 
survivor and a woman of high moral standards; 
she’s seen too much of low ones, and while she may be poorly educated, she has 
a passion for understanding “why things happen the way they do.” This quest for 
wisdom, along with compassion and loneliness, draw Lila and the old man together; 
both are thunderstruck at the good fortune of their unexpected marriage. Robinson 
is eloquent about this unlikely couple, showing how their mutual attraction was 
physical, emotional, and intellectual—an inevitable match or, as Ames believes, one 
made in heaven—a sure sign of grace. 

Winner of this year’s Man Booker Prize, 
Richard Flanagan’s the nArroW 
roAd to the deep north (Knopf, 
$26.95) is a war novel of intense suffering 
and courage and an ill-fated love story, 
showcasing a most remarkable, enigmatic, 
and unforgettable hero. At the heart of this 
magnificent tale of Australian prisoners of war 
in World War II is Tasmanian surgeon Dorrigo 
Evans, a quietly competent officer thrust into 
leading his fellow soldiers as they’re pressed 
into slave labor building the Thai-Burma 
railway. Their Japanese captors, who believe 
that surrender dishonors a soldier, treat the 
prisoners with extreme cruelty, indifferent 
to their fatigue, disease, and death. After the 
war, Evans remains in the service to help bring Japanese war criminals to justice. The 
power of Flanagan’s story lies in his characterization of Evans, a hero in the eyes of his 
countrymen, but far too complex an individual to conform to any stereotype. 

Colm Tóibín’s moving Brooklyn was the 
story of a young Irishwoman who emigrated 
to America; in his seventh novel, he tells what 
happened to norA WebSter (Scribner, 
$27), a woman who stayed. Twenty years 
after Eilis Lacey left Enniscorthy, Nora, who 
has spent her whole life there, becomes a 
widow. Though she has four children and a 
wide circle of relatives and acquaintances, 
she feels isolated in “the strangeness of 
home.” Worse, she feels she can’t escape her 
neighbors’ officiousness; Tóibín superbly evokes 
small-town life, where Nora senses that her 
plans are common knowledge even before 
she’s made them. Another, stronger refrain is 
“that she had no idea how to live.” Slowly, she 
finds her way, taking part in activities—a union, 
voice lessons—she hadn’t shared with her late husband and discovering unsuspected 
strengths that allow her to fight, and win, battles with Enniscorthy powers-that-be. 
Nora’s is an ordinary life, but in Tóibín’s vivid, compassionate narrative it unfolds with 
the dramatic power and emotional range of the art songs she revels in singing.  
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http://www.politics-prose.com/aff/kgriffitts/cart/add/9781439138335
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NONFICTION FAVORITES

Evan Osnos gives his mother credit for 
raising him to be “at home in the world.” 
Anyone who’s been a foreign correspondent 
or lived abroad for a while in some other 
capacity or has traveled much can relate to 
that expression. And it’s clear from reading 
the Age of AMbition: ChASing 
fortune, truth And fAith in the 
neW ChinA (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
$27) that Osnos, who covered China first 
for The Chicago Tribune and then for 
The New Yorker, was quite at home there 
and came to understand and articulate 
that complicated and often contradictory 
country in exceptional ways. This excellent 
book provides a masterful portrait of 
China, combining stories of many individual Chinese—the ordinary as well as the 
prominent—with discussions of broader trends. Only China’s censors seem to have 
had a few issues with the book. A Shanghai publisher, before agreeing to print a 
translated version, wanted to cut its mention of a number of politically active people. 
Other publishers sought other deletions. Osnos refused—and went instead with a 
Taiwan publisher. 

With Complications, Better, and The 
Checklist Manifesto, Atul Gawande has 
emerged in recent years as the “conscience” 
of our health care system—he’s a doctor 
and teacher with a deep well of humanity 
who seeks to clarify and demystify the 
medical and health care practices, protocols, 
and policies that so dominate and define 
our lives and, it turns out, our deaths. 
being MortAl (Metropolitan, $26) 
explores an area of medicine overlooked 
in most medical schools, ignored by most 
policy makers, but one that is of growing 
importance as more Americans live longer 
lives. Gawande has a keen intellect and a 
writer’s touch (he writes frequently for The 
New Yorker) and his book is profound, courageous, and compelling. An important 
window into what the end of life can—and should—be. 

Founder of The Equal Justice Initiative 
in 1989, lawyer Bryan Stevenson 
specializes in defending the poor, the 
socially disadvantaged, and minors; he 
has presented landmark cases before the 
Supreme Court five times, and worked 
successfully to abolish mandatory life 
sentences for children. He recounts his 
career in JuSt MerCy: A Story of 
JuStiCe And redeMption (Spiegel & 
Grau $28), and this story is as much that 
of the people he defends and befriends 
(especially his early experience working 
with Walter McMillian, wrongly convicted 
of murder and awaiting his end on death 
row when Stevenson intervened), as it 
is the account of his own impoverished childhood, his family tragedies (his great-
grandparents were slaves; his grandfather was killed in a Philadelphia housing project), 
his academic success, and rise to national prominence. This book is urgent, passionate, 
and civilized; a guided tour of the darkest corners of our justice system, it also points 
the way to a better future. 

In her brilliant and witty plAto At the 
googleplex (Pantheon, $29.95), 
Rebecca Newberger Goldstein 
puts her novelist’s imagination and 
her scholarly gravitas to work in 
carrying on the tradition of the Socratic 
dialogue. Blending ancient history with a 
contemporary book tour, Goldstein follows 
Plato’s dictum that “the best thinking is 
always playful,” as she pits the Ancient 
against the Tiger Mother in an energetic 
discussion about raising exceptional 
children, introduces him to Google to 
update his ideas about knowledge, and 
presents his answers on the Myers-Briggs 
test. Overall, Goldstein refutes the scientists 
who claim that philosophy has not made progress. By using the form and method of 
Plato’s moral reasoning, she shows that these are not archaic relicts but ever-practical 
tools that have helped us see, for instance, that slavery is wrong. More important, these 
nimble colloquies show that philosophy, unlike physics, doesn’t discover new facts but 
gives us the perspectives with which to understand what we know.

Soldier girlS (Simon & Schuster, 
$28), Helen Thorpe’s meticulously 
reported book about three women who 
join the Indiana National Guard in the 
decade before 9/11, brilliantly illuminates 
the human costs of America’s forays into 
far-off wars. Through her subjects, Thorpe, 
also the author of Just Like Us, explores 
the realities of a volunteer military, the 
modern role of the National Guard, and 
most importantly, what America’s most 
recent engagements in Afghanistan and Iraq 
have meant to the lives of women who, in 
growing numbers, are being deployed to 
help wage America’s war on terror. Thorpe 
interviewed her subjects over several years 
and had access to a trove of personal 
documents, from emails to therapists’ notes. 
Soldier Girls is a journalistic tour de force. 

Contributors to this section: Pat Brennan, Hannah Depp, Bradley Graham, Laurie 
Greer, Mark LaFramboise, Lissa Muscatine
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ELECTRIFYING SHORT FICTION OVERSEAS

In addition to her Cromwell novels, both of 
which focus on the same protagonist, Hilary 
Mantel’s work shows off a range of styles 
and a rich diversity of subjects. Consistent 
throughout, however, is a commitment to 
quality. Her new collection of short fiction, the 
ASSASSinAtion of MArgAret thAtCher 
(Holt, $27), is as dazzling as her previous 
work. The opening story, “Sorry to Disturb,” is 
a complex sketch of an English woman living 
in Saudi Arabia. She is frustrated and bored 
by the strictures of Saudi customs and the 
complications that arise when simple courtesy 
encourages unwanted advances. The story 
“How Shall I Know You?” recounts the overnight 
adventure of an author who agrees to speak before a neighborhood literary society; 
Mantel describes how expectations crash into reality with very funny results. These 
fictions are rich in predicament and flawless in execution. Mark LaFramboise 

Stone MAttreSS (Nan A. Talese, $25.95) 
began as a kind of game: while on a cruise, 
Margaret Atwood and her fellow 
passengers speculated about whether someone 
could commit a murder on board such a ship 
and get away with it. Atwood’s character, 
Verna, in a belated act of revenge, took up the 
challenge. But to answer the initial question, 
readers need to look back to Bluebeard. With 
the buried treasure of a rewritten literary classic 
in each one, these nine tales, the natural habitat 
of the wonderful and the strange, are serious 
fun. A woman who writes a popular science-
fiction series turns literature into witchcraft, 
keeping some men out of her invented world 
while imprisoning others within it; her late husband doesn’t stop haunting her until 
she calls him “dead.” Words matter; storytelling has high stakes. A con artist who poses 
as an antiques dealer meets a woman storing her dead fiancé in a storage unit; when 
he hears her explanation, he recognizes a liar after his own heart. While Atwood’s 
characters are mostly past middle-age, little about these characters marks them as 
retirees, and from a muse finagling royalties on the novel she inspired to an academic 
researching her subject’s work at his funeral, these lively figures are right at home in 
Atwood’s delightfully wicked plots and zesty prose. Laurie Greer

Observing the way a grieving mother “leapt 
down and then had to be yanked out of 
the hole like a weed,” or how, to a man who 
hadn’t driven in a month, cars “looked like wild 
animals,” Elizabeth McCracken combines 
wit with an unflinching gaze into the abyss, 
crafting unnerving moments that will appeal 
to fans of Lorrie Moore’s similarly astringent 
touch. thunderStruCK (Dial, $26) is full 
of deaths—but life is the force to be reckoned 
with; “the world goes on. The world will,” its flow 
like water surging over and around obstacles, 
gaining texture and resonance from the bumps 
in its path. People are lost, but never entirely: 
a dead girl named Missy Goodby animates 
her schoolmates’ imaginations, transcending familiar images of ghosts; a nondescript 
woman becomes an enduring mystery when no one can explain her disappearance; 
a teenager is “completely revised” by a head injury. Parents face the impossible task 
of shielding their children—and themselves—from the painful lessons they must learn, 
and, knowing that “the body’s a bucket and liable to slosh,” McCracken takes pains to 
describe houses and clothing, as if looking for what can contain life’s spillover.  
Laurie Greer 

If Graham Greene were writing his 
boozy, pointed, and insect-infested 
thrillers in a post-9/11 world, they would 
be like the lAughing MonSterS 
(Farrar, Straus and Giroux, $25). The 
novel tells the story of a veteran spy 
with fluid affiliations and fickle loyalties 
attempting to monetize instability in 
Central Africa. Operating in a socio-
political atmosphere defined by sectarian 
interests and a War on Terror, Denis 
Johnson’s spy must navigate both 
this new paradigm and his feelings for 
his partner/target/fixer’s fiancée. As in his 
previous work, notably Tree of Smoke 
and Train Dreams, Johnson demonstrates 
lyricism and emotional agility, coupling 
his elegant prose with a plot soaked in 
grimy realism. The Laughing Monsters 
provokes as it entertains; this is a literary 
journey not to be missed. Alan Balch

The protagonist of Joseph O’Neill’s 
very funny and smart fourth novel is an 
anonymous Everyman, though he often 
considers himself the dog (Pantheon, 
$25.95) in the proverbial doghouse. His 
relationship with a fellow New York 
lawyer having concluded (despite its “being 
sanctioned by work”; the pair took their files 
to bed with them) the man moves to Dubai, 
which is both “Abracadabrapolis” and the “land 
of glitches.” There he drives an Autobiography, 
frequents a growing chain of Unique spas, 
and waits for a giant hole to sprout the next 
Astrominium. Employed by a pair of Lebanese 
brothers, he takes on a boss’s son as an intern 
and mentors the overweight boy in Sudoku. 
Yes, this is the stuff of satire—but O’Neill’s 
humor comes without fanfare. It takes the 
reader by surprise, just as the protagonist gets 
caught up in a transatlantic white-knuckle episode—realizing only later that the date 
is April 1. As accomplished and observant as his Netherland was about the post-9/11 
world, this is fiction that’s so absurd it’s utterly realistic. Laurie Greer

A brief hiStory of Seven 
KillingS (Riverhead, $28.95) covers 
the twenty-five years from the lead-up 
to the assassination attempt on Bob 
Marley in 1976 to the height of the 
drug war in New York City. Here we 
meet hundreds of characters, including 
dopers, dealers, illiterate stick-up-men, 
gangsters, CIA officials, lovers, fighters, 
and even ghosts. Told from these myriad 
characters’ perspectives, Marlon 
James’s intimate epic sometimes feels 
as though you’re scanning late-night 
radio, picking up random cravings and 

fears, some familiar some strange. A Brief 
History of Seven Killings is as deep as 
dub, but reads as light as reggae thanks 
to James’s tremendous gift for prose. Like 
any great work of art, this one demands 
commitment, but pays you back 
handsomely for your efforts. Pat Brennan  

http://www.politics-prose.com/aff/kgriffitts/cart/add/9781627792103
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FICTION FROM THE MOORS AND BOGS

FIGHTING WORDS 

Those readers who prefer Emily 
Brontë’s gloriously dramatic and 
lush novel Wuthering Heights to 
sister Charlotte’s literary offerings are 
in for a treat with the AnnotAted 
Wuthering heightS (Belknap, 
$35), edited by Janet Gezari, English 
literature professor at Connecticut 
College. This handsome wide-margined 
volume is filled with art that helps 
recreate Heathcliff and Catherine’s world 
of Yorkshire at the turn of 19th century, 
as well as Gezari’s plentiful notes to 
help contextualize Brontë’s imagery 
and allusions. Peppered throughout are facsimiles of pages taken from Brontë’s poems 
and diary, which is a particular treat, and modern illustrations of the novel’s scenes. 
Altogether, these realize a bibliophile’s dream edition of this classic, and the perfect gift 
for Brontë devotees. Angela Maria Spring

When Sarah Waters came to Politics 
and Prose, she described her new book as 
“a love story with a crime.” Set between the 
wars in London, the pAying gueStS 
(Riverhead, $28.95) tells the story of 
Frances, a spinster of twenty-seven, who 
lives with her mother in a large, decaying 
house. With all the men gone, the women 
are forced to take in lodgers to pay for 
their home’s upkeep. The intrigue starts 
when Frances falls in love with one of the 
lodgers. In typical Waters fashion, what 
follows is a gripping tale of sex, passion, 
and murder. Waters is a meticulous writer, 
delicately and deftly able to capture a 
time period, mood, or even a mundane 
task and make it come alive. She always 
takes readers on a rollercoaster ride, and, as with her previous books, which include 
Fingersmith and The Night Watch, you may find yourself turning pages well past your 
bedtime. Susan Skirboll 

This fever-dream of a novel starts in 
mid-sentence, as if there’s been no break 
between the last appearance of Dr. Zack 
Busner in Umbrella and the return of 
this unconventional psychiatrist in ShArK 
(Grove, $26). But it’s 1975 now, everyone 
is watching Jaws, and the doctor has 
established a half-way house. In his 
powerful, Joycean stream of monologues, 
hallucinations, and impressions, Will 
Self asks how sane people respond to 
an insane event. His tenth novel examines 
three such episodes, tracing the impact of 
the Hiroshima bombing, the 1945 wreck of 
the U.S.S. Indianapolis (torpedoed by the 
Japanese, the ship sank in twelve minutes, 
wasn’t missed for four days, and had 316 
survivors out of 1,196 men), and, on the 
domestic front, one woman’s battered childhood at the hands of alcoholic parents. Self 
intertwines these and other narratives, making the point that an individual’s trauma 
also belongs to the culture as a whole; you can be haunted by the atomic blast’s “skin 
angels” without having been a target spotter on the Enola Gay. Bleak as this vision is, 
however, Self presents it with such manic wordplay and startling humor that readers 
could almost laugh right through “the snafu at the end of the world.” Laurie Greer 

I’ve been a huge fan of Caitlin Moran’s 
non-fiction since reading How to Be a 
Woman a few years ago. When I found 
out she was writing a novel, I was ecstatic. 
She did not let me down. Laugh-out-loud 
funny and heartrendingly honest, hoW to 
build A girl (HarperCollins,$26.99) is the 
story of Johanna Morrigan’s climb out of the 
English projects and into London’s world of 
music journalism. In short, it is a fictionalized 
account of Moran’s life. (Fans of How to Be 
a Woman will particularly enjoy the novel 
because of this...I would even call the two 
books companion pieces.) This is a tale of a 
girl growing up and includes all her “firsts”—
her first sexual experiences, first job, first love, 
and the first time feeling the heavy weight of responsibility. Perhaps it is a bit trite to say 
that I laughed and I cried, but nevertheless, that’s what happened. I wish I could read 
this book again for the first time. Janice Leadingham

Eimear McBride’s A girl iS A hAlf-
forMed thing (Coffee House, $24), the 
debut novel that took down The Goldfinch 
for the Baileys Women’s Prize for fiction, may 
be remembered less for its plot than for its 
powerful emotional and linguistic punch. 
Inhabiting the headspace of a girl so ambitious 
and determined, yet so misguided and self-
destructive, can be a brutal reading experience, 
but McBride’s style draws you in. If her stream-
of-consciousness dialect seems daunting, its 
momentum is truly compelling. Comparisons 
with Joyce’s style are apt, but McBride makes 
her anonymous narrator’s fragmented thoughts 
and warped reality much more lucid than 
those of Joyce’s Stephen Dedalus, and her 
pacing is relentless. Experiencing repeated sexual violence, the narrator develops an 
uncanny ability to seek solace for poisoned relationships in all the most devastating 
places, and while she struggles with emotional problems, her brother faces an even 
more overwhelming struggle with a terminal illness. McBride’s account of these 
siblings leaves you breathless, and finishing this novel is like waking from a nightmare 
you’d grown almost comfortable with—which confirms this young writer’s already 
unforgettable, masterful ability to bring a wrenching story to life. Justin Stephani 

The title of Michael Pitre’s fiveS And 
tWenty-fiveS (Bloomsbury, $27) refers 
to the perimeters Marines try to maintain 
around possible roadside bombs to keep 
themselves safe from explosives. At the 
heart of Pitre’s novel is Lieutenant Donovan, 
commander of a platoon of combat 
engineers tasked with fixing potholes and 
defusing bombs on Iraqi roads. The story 
alternates between the lives of Marines in the 
years immediately following their discharge 
and that of their time in combat, during 
which a tragic event overshadowed their 
war experiences. It haunts them still. Like 
so many stories born of recent wars, this 
one is deeply affecting. Pitre himself was a combat engineer in Iraq and the vividness 
of his novel’s details testifies to the depth of their meaning for him. The strengths 
and vulnerabilities displayed by young men and women in impossible situations are 
heartbreaking and unmistakably real. Mark LaFramboise

http://www.politics-prose.com/aff/kgriffitts/cart/add/9780674724693
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AMERICAN CHARACTERS

In his award-winning series, The 
Sportswriter, Independence Day, and 
Lay of the Land, Richard Ford 
evolved his wise but hapless protagonist, 
Frank Bascombe. let Me be frAnK 
With you (Ecco, $27.99), four 
inter-connected novellas, finds Frank on 
the New Jersey shore in the immediate 
aftermath of Hurricane Sandy. Sixty-eight 
and a retired realtor, Frank has escaped 
the devastation suffered by so many 
because he sold his ocean front property, 
opting for a simpler life in the small town 
of Haddam. Viewing the ruins of the 
area’s once grand houses offers Frank 
the opportunity to comment on wealth, 
race, politics, commercialization, and the 
general decline of the quality of life in 
twenty-first century America. This might 
be depressing if Ford wasn’t so eloquent 
and if Frank wasn’t so clear-eyed and 
hilarious. Mark LaFramboise

Susan Coll, director of events 
and programs at Politics & Prose, is an 
accomplished novelist whose fifth book, 
the StAger (Sarah Crichton, $26), is 
set, like some of her earlier works, in a 
tony Washington area zip code (local 
readers may feel sure that The Stager’s 
characters closely resemble their own 
neighbors). But even if you live outside 
of Washington, you will appreciate (and 
be entertained by) Coll’s searing wit as 
she deftly deconstructs the excesses 
of upscale life in suburbia. The story 
revolves around a couple selling their 
house and hiring a stager to make the 
abode presentable to potential buyers, a 
topic that neatly lends itself to satire in 
Coll’s capable hands. One fun surprise: 
the best character in the book is not a 
person, but a rabbit. And a philosopher 
rabbit at that! Lissa Muscatine 

florenCe gordon (Houghton 
Mifflin Harcourt, $25) is an irascible 
seventy-five-year old Manhattan feminist, 
activist, and intellectual with no patience 
for tedious, directionless mediocrity. Yet 
against her preferences, her world seems 
to include her ex-husband, Lev, a failed 
academic; her son, Daniel, a policeman 
(!); his wife, Janine, a fawning dilettante; 
and her granddaughter, Emily, so young, 
and, really what are the youth of today 
thinking about? Do they even read? 
Well, Florence is about to discover that 
they do. Thanks to Emily’s persistent 
willingness to push back and argue, and 
Brian Morton’s richly evocative, 
patient story-telling style, over the 
course of a year, Florence rediscovers 
the meaning of family. Andrew Getman 

From the storyteller who has kept us 
frightened for years both on the page 
and on the screen, comes revivAl 
(Scribner, $30). The story starts out, as is 
so often the case with Stephen King’s 
shadowy world, in a small and seemingly 
average town in the Northeast. A young 
minister arrives with his attractive wife 
and their young son. The effects this 
family has on the community, and 
specifically on the life of a young boy 
named Jamie Morton, who befriends the 
minister, are long-lasting—and of course 
not to be revealed for risk of ruining the 
fun! Rest assured that King takes you on 
a great ride that gets darker as you near 
the end. You’ll enjoy it whether you dip 
in now or when the movie hits theaters. 
Lena Little 

Marie, the narrator in love Me 
bACK (Doubleday, $23.95), Merritt 
Tierce’s powerful debut novel, is a 
server in a posh Dallas steakhouse 
where patrons run expensive tabs and 
the employees wind down from their 
shifts with copious amounts of drugs 
and alcohol. Her life thrown off course 
by an unexpected pregnancy when 
she’s sixteen, Marie takes refuge in her 
abilities as a professional restaurant 
worker, punishing herself with harmful 
relationships and ill-advised choices. 
This is a fascinating look at restaurant 
sub-culture as well as a memorable 
portrait of a young woman caught up 
in a complicated situation. Tierce, a 
National Book Foundation “5 Under 
35” honoree, has a take-no-prisoners 
approach to character and story and 
each chapter reverberates with life and 
loss. Mark LaFramboise

Amy Bloom is very much at the 
height of her storytelling powers with 
her latest novel, luCKy uS (Random 
House, $26). Bloom deftly spins the tale 
of two half-sisters, Eva and Iris, in the 
1940s who are introduced to each other 
in less-than-ideal circumstances. After 
her mother drops her off on her father’s 
doorstep like a package, the thirteen-
going-on-thirty Eva meets her older sister, 
Iris, who takes one look at her and sets 
out to make the most of an unwanted 
younger sibling. When Iris decides it’s 
time to leave their less-than-moral father 
behind, she and Eva embark on a series 
of misadventures that take them from 
Hollywood to London. With clean, clear 
prose, Bloom unfolds the sisters’ off-kilter 
bond and conveys a deep empathy for 
these two determined and complicated 
young ladies, who continually redefine 
what family could and should be. It’s a 
delightful read that goes by far too fast. 
Angela Maria Spring
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NOT THE END OF THE WORLD  SCIENCE + FICTION =

David Mitchell’s Ghostwritten burst 
on the literary scene like a force of nature, 
and with each of his six ingenious novels, 
he’s compelled readers to “think larger” and 
“re-draw what is possible.” In the bone 
CloCKS (Random House, $30), which, like 
Cloud Atlas is made up of six stories with 
six different narrators, Mitchell’s expanding 
fictional universe has become a spiraling 
multiverse, carrying echoes of figures and 
events from all his books. At the center of 
this dazzling whirl is Holly Sykes, an ordinary 
British woman, who experiences love, lost 
love, and motherhood; who runs away, works 
at a Swiss resort, and becomes a best-selling 
author. But the everyday realism of Holly’s 
life, recounted from 1984 to 2043, is shot through with the fantastic. She hears voices. 
Time stops. Her little brother is suddenly wise beyond his years, then disappears. 
Mitchell isn’t playing post-modern games with plotlines or structures, here, but asking 
urgent questions about limits, costs, and futures—all the while teasing the imagination’s 
undying What if….? with propositions like, what if we could indefinitely defer death? 
What if there’s one overarching Script dictating events? What if good overcomes evil 
but the planet still isn’t saved? What happens next? Laurie Greer 

With her fourth novel, Emily St. John 
Mandel turns her craft to a post-plague 
future in which a wandering troupe of 
Shakespearean actors and musicians, the 
Traveling Symphony, preserves the cultural 
knowledge of civilization while scavenging for 
relics in abandoned towns and providing a 
link among disparate surviving communities. 
StAtion eleven (Knopf, $24.95) portrays 
their daily effort to protect what is good and 
valuable in the midst of hostility, despotism, 
and insanity. The book asks how our origins 
determine our course and purpose in life 
and whether force, coercion, and fear—or art, 
imagination, and human decency—will save 
us. This is masterful and life-affirming fiction. 
Andrew Getman 

Ten years ago, Michel Faber won acclaim 
for The Crimson Petal and the White, his 
indelible portrait of a young Victorian-era 
prostitute. Now this accomplished historical 
novelist turns in the other direction, charting 
the later twenty-first century as it unfolds 
on an increasingly chaotic Earth as well as 
on a distant cosmic settlement called Oasis. 
In this futuristic—yet also timeless—story of 
love, faith, and the end of the world, Peter has 
been chosen to be pastor to the inhabitants 
of Oasis. He’s eager to spread the Word, and 
the non-human members of his new flock 
are hungry for more of the booK of 
StrAnge neW thingS (Hogarth, $28), 
as they call the Bible. The Oasans’ firm, or 
merely naïve, faith, contrasts with the sorely tested devotion of Peter and even more 
that of his wife, Bea, who, loyal as Dante’s Beatrice, sends her husband increasingly 
distraught emails as life at home unravels. Finally, Peter must decide: should he, like his 
predecessor, Reverend Kurtzburg, disappear into the relative safety of the unknown 
new world, or face the true heart of darkness back on Earth? Faber’s vivid and 
plausible dual realities challenge the strength of humanity’s touchstones and make for 
a powerful piece of fiction. Laurie Greer 

In this comprehensive collection of 
Italo Calvino’s hybrid series, the 
CoMplete CoSMiCoMiCS (Houghton 
Mifflin Harcourt, $24), the happy-go-lucky 
narrator is present at the creation of the 
universe, survives the mass extinction at the 
end of the Cretaceous period, and spends 
the better part of cosmic history gambling 
on the outcomes of random events. And 
his name is unpronounceable: Qfwfq. Short 
punchy sections front-load this collection, 
with “Distance from the Moon,” “A Sign in 
Space,” and especially “Without Colours”; 
these stories lead off with an exuberance 
that filters through the volume, even as 
Calvino’s writing and storytelling matures 
into more elaborate conceptual prose (one story takes place on the cellular level, and 
another unfolds in a single instant of time). Consistent first to last, however, are the 
comical, naive personas that, in a way, undercut the scientific and cosmic themes. 
Almost everything is personified, and almost nothing lacks an engaging, slightly 
bumbling nature, evoking the randomness with which cosmic events take place. As 
a whole, Calvino’s cosmology is creative and wondrous, unlike anything else you’ll 
read. Justin Stephani 

The words “eldritch horror” might not 
evoke a holiday atmosphere, but there is 
definitely someone on your gift list who 
would love the neW AnnotAted 
h. p. loveCrAft (Liveright, $39.95). 
The stories collected here are from 
Lovecraft’s Arkham cycle (The Call of 
Cthulhu and others), and thus provide 
a great starting point for first-time 
readers, while the annotations make 
them a must-read for fans and experts. 
Editor Leslie S. Klinger supplies 
biographical information without glossing 
over some of Lovecraft’s uncomfortable 
views, and also provides a variety of 
critical interpretations in his annotations. Historical, geographic, and literary details, 
extra material, examples of handwritten manuscripts, and copious illustrations and 
photographs give the necessary context for a close reading of Lovecraft’s most 
uncanny and nightmarish tales. Anton Bogomazov

English translations of Chinese popular 
fiction are still a rarity in the west, almost 
as much so as a science fiction novel 
becoming a runaway bestseller in China. 
So when the Remembrance of Earth’s Past 
trilogy by Cixin Liu was picked up for 
translation it was a little hard to contain my 
excitement. My feelings after reading the 
first installment are that the accolades have 
been well earned. the three-body 
probleM (Tor, $25.99) opens in the 1960s 
with the persecution of intellectuals during 
the Chinese Cultural Revolution, then brings 
us into the near future in which Chinese 
scientists are lauded and their greatest 
enemy is an insoluble physics problem that 
might be leading to their deaths. From Communist experiments yielding unexpected 
alien contact to virtual reality games that posit astrophysics questions to their players, 
Liu constructs a compelling story and allegory for Chinese Communism’s most 
troubling aspects. An engrossing read for fans of thoughtful literary fiction or hard SciFi 
alike. Lisa Grabenstetter
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IT'S A MYSTERY!

WHAT TO READ

Continuing the delightful madness begun in 
their 2011 collection, A Study in Sherlock, 
famed Sherlockian authors Laurie R. 
King and Leslie S. Klinger have once 
again sought out writers from a variety 
of genres to step into the realm of Baker 
Street. From new fictions penned by the 
likes of literary critic Michael Dirda to 
international bestselling authors of Sara 
Paretsky’s caliber, in the CoMpAny of 
SherloCK holMeS (Pegasus Books, 
$24.95) is one of the most thoroughly 
imagined and genuinely Holmesian 
projects yet undertaken. Whether you are 
a Holmes fanatic or a more casual observer 
of the great game, step into the worlds 
painted by these talented authors, which 
feature their takes on the classic characters, 
cases, and casualties from Arthur Conan 
Doyle’s greatest creation. 

Part history, part travel narrative, part 
literary criticism, and part cultural 
analysis, Maureen Corrigan‘s 
lively tell-all and academically rigorous 
biography, So We reAd on (Little, 
Brown, $26), reveals the rich and 
occasionally fraught rise of F. Scott 
Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby. Corrigan, 
NPR book critic and author of Leave Me 
Alone, I’m Reading, braids Fitzgerald’s 
inspirations and struggles into the 
storied print history of his novel and its 
continuing cultural impact. Corrigan’s 
wit, intelligence, and appreciation of 
Fitzgerald’s masterpiece make her 
analysis as enjoyable as it is informative. 
Alan Balch 

In the republiC of iMAginAtion: 
AMeriCA in three booKS (Viking, 
$28.95) Azar Nafisi, author of The 
New York Times bestseller Reading 
Lolita in Tehran, turns her attention to 
the essential role of literature in sustaining 
democratic values in places like the 
United States. Worried by utilitarian 
approaches to reading and a declining 
appreciation of fiction, Nafisi offers 
an original, beautiful, and passionate 
argument that literature fuels the 
creative imagination, connects the past, 
present, and future, and allows people 
to envision worlds and ideas different 
from their own. She makes her case 
through an exploration of three American 
classics—The Adventures of Huckleberry 
Finn, Babbitt, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter—fusing literary criticism, polemics, 
and experiences from her own life. Nafisi is one of the world’s most articulate and 
compelling voices in defense of literature as a bulwark against tyranny and as a pillar 
of liberty. And she sure can write well, too. Lissa Muscatine 

Diverse enough to have both an American humor prize and an award for children’s 
literature in his name, Mark Twain is an enduring icon of literature and culture. His 
popularity is on vibrant display in MArK tWAin’S AMeriCA: A CelebrAtion 
in WordS And iMAgeS (Little, Brown, $40). Drawn from the Library of Congress 
Division of Prints and Photographs by the department’s former curator, Harry L. 
Katz, this lively presentation of lithographs, maps, advertisements, and engravings 
documents not just Twain, but a booming America that grew and changed just as 
he did. Focusing on the most active years of Twain’s life, 1850 to 1910—from when 
he was fifteen to his death at age 75—the volume follows the dynamo born as 
Samuel Langhorne Clemens through his various careers as printer, steamboat pilot, 
and newspaper reporter, and traces the changing landscapes he moved through as 
he went from Missouri to Pennsylvania, New York to San Francisco, all the while 
reinventing himself as Mark Twain, author of humorous sketches and stories, and 
satirical fly-in-the-ointment. 

Though almost everything may seem 
a matter of life or death during high 
school, teenagers really can be cruel, 
and in Tana French’s new novel, 
the SeCret plACe (Viking, $27.95), 
actions have serious consequences. 
As the Dublin rookie Stephen Moran 
investigates a murder, he has to cope 
with not just teenagers but a harsh 
partner and the delicate matter of his 
superior’s daughter being named a prime 
suspect. As she has in the previous 
volumes of her excellent Dublin Murder 
Squad series, French brings past crimes 
and characters into the present case, 
unfolding everything with exquisite 
timing and crisp dialogue. Continue your 
Tana French collection or dive into her 
realistic mysteries with this latest work

Section by Hannah Depp
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LOOKING IN AT WRITERS/WRITERS LOOKING OUT

LIVES OF THE WRITERS 
Never read Tolstoy? You’re in good 
company—neither has Malcolm 
Gladwell or James McBride. Don’t 
revere Ulysses? Join the non-fan-club 
that includes Donna Tartt, Richard Ford, 
and Elizabeth Gilbert. From confessions 
to enthusiasms—Amy Tan loves Jane 
Eyre, Gary Shteyngart likes “stories 
where people suffer a lot”—things you’ve 
always wanted to know about today’s 
writers, and much that perhaps had 
not occurred to you, is available in by 
the booK (Holt, $28), a collection of 
sixty-five of the columns by the same 
name published each week in The New 
York Times Book Review. Conducted 
and edited by the Review‘s Pamela 
Paul, these lively interviews are not just 
exchanges between editor and subject, 
but form a wider, ongoing conversation 
as different people bring up the same 
names and titles. P.J. O’Rourke also 
admires Jane Eyre, while, Anne Lamott 
and Anna Quindlen both praise Behind 
the Beautiful Forevers. Katherine 
Boo, for her part, after growing up on 
Encyclopedia Brown, has lately favored 
stories by George Saunders. Friendly, 
forthcoming, and compulsively readable, 
these chats are a bibliophile’s dream 
come true—not to mention a source of 
unbeatable book recommendations.

Section by Laurie Greer

Sometimes you read a biography as much for 
its author as for its subject. That’s true for the 
masterful Hermione Lee; following rich 
portraits of Virginia Woolf and Edith Wharton, Lee 
brings her insight to the life, times, and work of 
penelope fitzgerAld (Knopf, $35). Daughter 
of a Punch editor who grew up amid thinkers and 
artists, Fitzgerald (1916-2000) said she was born 
“dipped in ink” and expected to become a writer 
herself. Early contributions to her father’s magazine, 
writing and editing for World Review journal, 
and scriptwriting for the BBC put her on track 
to fulfill her promise. But writing was interrupted 
by decades of poverty. Fitzgerald’s husband was 
an alcoholic and spectacularly lost his position as a barrister. The family moved into 
a converted coal barge. After it sank, they spent eleven years in council housing. 
Fitzgerald raised three children, taught school, and stayed with her husband. Only in 
1975 did she become the Penelope Fitzgerald we know, turning out three biographies 
and nine short, elegant novels, four of them short-listed for the Booker Prize, which she 
won for Offshore in 1979 (beating out V.S. Naipaul). It was an amazing career, and Lee 
has delved into Fitzgerald’s notebooks and letters to show how this distinctive writer 
created her unique fictions. Laurie Greer

In The New Yorker writer John Lahr’s 
stunning biography, Williams comes across as 
a more dramatic figure than the characters he 
created for the stage. tenneSSee WilliAMS: 
MAd pilgriMAge of the fleSh (W.W. 
Norton, $39.95) is the story of a man haunted by 
his sexuality, by his bruised but not-yet-broken 
family, and by the raucous decades that inspired 
what are arguably the greatest works in American 
theater. Mad Pilgrimage of the Flesh doesn’t just 
present the scintillating details of Williams’s many 
affairs and lifelong heartbreaks, Lahr also conveys 
how physically taxing it was on the playwright to 
be ignored for the first half of his career. From the 
groundbreaking The Glass Menagerie to the filming of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, Lahr 
diligently and eloquently chronicles Williams’s struggles to create, to gain recognition, 
and to find personal happiness. Hannah Depp

A writer’s vision in the fullest sense comes 
through in the writing, but what is that person 
actually looking at while setting down words? In 
these brief essays, accompanied by pen-and-ink 
drawings, fifty writers, plus one artist, Matteo 
Pericoli, send postcards from their desks. 
WindoWS on the World (Penguin Press, 
$27.95) not only provides glimpses from Beijing 
high-rises, Melbourne suburbs, and Nottingham 
gardens, but offers ample proof that not all 
writers live in Brooklyn. And while all inhabit 
the land of imagination, they find their best 
work hails from the border between the world 
they look out on and the one they struggle to 
convey from within. Just as Pericoli’s beautiful 
drawings demonstrate the flexibility of unadorned lines to be spare or lush as the 
scene requires, these pieces are at once straightforward descriptions of everyday work 
habits and eloquent statements about creativity. For Emma Larkin in Burma as for 
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie in Lagos, a glance outside is inspiration, “a view choked 
with stories.” Looking out on Skopjce, Lidija Dimkovska finds “it was impossible not 
to write.” For others, the window is a rest; Marina Endicott uses it as “a way for my 
mind to blink.” T.C. Boyle looks out at Montecito and finds “distraction and lack of 
distraction both.”
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HEAR THEM ROAR

Adrienne Mayor, the Stanford classicist, 
historian of science, and author of The Poison 
King, dispels the myths of the AMAzonS 
(Princeton, $29.95) and reveals an even 
more fascinating reality. You won’t miss the 
sensational fictions of man-slaying, single-
breasted archers who scorned marriage and 
motherhood, as you follow the true warrior 
women across the Eurasian steppes, from 
Bulgaria to Mongolia, in this thorough and richly 
illustrated ethnography. Until recently, most of 
what we thought we knew about the Amazons 
came from the ancient Greeks. But that settled 
and patriarchal culture misinterpreted the 
practices of the Scythians and other nomadic 
tribes, seeing female dominance in what was really gender equality. Both men and 
women hunted, fought, rode horses, and wore pants; everyone had to contribute to 
ensure the group’s survival in the harsh desert and mountain landscapes. The extent 
of the Greeks’ misunderstandings has become clear with archeological excavations 
and technology. Both find that women were buried like heroes, with sumptuous 
grave goods including gold, weapons, tools, personal hemp-burning kits, horses, and 
sometimes children. Laurie Greer

Joan of Arc is a historical figure often treated 
as a mythical hero. Her latest biographer, 
Kathryn Harrison, a versatile writer 
of fiction and nonfiction, has undertaken the 
gargantuan task of narrating the saint’s life with 
both research and imagination. In JoAn of 
ArC: A life trAnSfigured (Doubleday, 
$28.95), Harrison paints the fullest, most 
realistic portrait of Joan yet. With a nod to 
those who have presented Joan’s story before 
(the list includes Shakespeare and Shaw), 
Harrison retraces the incredible tale of a young 
woman who manages to move an entire 
nation. Her account features an excellent 
timeline of Joan’s life and the events of her 
era, putting her subject in a wider context and 
illuminating how Joan must have been viewed by her contemporaries. How did they 
see her—as a madwoman? A sociopath? A prophet? Read this eye-opening biography 
and find out. Hannah Depp 

“There was no test of wills that Queen Isabella 
did not win,” Kirstin Downey notes in 
this colorful biography of iSAbellA (Nan A. 
Talese, $35). The Queen of Castile and León 
(1451-1503) didn’t just have a career, she had 
several kingdoms. The mother of five, she 
didn’t just raise children, but trained future 
monarchs of Europe; marrying them off meant 
major foreign policy decisions. Coinciding as 
it did with events that continue to shape the 
world, including the Reconquest of Granada, 
the expulsion of Muslims and Jews from Spain, 
the establishment of the Inquisition, and the 
voyages of Columbus, Isabella’s life story is 
also a rich arc of history. Downey supplies 
detailed social, economic, and political 
context, and vividly evokes a time of pageantry and treachery. The pressures on 
Isabella were many and keen. Conspiracies and power-plays went on constantly, and 
sudden deaths—whether by plague or poison—changed the webs of alliances instantly. 
No ruler could afford a lapse in vigilance, and this was doubly true for a reigning 
woman. Isabella also struggled to balance religious humility with shows of worldly 
power; while she brutally quelled dissent, she unified Spain and was the first Old World 
leader to see the value of colonizing the New World. A just and humane ruler? Not 
always. A brilliant woman with a fascinating story? Yes! Laurie Greer 

What do lie detectors, Margaret Sanger, and 
a strange yet functional ménage á trois have 
in common? Each is part of the SeCret 
hiStory of Wonder WoMAn (Knopf, 
$29.95). As expertly presented by Harvard 
historian and The New Yorker writer, Jill 
Lepore, this account centers on William 
Moulton Marston (1893-1947), a psychologist 
and developer of the lie detector, a crank and 
a charmer, who, by the mid-1930s had lost 
progressively less distinguished university 
positions, been fired as a consultant, and gone 
broke in the 1929 crash. Only a superhero could 
save him, and with Wonder Woman, his future 
was assured. Marston saw his Amazonian vision 
into print in 1941; though he declared that the comic was part of “a great movement 
underway, the growth in the power of women,” his feminism, like much else about him, 
was sketchy. With many talented women comic artists to choose from, he worked with 
a man. Meanwhile, his wife supported him through extended unemployment and his 
mistress—Margaret Sanger’s niece—stayed home with his children, her own and those 
of Mrs. Marston; all lived under one roof. The biography is sensational, but Lepore 
deftly integrates it into her chronicle of comics and the controversies that rose with 
their popularity, as well as her insightful tracing of 20th-century feminism, from the 
1910s and woman suffrage to the 1970s, MS magazine, and Wonder Woman’s bold 
leap to TV. Laurie Greer 

not thAt Kind of girl (Random House, 
$28), by Lena Dunham, perhaps best known 
for her HBO show, Girls, is a collection of 
“coming-of-age” essays from a millennial’s point 
of view. Roughly stylized after Helen Gurley 
Brown’s Having It All, instead of telling you what 
to do, Dunham gives you biographical anecdotes 
showing what not to do. And we are all the better 
for it. A veritable Judy Blume meets Woody Allen, 
Dunham has come up with prose that’s witty and 
personal, sharp and informative. She veers from 
funny stories detailing her relationships with her 
family to suddenly serious accounts of death and 
sexual assault…all wearing a fine veil of humor 
and self-deprecation. It is only later, when you 
stop laughing, that you understand the depth 
and substantiality of Dunham’s words, which often read like advice from a big sister 
as Dunham deftly reveals the kind of diets and men to avoid, what you shouldn’t say 
to your best friend, and what a healthy relationship with your therapist should look 
like. Fans of Caitlin Moran, Tavi Gevinson, and Tina Fey will especially appreciate this 
volume—I only wish it had been around when I was sixteen. Janice Leadingham
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WISE MEN VINTAGE BEST OF

AMERICAN CITIES

GOOD SPORT?

In the MeAning of huMAn 
exiStenCe (Liveright, $23.95) Edward 
O. Wilson starts at the beginning of 
it all; that is, somewhere between two 
to three million years ago, when the first 
homo habilis, our pre-human ancestors, 
banded together. He then retraces how 
that early move toward societies led, over 
the course of the next few million years, to 
changes in our cerebral cortex. The impact 
of communal life has been tremendous, 
Wilson declares, and he discusses individual 
and group selection within this template 
of social organization. His thesis, simply 
put, is that, “selfish members win within 
groups, but groups of altruists best groups 
of selfish members.” The two competing dynamics of natural selection—the good of 
the individual, and the good of the species—fostered the “genetic chimera” that we are 
today as creatures built of contradictions: endlessly creative, and at once the victims 
of selfishness and embodiments of ideals of honor and virtue. Wilson, one of our most 
accomplished and respected scientists, writes in an engaging, conversational tone. He 
explores the possibilities of the human mind and the importance of the group as well 
as considering the place of both in current value systems. This passionate little book 
presents the biological and evolutionary foundations of our genetic past as the key to 
understanding our beliefs, behavior, and future. Adam Waterreus

The next best thing to a new history by 
Ian Buruma, twice named one of Foreign 
Policy’s top 100 public intellectuals, is a 
collection of his fine essays. theAter 
of Cruelty (New York Review Books, 
$29.95) contains twenty-eight pieces of 
commentary and criticism Buruma has 
published over the last two decades. Putting 
near-equal weight on the two halves of 
his title, Theater includes a look at the 
plays of Alan Bennett, Mike Leigh, and the 
dramatic adaptation of Anne Frank’s Diary 
as well as films by Fassbinder, Eastwood, 
Herzog, and Kurosawa, and considers 
the “theatrical” with an exhibit of David 
Bowie’s “outrageously beautiful” costumes. 
“Theater” here also means “theater of war,” 
and Buruma tests the cultural icons against humanity’s darker impulses. Admitting his 
“fearful fascination with power and cruelty,” Buruma is especially eloquent on events 
and people that tangle the lines of art and violence; was Leni Riefenstahl both a Nazi 
and an artist? Is such a hybrid possible? Similar questions arise with the Japanese 
painter Foujita, who joined the French modernists before the war but produced images 
praising Japanese militarism during it. While Buruma deeply admires art and artists, he 
understands they are not infallible. At bottom, his work is a warning to all that “cultural 
sophistication, alas, is no prophylactic against the allure of terrible ideas.” Laurie Greer

The original Who’s Who of Vanity 
Fair literati is on resplendent display 
in boheMiAnS, bootleggerS, 
flApperS & SWellS: the beSt of 
eArly Vanity Fair (Penguin Press, 
$29.95), edited by Graydon Carter. 
Anyone who was anyone wrote for the 
magazine between 1913 and 1936, including 
well-known, beloved wits such as P.G. 
Wodehouse, Dorothy Parker (whose 
tongue-in-cheek satirical poem “Our 
Office: A Hate Song,” deftly gives Vanity 
Fair its own back) and Noël Coward. The 
collection also includes pieces by Colette, 
A.A. Milne, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Edna St. 
Vincent Millay, and Jean Cocteau; even 
the estimable T.S. Eliot consented to have the magazine publish his poems. Each piece 
is a particular joy on its own and, taken together, the collection is a literary journey 
through the culture of what would become modern America; it tackles everything 
from art to women’s rights to breakfast (a strangely and amusingly consistent theme 
throughout). This is a book for anyone who loves the writing of the early 20th 
century and for anyone who loves to both laugh and wince at Americans’ fabulous 
ridiculousness. Angela Maria Spring

The eponymous eMpire of Sin (Crown, 
$26) of Gary Krist’s compelling social 
history is New Orleans from roughly 1890 
to the 1920s. In this gripping account of 
vice, sex, and spectacular unsolved crimes, 
Krist chronicles an urban culture that 
developed around races and ethnicities that 
marked this city as distinct from others in 
America; New Orleans wasn’t Protestant, 
and it had been a major point of entry for 
slaves and immigrants, especially Italians, 
who claimed certain sectors of town for 
the mob. Then there was the music. Krist’s 
account of working-class black Storyville is 
also the tale of jazz, and the book includes 
the only photograph of the legendary 
Buddy Bolden and his band, whose sounds “were like Aurora Borealis.” But the party 
couldn’t go on forever, and New Orleans evolved from “the Sodom of the South” 
into an economic powerhouse, but one whose benefits remain unevenly distributed 
between its white and black citizens. When Louis Armstrong, New Orleans born and 
bred, returned to get the key of the city in 1949, he was forced to stay in a “colored 
hotel.” Reform has its limits and Krist has no illusions. David Cohen

AgAinSt footbAll (Melville House, $22.95) is Steve Almond’s 175-page journalistic rethinking of America’s (and his 
own) deeply rooted passion for a sublimely destructive sport. Almond is a lifelong Raiders fan who has put up with decades of 
disappointment for the compensations of camaraderie with fellow devotees, including his father. But now he weighs the personal 
meaning the game has for him against the damning evidence of the leagues’ irresponsible treatment of the players. The NFL and 
team owners use these players to make billions of dollars, but deny the game has anything to do with the men’s brain damage and 
short lifespans. The money-making machine we know as football in fact raises the stakes every year; since teams began threatening 
to leave cities for the highest bidder, a tactic that peaked in the ‘90s, owners have extorted their communities for two decades 
now. Almond also outlines the role of high school and college programs in young men’s permanent brain damage, the evidence for 
which has been documented in studies conducted over the course of a single season. Given football’s many negatives, Almond still 
struggles to balance its destructiveness with the valuable communal bonds it fosters. Justin Stephani
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LEADING AMERICANS COMING-OF-AGE IN AMERICA 

Commended by James Madison for being “as 
sincere an American as any Frenchman can be,” 
Marie Joseph Paul Yves Roch Gilbert du Motier, 
Marquis de Lafayette (1757-1834), was nineteen 
when he joined the American patriots fighting for 
freedom. While human rights and the question 
of what, “once tyranny had been vanquished...
would take its place?” concerned him all his life, 
this idealist was also out for battlefield glory and 
public acclaim (he included honor among his 
essential Rights of Man). Recounting the story 
of the MArquiS (Knopf, $30) as a colorful 
tapestry of biography, history, and political 
philosophy, Laura Auricchio—also an art 
historian, who mines period images for telling 
details of events and attitudes, including pornography linking Lafayette to Marie 
Antoinette—illuminates both Lafayette’s thinking and the two very different revolutions 
he played a prominent part in. Returning to France a seasoned leader, Lafayette 
nonetheless couldn’t hold his homeland together, and a mix of mobs, rivals, and 
rumors soon sent him into exile. Imprisoned in Austria in 1792, the Marquis became an 
international cause and was freed in 1797, with grudging intervention from the United 
States, which discouraged the return of its honorary citizen. Like Washington, Lafayette 
left public life for his rural estate, devoting his last three decades to using science to 
improve farming “for the betterment of mankind.” Laurie Greer

An emeritus professor of American diplomatic 
history and author of Brotherhood of the 
Bomb, Gregg Herken richly recreates the 
urbane, sometimes clandestine world of the 
georgetoWn Set (Knopf, $30), the group 
of government officials which included George 
Kennan and the CIA’s Frank Wisner along with 
the odd spy, and journalists such as Joseph 
and Stewart Alsop, and Philip and Katharine 
Graham, who often behaved like government 
officials. Obsessed with Cold War strategy, 
this collection of exceptionally cultured but 
largely unaccountable policy-makers wielded 
huge influence on United States foreign policy 
from the Marshall Plan to the Vietnam War. 
Herken describes an informal, elitist think tank, whose credentials included a WASP 
background, an Ivy-League education, and an almost unlimited tolerance for martinis. 
Mental stability was not a requirement, and two of the members of this inner sanctum 
were institutionalized before taking their own lives. Others faded away, dying of old 
age and ending an extraordinary era in American history. Barbara Meade 

Readers and political junkies of a certain age 
undoubtedly remember the lurid details of the 
sex scandal that ended presidential candidate 
Gary Hart’s political career almost thirty years 
ago. So what’s left to know? That was my 
reaction until I read All the truth iS out 
(Knopf, $26.95), the fascinating new book by 
Matt Bai, the national political columnist 
for Yahoo News and formerly of The New 
York Times Magazine. Bai conducted lengthy 
interviews with all of the major characters 
involved in the scandal (including the leading 
journalists) and his book raises important 
questions about when and whether indiscretions 
by politicians constitute newsworthy character 
lapses that disqualify them from political office. Told in a breezy narrative, Bai’s story 
also corrects some widely held misconceptions about the events that led to Hart’s 
political collapse. This is a smart, compassionate, and eloquent book about our 
evolving political and journalistic culture. Lissa Muscatine 

A ChinAMAn’S ChAnCe: one 
fAMily’S Journey And the ChineSe 
AMeriCAn dreAM (PublicAffairs, $25.99), 
Eric Liu’s story of his Taiwanese-
American family, explores and explains 
the confluences of two extraordinary 
phenomena of the past half century: the 
trajectory (mostly up) of Chinese-Americans 
in America and the rise of China as a global 
power. But this isn’t a memoir in the typical 
sense. It’s more an examination of cultural 
identity and the roles of heritage, language, 
custom, and geography in defining one’s 
person and character, not to mention the 
identities of whole groups of people. A 
former presidential speechwriter, policy 
wonk, and founder of Citizen University, 
Liu is a gifted storyteller and a fresh and creative thinker. He brings to the telling of his 
personal tale a deep and abiding faith in democratic values and the role of citizenship. 
Lissa Muscatine

The visual op-ed columnist for The New 
York Times since 2008, Charles M. 
Blow first made his name using charts as 
a form of opinion journalism. Since 2014 he 
has published more conventional-looking, 
if no less distinctive, columns. Now this 
astute commentator on public events tells 
his own story with fire Shut up in 
My boneS (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 
$27). This wrenching yet ultimately 
luminous memoir takes its title from a Bible 
verse, which continues ...and I am weary 
of holding it in, and I cannot endure it; 
accordingly, this coming-of-age narrative, 
set in 1970s Gibsland, Louisiana, a small, 
segregated community, unfolds with a 
powerful urgency. Although reviews, as well 
as interviews with the author, have often 
focused on the sexual abuse Blow suffered as a young boy, and on the sometimes 
violent episodes of fraternity hazing he was subject to in college, the memoir is multi-
textured, featuring vivid characters and lyrical small-town settings. The story of Blow’s 
mother’s reinvention and of his own remarkable career path are among the many 
reasons to read this inspiring book. Susan Coll

In this extraordinary biography, Jeff 
Hobbs recounts the Short And 
trAgiC life of robert peACe: 
A brilliAnt young MAn Who 
left neWArK for the ivy leAgue 
(Scribner, $27), the story of a gifted 
molecular biology student and water polo 
player at Yale who, unbeknownst to his 
classmates, was also living a secret life as 
a drug dealer in his hometown of Newark, 
New Jersey. When Peace was killed at age 
thirty in a drug deal gone bad, Hobbs, a 
fiction writer who had roomed with Peace 
at Yale, was so bothered by the realization 
that he hadn’t, in fact, known Peace at all, 
that he set out to report and write about 
his classmate’s dual lives. It’s a sad but 
fascinating tale, and a reminder that even interventions (a good school and a rich 
backer) could not fully undo the structural obstacles of one talented and promising 
young man’s life growing up in the ghetto. Lissa Muscatine 
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COLD CALLS (UNDER COVER)

“One of the ongoing English peculiarities, it 
seems, is that success is not remembered as 
much as disaster.” And so it is that most of us 
have been captivated by Ernest Shackleton’s 
efforts to cross the Antarctic continent 
(tenacious, heroic, yet terribly unsuccessful), 
and yet likely know next to nothing about 
this quest’s cheerful completion in 1958. 
the CroSSing of AntArCtiCA: 
originAl photogrAphS froM the 
epiC Journey thAt fulfilled 
ShACKleton’S dreAM (Thames & 
Hudson, $40) should reverse this state of 
affairs and reignite curiosity in mid-century exploration and its “forgotten hero,” New 
Zealander George Lowe. Lowe’s camera work and mountain skill on the Everest 
expedition earned him a spot on the Trans-Antarctic Expedition four years later. Lowe 
was in the process of committing his life to paper with Huw Lewis-Jones when 
he passed away in 2013, leaving an incredible trove of reflections and unpublished 
photographs, gathered here for the first time. Crisp, stunningly still images of ice are 
included alongside artful portraits and action shots that capture the human aspects of 
the expedition, in its equally infinite tedium and camaraderie. Accompanying essays 
form a prose montage of Antarctic exploration, fleshing out the passion, prosaicness, 
and peculiarities of the polar itch amongst those who have followed in George Lowe’s 
footsteps. Lila Stiff 

In 1879, a team of over thirty men sailed to 
the North Pole in an attempt to discover and 
document that frigid terra incognita. Sponsored 
and funded by James Gordon Bennett, Jr., owner 
of The New York Herald (who had also sent 
Stanley on his quest for Livingstone), the mission 
was motivated by a combination of curiosity, 
greed, and hubris. When the ship had gotten as 
far as the 72nd parallel, near Wrangel Island, it 
was trapped in ice; it stayed stuck for two years, 
briefly floated, then sank, leaving the explorers 
stranded and desperately trying to save their 
own lives. in the KingdoM of iCe, 
(Doubleday, $28.95), by Hampton Sides, is 
the story of the U.S.S. Jeannette’s crew; Sides 
recreates how these intrepid individuals walked across a frozen sea and faced death, 
bringing their expedition to life in the most brutal and vivid ways. This is not a book for 
the faint of heart, but it is a book that you can’t put down. Bill Leggett

Kai Bird is back. In the good 
Spy (Crown, $26) Bird, co-author of 
the definitive Oppenheimer biography, 
American Prometheus, tells another 
riveting, true story filled with enough 
thrilling intrigue to deserve a blockbuster 
film. Robert Ames was an American 
agent in the Middle East. In 1983, his 
life and good work were cut short in 
the attack on the American Embassy 
in Beirut. His legacy is one of the most 
highly regarded in U.S. covert action; 
Ames worked to gain information 
through trust and relationship-building 
rather than coercion. Bird tells Ames’s 
story with fastidious attention to detail 
and the intimate kindness of an admirer. 
Jenny Clines

A Spy AMong friendS (Random 
House, $27) is the year’s best thriller—and 
it’s all true. Just why Kim Philby became 
a double agent who willfully gave away 
American and British secrets to the 
Soviets is the only secret this page-turner 
doesn’t divulge. Was it ego? Was it that 
odd English desire to be an exclusive 
member of both Cold War camps? 
Or was it really ideology? Meanwhile, 
Philby’s best friend, Nicholas Elliot, 
whose blindness to Philby’s deception is 
something we can all relate to, begs the 
question at the heart of this and every 
spy story: Who can we really trust? Ben 
Macintyre, also the author of Agent 
Zigzag and Operation Mincemeat, leaves 
the answer up to us as he packs his story 
with suspenseful anecdotes, hard truths, 
and colorful characters of the bygone-era 
of Cold War espionage. Pat Brennan 
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THE WIDE WORLD OF HISTORY

Louisa Lim spent more than ten years 
reporting from China, first as a print 
journalist based in Hong Kong, then as 
a correspondent with the BBC World 
Service. She went on to open NPR’s 
bureau in Shanghai in 2006 and later 
made her base in Beijing. the people’S 
republiC of AMneSiA: tiAnAnMen 
reviSited (Oxford, $24.95) is built 
around interviews with Chinese citizens 
who had different relationships to the 
events of June 4, 1989 in Tiananmen 
Square. Combining excellent reporting 
and a deep grasp of the historical 
context, Lim explains how, in a quarter 
century, the most searing protest in 
modern Chinese history has largely been 
erased from the collective consciousness, 
and why. Lissa Muscatine

To use cartography to chart the many social, political, and technological changes of 
the twentieth century is a brilliant idea—and antiquarian map experts Tim Bryars 
and Tom Harper meet this challenge beautifully. Their engrossing survey of a 
turbulent era, A hiStory of the tWentieth Century in 100 MApS 
(Chicago, $45), balances the art of mapmaking with an astute narrative sensibility and 
is both visually impressive and intellectually stimulating. Here’s the visual record of the 
London underground, troop deployment at the Somme, the Beatles’ touring map of 
Liverpool, immigration and land settlement in Palestine, and even a chronicle of the 
fall of Yugoslavia, with informative commentary. Bryars and Harper have also gathered 
maps scribbled on napkins, newspaper cartoon maps, street maps, tapestry maps, 
digital maps, and even literary maps (you won’t get lost in The Hundred Acre Wood 
or Middle Earth). While the scope is global, this survey tends to be Eurocentric (or 
perhaps Anglocentric; both authors are British); that said, this is a wonderful feast for 
history buffs as well as cartography aficionados. Adam Waterreus

Dan Jones, the brilliant mind behind 
The Plantagenets, continues his vivid 
chronicle of the cousins competing 
to rule Britain. As the families tore 
themselves apart and the Tudors rose 
to power, the history becomes more 
cut-throat and intriguing than any fantasy 
series. the WArS of the roSeS: 
the fAll of the plAntAgenetS 
And the riSe of the tudorS 
(Viking, $36) evokes the era of Joan 
of Arc, of power-hungry queens, and 
roving men-at-arms. This is history as 
compelling as a modern political thriller, 
but though the pages turn quickly, 
Jones imparts a great deal of period 
information, as well as telling stories that 
have clear ramifications for the struggles 
and revolutions of our own world. 
Hannah Depp 

As the one-hundredth anniversary of 
the Easter Rising nears, the title of this 
book harkens us back to W.B. Yeats’s 
“Easter, 1916”; who were the men and 
women that changed history? Meet 
these brave souls with vivid fACeS: 
the revolutionAry generAtion 
(W.W. Norton, $29.95) in R.F. Foster’s 
account of the patriots willing to 
risk everything. Indeed, Foster has 
investigated every facet of his subjects’ 
lives, and includes details of religion, sex, 
voting rights, literature, bawdy songs, 
and favorite foods as he charts the 
actions of this great generation driven to 
give their blood to gain independence. 
From creating the world-famous Abbey 
Theatre to preserving the Gaelic tongue 
and their Celtic creation mythology to 
the more intimate experiences of young 
couples sacrificing personal happiness 
to bring about change, Foster’s book 
offers a complex portrait of Irish freedom 
fighters active between 1890 and 1923. 
Hannah Depp 
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If one reason Why hoMer MAtterS 
(John Macrae, $30) is his unblinking 
presentation of the realities of war and 
heroism, loyalty and grief, another is 
“for the sake of the singing hereafter,” 
and Adam Nicolson’s heartfelt 
and illuminating book is surely in that 
lyrical heritage. Describing Homer as 
“the human spirit on fire,” and the epics 
as having been “invented after memory 
and before history,” Nicolson follows 
that spirit through a wide range of times, 
landscapes, cultures, and languages; 
he’s assembled a rich composite picture 
of the Homeric tradition, one that’s 
as personal as it is scholarly. Having 
bonded most fiercely with the Ancient 
while sailing, Nicolson embarks on a 
fascinating look at the sea in Homer’s 
poetry. Similarly, he traces the roles of horses, metals, and storytelling—which raises a 
host of age-old questions: where did Homer’s stories originate? And when? Are they 
products of stock formulas, improvised performances, or both? And was “Homer” one 
or many? Nicolson surveys the theories. He also looks at various timelines for Homer’s 
work, and, using linguistic, archeological, and cultural evidence, dates the poet back 
to the Bronze Age—further in the past than many critics do—with intriguing glimpses 
of a pre-Greek “subconscious,” from when Homer’s people inhabited the landlocked 
Eurasian steppes, circa 3000 BC. Laurie Greer 

If one casualty of The Great War was 
the Ottoman Empire, one creation was 
modern Turkey. How a multi-ethnic 
splinter of a defunct empire dating back 
625 years became the nation formally 
recognized in 1923 is the fascinating 
story of Charles King’s Midnight 
At the perA pAlACe (W.W. Norton, 
$27.95). Using Istanbul between the wars 
as the lens for focusing on the larger 
national context, King’s comprehensive 
social history pivots on the moment 
when 1925 became 1926 and, for the 
first time, “all Istanbullus … agreed on a 
thing called midnight.” Similarly, citizens 
of Kemal’s new state embraced a 
common identity as “Turks,” a term that 
previously had meant little more than 
“country bumpkin.” Delving into the 
politics, demographics, entertainment, 
and industry of interwar Istanbul, King 
spotlights a wide range of activities, 
from the restoration of the 13th-century 
Byzantine mosaics in the Hagia Sophia 
to the 1930s network for spiriting Jews 
through Istanbul to Palestine, from the 
development of a distinctive Turkish 
tango to the true meaning of “harem” and 
the misreading that turned the Osman 
dynasty into “Ottoman.” This book is full 
of insight about a complex place still 
struggling to find its balance on the cusp 
of East and West. Laurie Greer

You know of Thebes and Memphis, Alexandria and Petra—but what of Mohenjo-Daro and Tikal? And can you name the world’s first city? If not, consider an armchair tour 
across forty cities in the dawning age of urban life in CitieS thAt ShAped the AnCient World (Thames & Hudson, $40). Edited by the estimably erudite John Julius 
Norwich, this volume showcases its subjects in four-to eight-page spreads, set off by the vivid illustrations characteristic of a Thames & Hudson fine art volume: detailed 
depictions of each city’s standout art and architecture (insofar as it is documented) and aerial views of the excavated metropolises. The sampling of cities is admirably varied, 
drawing of course from the Mediterranean and Levant, but also from the New World, Asia, and Africa, covering cities with a profound historical record as well as those whose 
material remains are sparse. As Norwich cautions, this collection is not a history book per se; “instead, it spins the globe and watches, as the earth’s endlessly varied peoples take 
their first tentative steps in that most challenging art of living together.” Lila Stiff
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THE THINGS THEY MADE
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The 2008 financial collapse had a 
profound impact on the thinking and 
writing of John Lanchester. First, in 
I.O.U., he provided a very shrewd and 
literate analysis of the crisis. Then, in the 
social novel Capital, he depicted how 
the easy-money era had affected not 
just greedy speculators but played out in 
the lives of residents of a representative 
London neighborhood. Now he’s gone 
back to basics and written a sort of 
glossary for economic and financial 
jargon. His aim, as he says at the start of 
hoW to SpeAK Money: WhAt the 
Money people SAy—And WhAt 
it reAlly MeAnS (W.W. Norton, 
$26.95), was to enable people to read 
the business pages or watch televised 
economic programs and understand 
what they’re seeing and hearing. With his 
journalist’s knack for writing lucidly and 
making the abstract concrete, Lanchester 
is particularly well-suited to help us 
navigate through the obscure terms and 
arcane concepts that have shrouded the 
workings and institutions of the financial 
world. As he showed in his previous 
books, and does again here, he can 
present economic principles and financial 
matters in clear and often entertaining 
ways. Bradley Graham

Having written thorough lives of 
individual visionaries including Einstein 
and Franklin, Walter Isaacson was 
already at work on the group portrait 
that would become the innovAtorS 
(Simon & Schuster, $35) when Steve 
Jobs interrupted him to write Jobs’s 
authorized biography. After completing 
that bestseller, Isaacson returned to his 
abandoned manuscript, which is now 
this polished and masterful narrative 
of how diverse wizards of technology 
worked at myriad intersections of art and 
science to create both computers and 
the internet. Many will be astonished 
to learn that the earliest insight into 
this technology was achieved by Ada 
Lovelace (1815-1852), daughter of Lord 
Byron, who is credited with being the 
first computer programmer and with 
developing the first algorithm. Lovelace 
worked with Charles Babbage on his 
Analytical Engine, a distant prototype 
of many later devices theorized and 
assembled by figures including Alan 
Turing, John von Neumann, Vannevar 
Bush, Grace Hopper, and many more. 
Isaacson documents in fascinating detail 
these hard-working geniuses’ decades of 
trials and errors. 

How perniciously do we judge people on 
the style of their home and landscaping? 
What beliefs about society can children 
pick up from public school design? And 
how might a desire for increased market 
share affect hospital design? Architecture 
is a forthcoming language, and just as she 
did in her now-canonical The Language 
of Clothes, Alison Lurie has written 
a probing primer to the vivid, infinitely 
subtle semiotics of the material world. 
Rather than a phrasebook to the jargon 
of architecture, the lAnguAge of 
houSeS (Delphinium, $25.95) is a 
thorough but accessible exploration of all 
that buildings communicate, intentionally 
or unintentionally. Despite the title, the 
discussion is hardly confined to residences; hospitals and “Houses of God,” big 
box stores and mental institutions, restaurants and government monuments are all 
considered, revealing fascinating connections between the discipline of architecture 
and economics, religious belief, social dynamics, health, and civics. A Pulitzer-laureled 
novelist and critic, Lurie wears her learning lightly, and peppers the book with 
personal anecdotes and apt references to literature and its fictional buildings. Using 
this extended metaphor of language, she illustrates the variations of tone and diction, 
dialect and volume, depth of vocabulary and syntactical complexity, to which each 
and every structure is subject. Whether you’re ashamed that you don’t know more 
about architecture, or are perfectly fluent in its grammar, you’ll delight in this extended 
appreciation of its capacities. Lila Stiff

Steven Johnson, author of bestselling 
popular-science books including The 
Invention of Air, and a creator of TV and 
web media, is a local boy who graduated 
from St. Albans School. Like Walter 
Isaacson, Johnson is an expert on how 
the sciences and humanities intersect 
in numerous ways, and he can lucidly 
explain how the gradual accretion of 
many small ideas grows into the grand 
illumination of a true paradigm shift. 
Johnson’s broad appeal also rests on his 
grand maxim that everything correlates. 
He explains hoW We got to 
noW (Riverhead, $30) by chronicling 
six keystone innovations that, together, 
paved the way for the modern world. 
Accompanied by drawings, photographs, 
and other illuminating and beautiful 
images, Johnson’s profiles of seminal 
technologies start with elements as basic 
as glass or light, and develop into complex 
systems—systems both technological and 
social. Working with “cold,” for example, 
scientists and entrepreneurs moved from 
19th-century ice houses to refrigeration 
to air conditioning, ultimately making 
habitable many formerly unwelcoming 
environments. 

Section by Barbara Meade
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In her exhaustive look at the world built 
with “colonialism, coal, and capitalism,” 
The Shock Doctrine author Naomi 
Klein paints a situation as bleak as it is 
hopeful. However we respond to climate 
change, the upheaval is altering all facts 
of life on the planet; given that thiS 
ChAngeS everything (Simon & 
Schuster, $30), Klein argues that we can 
use the inevitable shift from fossil fuels 
to effect needed reforms, from sound 
labor practices to inclusive health care to 
social equality. Klein envisions popular, 
mass movements that foster sustainable 
agro-ecology measures, repurpose 
closed factories to meet the needs of the 
new climate change economy, and give 
priority to local initiatives over corporate 
profitability. She knows how complex 
such a comprehensive realignment 
is, and she doesn’t downplay the 
resistance of those who warn of another 
Great Depression where she sees the 
opportunity for a Great Transition. Klein 
examines alternatives to her model, 
touring fracking sites and the Alberta tar 
sands (her depiction of “Earth, skinned 
alive” is unforgettable), as well as various 
geo-engineering schemes. But coal and 
oil, like time, are rapidly running out; 
ultimately, Klein shows why we must 
stop the short-sighted practices that led 
us to this crisis and harness the urgency 
of the moment to devise new social 
and economic structures founded on a 
longer-term vision. Laurie Greer

Several traits go into making a great 
science writer, and Marc Kaufman 
has them. First is knowledge of a subject 
which can be quite dense and technical. 
Second is the ability to convey such 
complex information in a lively and 
engaging way. And third is sheer delight 
and enthusiasm in the topic. Kaufman 
showed these traits in his last book, First 
Contact, which addressed the hunt for 
life beyond Earth—a big subject that he 
managed to write about in a compact, 
informative, and enjoyable two-hundred 
pages. In his latest work, MArS up 
CloSe: inSide the CurioSity 
MiSSion (National Geographic, $40), 
he has again produced a great read. 
This time he tackles the successful 2012 
NASA effort to land a rover on the red 
planet. The book is filled with fascinating 
detail and vibrant prose. Kaufman had 
a big advantage in researching this 
story—namely, terrific access to NASA’s 
team; he was virtually embedded with 
the scientists and engineers involved in 
the mission. But he also enhances his 
play-by-play narrative with lots of useful 
historical and scientific context. And he 
treats readers to spectacular, never-
before-published images of Mars, many 
with surprising colors and landscapes. 
Bradley Graham

Rock Creek Valley has been a national 
park since 1890, and if the area now 
is mainly a hub for running, biking, 
birding, and commuting, the woodland 
along the thirty-three miles the Creek 
runs from Laytonsville golf course to 
Foggy Bottom has been vital to local 
populations since the hunter-gatherers 
of the Archaic period went after 
huckleberries and chestnuts. As she did 
in her profile of Sugarloaf, Melanie 
Choukas-Bradley, also the author 
of the perennial favorite, City of Trees, 
intertwines the Park’s nature, culture, and 
history, pointing out herons and foxes, 
telling the stories of the families behind 
the Peirce and Veirs Mills, reviewing the 
Park’s role in the underground railroad, 
and quoting various presidents on 
what Rock Creek has meant to them. 
The past is as alive as the present in A 
yeAr in roCK CreeK pArK (George 
F. Thompson, $49.50, cloth; $29.95, 
paper), a written and visual record of 
the park in all seasons at all times of day. 
Choukas-Bradley explored every mile of 
it, variously walking, biking, skiing, and 
canoeing, accompanied by naturalists 
and historians, whose insights join her 
keen observations in these evocative, 
conversational essays. But don’t just take 
words for the magic of the place. The 
stunning full-color photos by award-
winning nature photographer and 
garden-book writer Susan Austin 
Roth make Rock Creek’s beauty 
unforgettable. Laurie Greer 

Bart Smith’s work has been 
featured in Smithsonian and National 
Geographic, and he was the first 
person to hike all eleven of AMeriCA’S 
greAt hiKing trAilS (Rizzoli, $50) 
from end to end. Along the way, he 
captured the stunning photographs 
in this exquisite collection. Karen 
Berger has thru-hiked four, and 
portions of all, of these scenic trails and 
has provided the beautifully descriptive 
notes on the sites, geographical 
features, and history which make each 
of these trails unique and special. This 
treasure of the American wilderness is 
a perfect gift for anyone who would 
really rather be in the great outdoors. 
The only tragedy is you can’t pack it 
along! Andrew Getman 
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Lizi Boyd’s magical night-
time adventure is wordless 
perfection, and will reward 
many “readings.” A youngster 
is outside, exploring the 
woods by flAShlight (Chronicle, $16.99). As the child wanders through the book, 
Boyd brilliantly uses two techniques to show the profusion of activity in the dark. 
First, the pages are matte-black, her folk-like drawings done in subtle gray lines, and 
the only color is in the cone of light where the child aims the flashlight. Secondly, 
there are small die-cut holes to reveal even more mysteries as you turn each page. 
There is a lot to be discovered—bats, beavers, an owl, a raccoon, a fox and some 
porcupines are very busy. When the child trips, the flashlight goes flying, but help is 
on the way, for a gentle, satisfying end to the journey. Ages 3-7. ANG

before After (Candlewick Press, $19.99) by Anne-
Margot Ramstein and Matthias Arégui is 
fun for all ages. Its 176 pages, illustrated with pastel line 
drawings reminiscent of Tintin, have a sly approach, 
featuring a subtle rhythmic sequencing of before-and-after 
images. Yes, an egg before a chicken, but also, a chicken 
before an egg. A recurring theme is time itself—whether 
seasonal, historical, or human-scale (a rocking horse 
and then a rocking chair). Readers will enjoy multi-page 
sequences where sprouts become a jungle, cranes create 
skyscrapers, a gorilla in the jungle leads to King Kong on 
top of skyscrapers. Images reappear in different contexts 
(ingredients turn into a cake; a few pages later that cake has been eaten). This clever 
book is more delightful each time through. Ages 4 and up. ANG

On the bright orange cover of onCe upon 
An AlphAbet (Philomel, $26.99) an astronaut 
floats above the title, and a zeppelin hovers below 
it, hinting at the absolutely zany fun to come. 
Oliver Jeffers has written and illustrated 
short, short stories for each letter of the alphabet. 
They range from jokey (‘A Yeti, a Yak, and a 
Yo-Yo’) to surreal (‘The Jelly Door’), or sometimes 
even wistful (‘A Puzzled Parsnip’). Some characters 
appear throughout the book, such as the 
intriguing duo of the problem-solving owl and 
octopus, and Edmund the astronaut solves his 
fear of heights by the last tale. The very amusing 
drawings are in quick ink lines and washes, with 

perfect spots of colors, and Jeffers’s recognizable crayoned lettering. The book is tall, 
slim yet hefty, and lots and lots of fun. Ages 5-9. ANG

Someone—or something—has stolen the prize pears 
from Monsieur Racine’s garden. Upon investigation, 
Monsieur Racine discovers very strange footprints, 
and soon, an even stranger creature. But it’s 
friendly, tame and playful. It especially enjoys 
cookies, chocolate and ice cream, which Monsieur 
Racine has delivered in large quantities. As it 
turns out, the beASt of MonSieur rACine 
(Phaidon, $16.95) makes a wonderful companion. 
But when Monsieur Racine travels to Paris to 
present his discovery to the Academy of Sciences, 
he and its members are dumbstruck when the 
beast reveals its true self. Tomi Ungerer’s 1972 
picture book features his signature unorthodox wit and illustrations, full of details that 
children and observant adults will appreciate. Ages 7-10. HWP

Language and elegance come together 
in firebird (Putnam, $17.99), a poetic 
story of dance, hardship, and success by 
prima ballerina Misty Copeland. 
A young girl watches Copeland soar 
as the iconic Firebird and dreams 
of finding her own feet dancing on 
that stage. Copeland encourages the 
young dancer, telling her, and the 
reader, the story of her struggle to 
the top. Together with award-winning 
illustrator Christopher Myers, 
Misty Copeland artfully guides readers 
through a world of dance, poetry, and 
breathtaking beauty. Ages 4-7. ARW

A bearded farmer is working his fields 
on a typical morning when a colorful 
circus train passes by and a small 
figure falls from the back. Worried, the 
farmer hurries over to the tracks and 
finds a young clown, frightened and 
alone. The farmer brings the clown 
home and gives him a place to stay for 
the night, although he’s a bit grumpy 
about it. Despite his irritability, the 
fArMer And the CloWn (Beach 
Lane, $17.99) form an incipient bond 
and exchange a heartfelt goodbye when 
the train returns the next day. Author 
and illustrator Marla Frazee shows 
us that emotions can be expressed in 
many ways in this touching and wordless 
journey about acceptance, friendship, 
and embracing home. Ages 4-8. ARW

PICTURE BOOKS

With an ominous tone, Neil Gaiman 
introduces us to his new take on 
hAnSel & gretel (TOON Books, 
$16.95). His creepy and unnerving word 
craft is perfectly complemented by 
forbidding and dark two-page spreads 
by acclaimed Italian artist and illustrator 
Lorenzo Mattotti. Not for the 
very young, but enticing to any of us 
over the age of eight, Gaiman’s stark 
writing draws us in and doesn’t let go. 
Mattotti’s pitch-black India ink paintings 
share equal footing with Gaiman’s 
storytelling, fully demonstrating the 
power of image to affect the mood. Ages 
8 and up. KLP
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Princess Magnolia does everything that a princess 
should. She sleeps in a tower, wears glass slippers, 
and serves tea to her esteemed guests, but 
Princess Magnolia has a secret. While entertaining 
Duchess Wigtower, the Princess’s glitter stone 
monster alarm goes off and she must become 
the prinCeSS in blACK (Candlewick Press, 
$14.99). Since princesses don’t wear black, no one 
suspects Magnolia’s secret identity, thus allowing 
her to fight monsters with her signature “twinkle 
twinkle little SMASH” move. Beloved author 
Shannon Hale with husband Dean Hale 
prove that princesses as well as other little girls 
don’t fit in any box and illustrator LeUyen 
Pham brings Magnolia’s story to life. This is truly 
a read for the whole family. Ages 4-10. ARW

Jon Scieszka is making us laugh once again, this time 
in partnership with the talented Brian Biggs. Frank 
Einstein, a kid, an inventor, and a genius, sets out to win 
Midville’s science prize in frAnK einStein And the 
AntiMAtter Motor (Amulet, $13.95). However, there’s 
a lot standing between Frank and first place, including 
his mischievous robots Klink and Klank and a nemesis 
named T. Edison. The book is filled with Scieszka’s 
contagious humor, which is amplified by Biggs’ cartoonish 
illustrations. Kids will love the story and parents will love 
the way in which science is made fun and accessible. Ages 
8-12. KLP

The Family Fletcher is a wild crowd, and you don’t 
want to miss their story. In the MiSAdventureS 
of the fAMily fletCher (Delacorte, $15.99) 
Sam, Eli, Jax, and Frog are facing a new school year 
full of big decisions. To be or not to be a thespian? 
How do you deal with a new neighbor who isn’t 
very neighborly? With the help of their dads—and 
the funny and wise notes they leave on the 
fridge—the Fletcher boys find the answers to these 
questions and more, growing along the way. Dana 
Alison Levy’s expert balancing act celebrates the 
energy of childhood and how parents manage to 
keep up. Ages 9-12. SB

Neither Rose’s dad nor her teachers understand the 
challenges this bright girl faces due to her obsessive 
behaviors. Rose makes sense of her world by collecting 
homonyms and prime numbers, and rigidly adhering to 
rules. Because of her struggles, Rose is quite lonely—apart 
from time spent with her empathetic uncle—until her 
dad brings home a stray dog. In keeping with her love of 
homonyms, Rose names the dog, rAin reign (Feiwel 
& Friends, $16.99). When Rain goes missing after a storm, 
Rose’s ability to be flexible and her sense of fairness 
are tested. Newbery Honor award winner Ann M. 
Martin’s incisive, heartrending story of a resilient girl is 
ultimately one of hope. Ages 9-12. MAG

Leroy Ninker is tired of sitting idly by taking notes from 
the cowboy westerns he watches while working at the 
local drive-in. He knows deep down that he is meant 
to be a cowboy, meting out justice and maintaining 
order. He even has a ten-gallon hat, a lasso, and boots. 
But Leroy is missing one essential element—a horse. It’s 
Leroy’s lucky day, because in this first volume of his 
adventures, a neighbor happens to be giving away a 
horse. With a “yippie-i-oh,” leroy ninKer SAddleS 
up (Candlewick, $12.99) and is ready to fulfill his 
destiny. However, it takes a lot to keep his new horse, 
Maybelline, happy, including loads of sweet-talking 
charm and spaghetti. Author Kate DiCamillo and 
illustrator Chris Van Dusen (Mercy Watson) are back again for a whole new set of 
tales, with familiar faces that readers know and love, and new cowboy hijinks sure to 
entertain. Ages 6-9. KLG

Twelve-year-old Wilhelmina (Will) 
relishes her free and wild life on a farm 
in the “hottest corner of Zimbabwe.” She 
spends her days riding horses across the 
dusty African landscape, baking her food 
over open fires, and stealing bananas 
right from the tree for herself and her 
monkey. When Will’s beloved father 
dies of malaria and her house is sold, 
she is sent to boarding school halfway 
around the world, though it might as 
well be another planet entirely. The 
girls at the elite London school call her 
a savage and take every opportunity 
to humiliate her. But a curious boy and 
his understanding grandmother teach 
Will that having the courage to face new 
challenges is like CArtWheeling in 
thunderStorMS (Simon & Schuster, 
$16.99). Katherine Rundell deftly 
weaves the Shona language into her 
lyrical prose, which illustrator Melissa 
Castrillon brings to life. Ages 9-12. 
HWP

In a profoundly moving memoir, multi-
award winning author, Jacqueline 
Woodson reflects on her childhood, 
living both in South Carolina and New 
York during the 1960’s and 1970’s. Laden 
with stories of life with a loving family 
and pierced by the realities of the time, 
this is the journey of a broWn girl 
dreAMing (Nancy Paulsen, $16.99) as 
she discovers her voice as a writer. This 
beautiful reflection told through stirring 
verse is complemented with a family 
tree, pictures, and notes from the author, 
and is handsomely crafted with deckled 
pages. A tour de force—not to be missed. 
Ages 10 and up. MAG

EARLY READERS

ELEMENTARY FICTION
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TEEN READS POETRY/MUSIC/ART

GRAPHIC NOVELS

Richard and his cousin Malley are 
best friends, so when Malley takes off 
with a loser she met online to escape 
boarding school, Richard is desperate 
to find her. Luckily, it’s just then that 
he meets Skink. Some readers may 
recognize this curious character as the 
soldier/ex-governor/eco-terrorist/drifter 
featured in author Carl Hiaasen’s 
adult novels. Well, Skink is back! For 
a vagabond, he’s surprisingly well-
connected and resourceful, and it isn’t 
long before the unlikely duo is hot on 
Malley’s trail. Skink—no Surrender 
(Knopf, $18.99) is full of adventure with 
an environmentally conscious twist, 
but what really drives it is the special 
relationship between the cousins and 
their idiosyncratic ally. Ages 12 and up. 
RBB

Jandy Nelson’s second book, i’ll 
Give You the Sun (Dial, $17.99), 
is a linguistic feast. Narrated alternately 
by twin siblings Noah and Jude, at 
ages thirteen and sixteen, respectively, 
Nelson’s novel is emotionally captivating. 
At thirteen the twins were incredibly 
close, but three years later a number of 
tragedies have befallen them, and their 
family is torn apart. Jumping back and 
forth in time, Nelson reveals the twins’ 
story piece by piece in narrative voices 
so distinct and original you’ll be reading 
sentences over just to enjoy them a 
second time. Ages 14 and up. ENR

Cece is a new kid at school. She’s also the 
only deaf kid. Young readers will recognize 
and identify with Cece’s struggles to fit in 
and make friends, and while her additional 
challenge may be unfamiliar, readers will 
still empathize. Cece Bell’s graphic novel 
memoir—filled with bright illustrations and 
rabbit characters—starts by showing how 
she lost her hearing and acquired a clunky 
hearing aid called the Phonic Ear. The real 
action begins when Cece straps the Phonic 
Ear to her chest, finds herself imbued with 
super hearing, and becomes el deafo 
(Amulet, $10.95 paperback). Not only 
does the Phonic Ear amplify the teacher’s 
voice in the classroom, but Cece can also hear her teacher throughout the entire 
school. Although superheroes’ unique abilities make them awesome, they’re often 
lonely. Things start looking up, however, when Cece’s classmates learn of her unique 
superpower and she makes a true friend. Ages 8-12. HWP

Henri Matisse’s surroundings were 
colorless. Rain-drenched weather 
plagued his hometown, with only 
gray skies for miles around. But inside 
his home his mother made sure color 
flowed through their lives. Their curtains 
and rugs were of varying hues, hand-
painted plates adorned the walls, and 
there was always the irideScence 
of BirdS (Roaring Brook, $17.99) on 
the window ledge, not far from Henri’s 
sight. Newbery award-winning author, 
Patricia MacLachlan, explores 
what might have inspired this great artist 
to paint such vivid images. Coupled 
with vibrant illustrations by Hadley 
Hooper, this book is sure to make 
readers yearn to know more about 
Matisse and his colorful works of art. 
Ages 4-8. KLG

If you want to visit an amazing city, you 
should join Arlo, an armadillo in 
PariS (Tundra Books, $17.99). Using 
his grandfather Augustin’s journal as a 
guide, Arlo sets off to explore the city’s 
art, history and life, with an eye toward 
finding his grandfather’s favorite thing 
in Paris, the Iron Lady. Each place Arlo 
visits holds a clue about the Iron Lady. 
Cafe Gustave, where Arlo enjoys a 
croissant, is named after her architect. 
The Louvre displays posters from the 1889 World’s Fair where the Iron Lady was 
the “official greeter.” After spending a day traversing the city, learning about the Iron 
Lady, Arlo finds himself standing in front of her, gaping up in amazement. Author and 
illustrator Julie Kraulis notes that Paris is Arlo’s first adventure. Here’s hoping he 
has many more. Ages 5-8. HWP

When you look at the world just 
the right way, everYthinG iS a 
Poem (Creative Editions, $24.99). 
Poet J. Patrick Lewis teams up 
with illustrator Maria Cristina 
Pritelli to show readers that the 
key is recognizing the beauty in little 
things. Lewis delivers humor, action, and 
even peace to the youngest readers of 
and listeners to poetry, writing about 
everything from animals and sports to 
epitaphs and postcards. Ages 6-10. ARW.

In the late 19th century, no one believed 
in mr. ferriS and hiS Wheel 
(Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, $17.99). But 
George Washington Gale Ferris, Jr., an 
ambitious young mechanical engineer, 
knew that his idea for a star attraction at 
the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair could rival 
the Eiffel Tower. Gilbert Ford’s ink and 
watercolor drawings illustrate Kathryn 
Gibbs Davis’s story of an inventor 
whose determination and perseverance 
turned skeptics into believers. After the first 
group braved the 20-minute ride, word 
quickly spread that the Monster Wheel was safe. During the 19 weeks the wheel 
was in operation, 1.5 million passengers rode it. Constructed of steel, powered by 
steam engines, and adorned with 3,000 electric light bulbs, the Monster Wheel, soon 
renamed the Ferris wheel, was a modern wonder. Ages 7-10. HWP
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SCIENCE HOLIDAY/RELIGIOUS

HISTORY/GEOGRAPHY/BIOGRAPHY ANNIVERSARIES
Travel books have a reputation for being 
humorless, information-laden bores. 
For more than half a century, however, 
Miroslav Sasek’s classic travelogues 
have provided an antidote with 
broad appeal. thiS iS the World 
(Universe, $35) is a selection of the best 
moments from his This Is… series of 
books. Witty descriptions of the culture 
and sites of different cities and countries 
pair with illustrations ranging from 
impressionistic cartoons to ultra-realistic 
renditions. With this book in hand, you 
can make a trip around the world from 
your couch. Ages 8 and up. SB

Welcome, one and all, to the 
AniMAliuM (Big Picture Press $35), 
a marvelously rich and enchanting 
Natural History Museum of a 
book. Presenting different species 
and subspecies of animals in the 
same meanderingly linear manner 
that one might find wandering 
through exhibits at a museum, 
Jenny Broom’s new animal 
encyclopedia is engagingly original. 
Illustrator Katie Scott’s art is 
strikingly gorgeous and layered, and scientific in 
its detail. Bursting with facts that range from the general to the more obscure, this is a 
book that demands and deserves hours upon hours of attention. Ages 8-12. CEB

Although the puShCArt WAr 
(NYRB, $15.95) lasted only a few months, 
the book that chronicles it is now 50 
years old. Jean Merrill’s original and 
memorable story of the war between 
New York City’s truck drivers and its 
pushcart peddlers involves colorful 
characters, shady politicians, brilliant 
strategy and lots of pea shooters. It 
is 2026, and traffic in New York City 
is abysmal. The three largest trucking 
companies blame the peddlers who sell 
their wares from wooden pushcarts. 
When the truckers literally start pushing 
the peddlers around, the peddlers 
organize, and devise a clever plan of 
action. Soon the “pushcart war” is making 
headlines. This anniversary edition 
includes Ronni Solbert’s original 
illustrations. Ages 8-12. HWP

It is 1943 in Copenhagen, and 
Annemarie’s life is simple. She enjoys 
playing with her closest friend, Ellen, and 
has the same troubles as any other ten-
year-old girl. Then one day Nazi soldiers 
stop and question her and Ellen on the 
street. Annemarie notices that families 
are disappearing and suddenly, her dear 
friend Ellen, a Jew, is caught in the midst 
of the trouble. Newbery Award winning 
author Lois Lowry’s nuMber the 
StArS (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 
$17.99), has been reissued in a gorgeous 
25th-anniversary edition. Its introduction 
of the Holocaust to young readers in an 
appropriate, yet heart-wrenching, way is 
as relevant today as it was when it was 
first printed. Ages 9-12. ARW

A treASury of WintertiMe 
tAleS: 13 tAleS froM SnoW 
dAyS to holidAyS (Taschen, 
$39.99) is guaranteed to add warmth 
and sparkle to cold, gray days. 
Whether taking “A Trip to Gingerbread 
Land” or enjoying some cozy, armchair travel with far-reaching stories set 
in locales like Mexico City or Northern Scandinavia, this international collection of 
19th- and 20th- century tales celebrates the brighter moments of the season. Edited 
by Noel Daniel, these handsomely illustrated, memorable stories add a bit of 
magic to frosty evenings. All ages. MAG

Bold and forthright, dreAMing in 
indiAn: ConteMporAry nAtive 
AMeriCAn voiCeS (Annick Press, 
$19.95) provides a vibrant panorama of 
what it means to be young and native in 
North America. With dramatic graphic 
design and layout, the book showcases 
the works of established and emerging 
artists and addresses the struggle 
of moving forward while remaining 
true to one’s culture. Edited by Lisa 
Charleyboy and Mary Beth 
Leatherdale, this welcome anthology 
confronts stereotypes of native people 
and never shies from difficult topics. Ages 
13 and up. MAG
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CRITTERS LOOKS LIKE FUN

Q & A FUNNY LADY

Is a dog or cat property? Deserving of 
rights? Able to act morally? And what 
about those pesky owners who think 
of their pets as people, or at least as 
extensions of themselves? In Citizen 
CAnine (PublicAffairs, $26.99) David 
Grimm explores the changing place 
of pets in modern life and in a country 
where more than 90 million households 
include dogs or cats. An accomplished 
science journalist with a doctorate in 
genetics, Grimm covers topics from 
animal psychology to a proliferation of 
pet-related industries to the growing 
political movement against animal 
cruelty. A lively, well-written, and 
fascinating read that will engage pet 
owners, and non-pet owners, alike.  
Lissa Muscatine 

If you were a quail left in a brown bag on 
a grocery shelf, or a parrot traumatized by 
suddenly losing the companion of decades, 
you’d want to be taken in by Michele 
Raffin and join the birdS of 
pAndeMoniuM (Algonquin, $24.95). Now a 
nonprofit dedicated to breeding endangered 
avian species, Pandemonium began as Raffin’s 
personal mission to save individual birds. She 
was a former venture capitalist and life-long 
soft-touch for strays when a 1996 encounter 
with a wounded dove on a highway (not 
hit by a car, but dropped by a hawk) led 
her to an amazing variety of lorikeets, Lady 
Gouldian finches, Victoria crowned pigeons, 
and more. The series of aviaries she built in 
her San Diego backyard shelters more than three hundred birds representing some 
forty-plus species. Rafffin knew little about any of them initially, but learned—from 
observing, listening, and talking to the birds, many of whom talk back, and the birds’ 
stories are the heart of this book. Anyone who’s ever had a pet will relate to the 
experience of being picked out by a shy creature, the joys of bonding, the struggles 
with special-needs creatures, the pain of not being able to help. Complementing 
these profiles are full-color photos, showing birds as striking and dramatic as their 
personalities. Laurie Greer 

Randall Munroe, the creator 
of xkcd.com web comic, has been 
collecting quirky and unusual questions 
from his readers for years. His answers 
to a selection of these queries are now 
available in WhAt if? SeriouS 
SCientifiC AnSWerS to AbSurd 
hypothetiCAl queStionS 
(Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, $24). 
Munroe tackles such questions as How 
much Force power can Yoda output? 
and Can one build a periodic table out 
of actual elements? The questions are 
indeed strange, but the science and 
math are real (references are included), 
and Munroe’s conclusions are always 
humorous yet insightful. The quandaries 
might be low on practical applications, 
but they are definitely high in wonder 
and curiosity. Anton Bogomazov

Meet Julia Warhola, Andy Warhol’s 
mother. And this is Thomas A. Watson, the 
assistant to Alexander Graham Bell. And 
let’s not forget Vera Nabokov and Anna 
Dostoyevskaya, the wives of literary masters 
Vladimir Nabokov and Fyodor Dostoyevsky, 
respectively. the Who, the WhAt, 
And the When (Chronicle, $24.95) 
is both familiar and revelatory; for every 
well-known figure of science, art, and politics 
it names, editors Jenny Volvovski, 
Julia Rothman, and Matt Lamothe, 
partners in ALSO, an award-winning 
Chicago– and New York–based design firm, 
introduce that personage’s loved ones or 
assistants, and these engaging profiles allow 
us to see the famous personalities in a fresh and different light. Each capsule biography 
is complemented with a unique visual portrait—the artwork ranging in style, medium, 
and sensibility to reflect the diverse temperaments of the subjects—thus sustaining a 
sense of the wonder of discovery which makes this volume something refreshingly 
different. Adam Waterreus 

One of the great achievements of modern 
art is the shift from art as an object to art as 
an experience, something that often brings 
wonder to the ordinary and seemingly 
inane moments in our everyday lives. In 
typogrAphiC univerSe (Thames & 
Hudson, $50) font enthusiasts Steven 
Heller and Gail Anderson bring 
that aesthetic to the world of lettering with 
their delightful collection of photographs. 
The conceit of the book is that letters, and 
thus, fonts, are around us all the time; we 
only need to open our eyes and look for 
them. The images of found typography are 
presented in categories including animal 
type, edible type, and industrial type, each 
with a lively introduction by the editors. 
Part creative inspiration, part conversation-starter, this is a book to keep on your desk 
or your coffee table to brighten slow days and subtly change how you look at the 
world around you. Emily Riehl-Bedford

Most famous for her participation in 
The Upright Citizens Brigade, Saturday 
Night Live, and Parks and Recreation, 
Amy Poehler has become a 
leading force in the vanguard of funny, 
feminist-y, intelligent comediennes. 
In yeS pleASe (Day Street, $28.99) 
readers will recognize the humor and 
honesty for which her brand of comedy 
has become famous. What will surprise 
people new to her work is the heart-felt 
sincerity of her message. She describes 
her upbringing in lower-middle class 
Boston, speaking fondly of her parents 
and her brother. She relates instances 
of regret when a joke went too far. 
She talks about her friends with fierce 
devotion and unabashed adoration. 
Poehler’s wit and warmth are sure to 
delight. Jenny Clines
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FINE ARTS BOOKS

If meeting 33 ArtiStS in 3 ACtS (W.W. 
Norton, $26.95) seems dizzying, relax. As 
introduced by Sarah Thornton, author 
of the acclaimed Seven Days in the Art 
World, each of these creators comes across 
as unique and fascinating. Thornton knows 
today’s art world intimately and discusses its 
politics and markets as informatively as she 
presents its leading figures, from Jeff Koons 
and Damien Hirst to Ai Weiwei and Zeng 
Fanzhi, Marina Abramovic and Andrea Fraser 
to the entire Dunham clan—paterfamilias 
Carroll, his wife Laurie Simmons, and their 
multi-talented daughter, Lena. In a format 
that effectively puts her subjects in dialogue 
with one another, Thornton starts each 
interview with the question: What is an artist? She elicits a wide array of responses: 
an artist may be “a myth,” a “product designer,” an “internal other,” a “particular instance 
of the possible”; all are “hard workers.” As is Thornton, whose rich descriptions of 
personalities, relationships, and works—paintings, installations, films, sculptures, and less 
easily categorizable creations, such as Abramovic’s “immaterial energy”—belie the short 
chapters in which she tours studios and galleries, auditoriums and auction houses. 
Laurie Greer

In 2012, South African artist William Kentridge 
delivered the Norton Lectures, joining a list of 
great artists, writers, and musicians. Each of these 
presentations, together called Six drAWing 
leSSonS (Harvard, $24.95), begins with a work—
whether Kentridge’s animated film (made up of 
hundreds of charcoal drawings on a single sheet of 
paper) charged with images of mining or a set design 
of The Magic Flute—which Kentridge brilliantly 
connects to topics such as shadows and silhouettes—
think Plato’s cave—the depiction of animals, colonial 
revolts in Africa, translations of Rilke, and the creative 
possibilities of the studio (“Making a Safe Space for 
Stupidity”). The book is beautifully designed, with type 
set in black and burnt umber on ivory paper, and 
featuring many color photos of Kentridge’s work. It is worth tracking down videos of 
the actual lectures; Kentridge’s performance is a treat, as is the chance to see the many 
short films he incorporated in his talks. András Goldinger

“Striving to define photography as an art-form 
by a simple and direct presentation through 
purely photographic methods” exclusive of 
ideals derived from other fine arts, the seven 
members of group f.64 (Bloomsbury, 
$35) proclaimed the future of photography in 
1932. Much in this manifesto seems a given 
now, but when Adams, Weston, Imogen 
Cunningham, and others united in the name 
of the camera’s small aperture setting, what 
photography could and should do was hotly 
debated. In her combination history and 
group biography, Mary Street Alinder 
chronicles the mainly West Coast “pure 
photography” movement, revisiting exhibits 
and arguments as the form came into its 
own. Her book is as much a chronicle of the 1930s themselves as it is of photography, 
as she documents the rigors of the Great Depression. Dedicated to making beautiful 
pictures, the artists also confronted the suffering around them and, inspired foremost 
by Dorothea Lange, widened the scope of photography’s mission to include social 
engagement. A photographer herself, Alinder illuminates the technical side of her 
subject with details about cameras, lenses, exposure times, and paper. She has worked 
directly with several of the original Group f.64 members, and her portraits convey the 
wonderfully vivid figures behind the images. Laurie Greer 

With commentary as elegant as the 
images are sumptuous, the brilliAnt 
hiStory of Color in Art (Getty, 
$24.95) shows its own brilliance in myriad 
ways. Just as “color” indicates a spectrum 
of shades, its history charts the courses of 
changing technologies, surfaces, materials, 
and images. Telling a broad story of culture, 
Victoria Finlay, author of the classic 
Color: A Natural History of the Palette, 
ranges from caves to cathedrals to iPads, 
soot and chalk to synthetic paints and 
digital pixels, revealing the origins and uses 
of pigments. Along the way, she leaves a trail of fascinating facts, like—well, bread 
crumbs, which were the original erasers for pencils. She also introduces the people 
behind the names, such as Benjamin Day, whose namesake dots animate comics. 
And the iconic blue of the Virgin Mary’s robes? The color came not from Biblical 
associations but from the valuable pigment of lapis. But working with colors has 
always been like playing with fire; to get a basic manganese black required heating 
rocks to 1650 degrees F. The most luminous white entailed the risks of working 
with lead, while Scheele’s green contained arsenic—the cause of several deaths and 
suspected (it was in his bedroom wallpaper) in Napoleon’s. Yet colors also soothe 
the soul, and it’s telling that medieval and Renaissance artists got their pigments from 
apothecaries, color and medicine sharing the same ingredients. Laurie Greer 

J.M.W. turner: pAinting Set 
free (Getty, $49.95) examines the 
later years of the great Victorian artist’s 
career. From 1835 to 1850, when he 
stopped exhibiting his work, Turner 
grew less reliant on description and 
instead emphasized the dynamism of 
light and color, producing watercolors 
and oil paintings of magnificent seas 
and skies, floods and storms. With its 
apparent gestures to Impressionism, 
Expressionism, and Abstraction, this 
is work that segues easily into the 
movements that would follow, but in 
the essays accompanying the images, 
David Blayney Brown, Amy 
Concannon, curators at the Tate, 
and the University of Exeter’s Sam 
Smiles maintain that Turner’s freedom 
of application and abandonment of 
rigorous detail was a continuation of 
his artistic investigation into perception 
and its limitations, not the invention 
of a radical new style. This volume 
chronicles a most fascinating period of 
Turner’s career with vivid illustrations and 
captivating text. Mark LaFramboise 
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SUPER TASTY!

WET THE WHISTLE?

FILM VERSIONS

Kenneth Turan started watching movies 
as a kid growing up in Brooklyn and tuned 
in often to the TV program “Million Dollar 
Movie.” As a longtime film critic for The Los 
Angeles Times, he’s been able to indulge his 
childhood interest over and over. In not 
to be MiSSed: fifty-four fAvoriteS 
froM A lifetiMe of filM (PublicAffairs, 
$25.99), Turan takes on the challenge of 
choosing the movies he’s enjoyed most. Why 
fifty-four? You’ll have to read the book to find 
out. But Turan did discover that limiting the 
number was harder than expected. In fact, 
he couldn’t resist suggesting a fifty-fifth film—
actually two films tied for the slot—and then 
he appended another list of fifty-four movies 
that he also treasures. Turan doesn’t only 
critique his picks; he also provides back stories about the making of the films, discusses 
the actors and directors, and mixes in some cultural context. You probably won’t agree 
with all his selections. That’s OK—Turan recognizes that personal tastes can play a big 
part in judging films. He was careful not to call his picks the best films ever, just his own 
favorites. Bradley Graham

Oh yes, you want this book. Your every 
fond memory of watching or reading The 
Princess Bride will only be magnified by this 
lovely volume. Narrated by Wesley/Dread 
Pirate Roberts himself (forgive the spoiler, 
but it’s been 27 years), Cary Elwes’s AS 
you WiSh: inConCeivAble tAleS 
froM the MAKing of The Princess 
Bride (Touchstone, $26) is the story behind 
the brilliant book-to-film adaptation that set 
the genre’s standard. Director Rob Reiner’s 
introduction conveys the fresh excitement 
and genuine pride that runs throughout this 
account. Elwes retraces the film’s making 
with a day-by-day chronicle along with 
reminiscences of fellow cast members, 
including Robin Wright and Billy Crystal, the crew, and Bride’s author and screenwriter, 
William Goldman. (The actor includes one adorable moment when “Bill” Goldman is 
caught on film unconsciously praying under his breath during the first day of filming.) 
Color photos, the author’s witty commentary, and ROUS’s abound in this book for film 
fans in general and Bride aficionados especially. And do take a gander at the reverse of 
the book jacket—the special poster is all you could ever wish for. Hannah Depp 

Unlike the work of other American 
directors, such as Hitchcock or Steven 
Spielberg, the films of Martin Scorsese 
sear themselves into our collective film 
consciousness because they are such 
extreme examples of personal expression. 
Scorsese’s films connect with us because 
they’re not aiming for the widest possible 
audience. In MArtin SCorSeSe: A 
retroSpeCtive (Abrams, $40), Tom 
Shone, whose overview is the first 
such study to get the director’s approval, 
recounts Scorsese’s Little Italy upbringing 
and the childhood asthma that kept him off 
the streets and in the movie houses. From Scorsese’s first short film, What’s a Nice Girl 
Like You Doing in a Place Like This? through this year’s documentary on the New 
York Review of Books, The 50-Year Argument, Shone tracks the artistic highs, lows 
,and under-rated works that make up Scorsese’s illustrious career. Whether you can’t 
forget Taxi Driver or are hooked on the recent genre pictures, this is every Scorsese-
film buff’s must-have. Pat Brennan 

Dorie Greenspan is a baking legend; 
she’s won multiple James Beard awards and 
collaborated with Julia Child, but what makes 
her cookbooks truly worth owning is that 
she writes recipes you can trust to produce 
consistently delicious treats. In bAKing 
Chez Moi (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 
$40) Greenspan draws on her years of living 
in France to gain access to the elusive and 
often overlooked world of French home 
baking. These are not recipes for the famed 
macarons or croissants of Parisian boulangeries, 
but the lesser-known, everyday treats such as 
the French version of chocolate chip cookies 
and rustic seasonal galettes. The dishes are 
sumptuously photographed and the recipes thoughtfully written, with notes about 
difficult or time-intensive steps and plenty of “Bon Ideas” on how to vary the recipes 
and make them your own. This is a wonderful cookbook, equally perfect for new 
bakers looking for an entré to French pastry and seasoned foodies ready to discover a 
whole new side of the French kitchen. Emily Riehl-Bedford

Heather Greene has the best job ever: 
she’s a professional whiskey taster! She travels 
all over the world tasting whiskey, scotch, and 
bourbon. She has received a lot of attention for 
being one of the few women with expertise in 
this field. When she’s not sipping scotch at the 
Scotch Malt Whiskey Society in Edinburgh, she’s 
attending to her duties as a whiskey sommelier 
and teaching classes at a Manhattan restaurant. 
Now, with the publication of WhiSKey 
diStilled (Penguin Press, $25), Greene can 
add author to her resumé. The popularity of the 
whiskies is on the rise worldwide and so is the 
demand to understand and appreciate them. 
Whiskey Distilled gives whiskey lovers (or those 
who aspire to be whiskey lovers) everything 
they need to know to understand the “water of life.” Greene guides you through the 
whiskey-making process, outlining how to taste whiskey, how to distinguish and select 
the right brand for you, and even how to mix cocktails and stock your home bar. 
Susan Skirboll 

Crafted with passion and skill, beautiful 
to look at, pleasing to hold, imbuing class 
and poise, and quite functional, deAth 
& Co (Ten Speed, $40) is the cocktail-
book version of a perfect cocktail. Death 
& Co is a small cocktail bar in New York’s 
East Village. It’s also a giant of the classic 
cocktail revival and home to some of 
the best bartenders in the world. Owner 
David Kaplan and his staff have 
produced this book with the same rigor 
and attention to detail with which they 
make drinks. Not surprisingly, Death & 
Co’s ingredients—clean design and expert 
knowledge—are of the highest quality, but 
the structure of the book is also logical 
and useful. In a genre where books are 
usually either pretty and inaccessible or 
drab and functional, Death & Co finds a 
perfect balance. Alan Balch
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EAT UP

As its title makes clear, plenty More: 
vibrAnt vegetAble CooKing froM 
london’S ottolenghi (Ten Speed, 
$35) continues the imaginative vegetable 
cookery Yotam Ottolenghi 
began with Plenty. Where the earlier 
book focused on introducing home cooks 
to unique and satisfying ingredients, 
Plenty More puts the emphasis on 
technique, with chapters devoted to a 
full range of cooking methods: tossed, 
steamed, blanched, simmered, braised, 
grilled, roasted, fried, mashed, cracked, 
baked, and sweetened. As we’ve come 
to expect from Ottolenghi’s cookbooks, 
the artwork here is first-rate, the recipes 
clearly explained, and each turn of the 
page offers a delicious, creative, and surprising opportunity. The scope of Ottolenghi’s 
research and imagination will make any cook reassess the limitations of a meatless 
menu. Mark LaFramboise 

The subtitle of Janna Gur’s JeWiSh 
Soul food (Schocken, $35) brings you 
right to the heart of what this cookbook 
offers: “From Minsk to Marrakesh, More 
Than 100 Unforgettable Dishes Updated 
for Today’s Kitchen.” Gur, the founder and 
chief editor of the leading Israeli food and 
wine magazine, has gathered recipes for 
comfort food, brings-you-right-back-to-
your-childhood, finger-licking good dishes 
from Jewish kitchens around the world. 
From chopped liver and gefilte fish to 
lentil stew or goulash, the real thread that 
ties all these recipes together is their place 
among the “best of your grandmother’s 
kitchen,” all gathered together from those 
great home cooks around the world. Better still, Gur offers careful modern updates for 
novices attempting these dishes and helps guide cooks to sources of those ingredients 
more difficult to locate as well as their more readily available substitutes. Lena Little 

Charles Phan’s improbable rise 
to stardom in the culinary world is a 
Horatio Alger-like tale of a working 
class immigrant with supreme talent 
making it to the top of his profession. 
Phan was born in South Vietnam and 
fled the country with his parents when 
Saigon fell in 1975. After several years 
as refugees on Guam, they migrated to 
San Francisco, where Phan attended high 
school, took jobs waiting tables, and 
studied architecture at Cal. A home cook 
with virtually no formal training, he felt 
that Asian restaurants were stereotyped 
as cheap and uniform. So after trying 
several other professions, he followed his 
dream and opened the Slanted Door in 1996 in San Francisco’s Mission District. That 
restaurant was an instant hit. It has since moved to a panoramic space in the Ferry 
Building, but still emphasizes fresh, local, contemporary ingredients and aesthetics 
that reflect Phan’s interest in art and design. Sticky rice with sweet potato and shaking 
beef are among the favorite recipes included in the SlAnted door: Modern 
vietnAMeSe food (Ten Speed, $40), as are the many exotic cocktails that Phan’s 
restaurants (he has several offshoots) have become known for. Phan is widely regarded 
as one of the most inventive and influential chefs in America and his new cookbook is 
a gorgeous and mouth-watering tribute to the modern Vietnamese cuisine he has put 
on America’s culinary map. Lissa Muscatine 

Gabrielle Hamilton has proven herself a great chef with her beloved New 
York restaurant, Prune, as well as a gifted writer with her 2011 memoir, Blood, 
Bones and Butter, so it was only a matter of time before she combined her talents 
into a cookbook. With prune (Random House, $45) she brings all her passion 
and personality to bear in a print version of the chef’s notebook she keeps at her 
restaurant. The book is primarily a great collection of recipes, ranging from grilled 
shrimp with anchovy butter to Prune’s famous Bloody Mary, but it also offers 
insight into the chef’s mind and process with Hamilton’s handwritten notes to her 
employees on how to navigate challenging recipes. Of particular note is a chapter 
entitled “Garbage” in which Hamilton explains how she takes traditional kitchen 
waste and incorporates it into her menu. Prune brings the full restaurant experience 
into the home kitchen, along with a healthy serving of Hamilton’s wit and wisdom. 
Emily-Riehl-Bedford 

This book’s eponymous the third 
plAte (Penguin Press, $29.95) 
concept may seem a little gimicky 
compared to the incredible nuance of the 
rest of the book, but it is a helpful way 
of explaining what Dan Barber’s book 
is about: if the “first plate” of American 
food is a big steak of dubious provenance 
with a side of frozen carrots, then farm-
to-table, sustainable eating has merely 
replaced it with an equally big, choice 
“second plate” of steak, albeit grass-fed 
and pastured, and a side of organically 
grown carrots. A “third plate”—the future 
of American cuisine—must move from 
what our appetites demand to what 
good stewardship of the land can offer: say, a stew of carrots in a sauce made of 
second cuts of meat. Much-laureled chef of Blue Hill and Blue Hill at Stone Barns, Dan 
Barber narrates a wide-range of questions and lessons-learned about soil health, tastes 
in fine dining, ecology, diet, gastronomical prizes, and unconventional agriculture with 
integrity and insight. Unafraid to reveal his own mistakes and naivete, Barber heralds 
the possibility of deeper, healthier roots for the farm-to-table movement. A mouth-
watering “menu for the future” follows probing chapters on the “dehesa” of Southern 
Spain, ancient strains of wild wheat, and perplexing new models of fishing. Lila Stiff 
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FASHION LISTEN UP

If the words iconic or dramatic appeal to 
you, look no further. Laid out with great 
care and painstaking detail by expert editors 
Hamish Bowles, Chloe Malle, and 
Thomas P. Campbell, vogue And 
the MetropolitAn MuSeuM of 
Art CoStuMe inStitute: pArtieS, 
exhibitionS, people (Abrams, $50) 
brings the awesomely glamorous world of 
couture fashion and high art to our living 
rooms. Chronicling the Institute’s celebrations 
from 2001 to 2013, the book lays out the 
history behind exhibitions ranging from 
Punk to Jackie O. Lively and thorough, the 
commentary nicely accessorizes the beautiful 
photography, which runs to full-page, glossy shots of the rich and famous, the 
beautiful and the bold, always keeping the focus on the design and craftsmanship of 
the artists behind some of the world’s most beautiful clothes and soirées.  
Hannah Depp 

Much has been written by modern female 
thinkers about our relationships to our bodies, 
but they’ve said comparatively little about 
our relationships to the clothes we put our 
bodies in. Sheila Heti, Heidi Julavits, 
Leanne Shapton, and the 636 other 
contributors to WoMen in ClotheS 
(Blue Rider Press, $30) are on a mission to 
change that, and the result is the coolest, 
most revelatory, and most effervescent book 
of the season. This utterly unique collection 
of essays includes contributions by thinkers 
and fashion intellectuals such as Kim Gordon, 
Miranda July, and, yes, Lena Dunham. There’s 
nothing stuffy and nothing superficial here; 
instead there’s something groundbreaking: 
genuinely intelligent dialogue about fashion. The eclectic pieces read as what they are: 
curated, contemplative conversations between women about the ways that clothes 
shape our identities. My personal favorites were the photos documenting the everyday 
collections (striped shirts, tote bags, safety pins, lip balms) that somehow, without our 
even noticing it, make us the people we are. The color illustrations, photographs, and 
charts that explode from the pages are vivid and elegant, and make Women in Clothes 
a gift to be savored. Not to be missed. Liz Hottel 

Whether it was a matter of being in the right 
place at the right time, or being the person 
we would have had to invent had she not 
existed, Coco Chanel defined an era, one 
that would be impossible to imagine without 
her. Poised at the dawn of a new way of 
life, Chanel changed not just fashion but 
the very fabric of women’s lives during the 
tumultuous early years of the 20th century. 
But at what price? MAdeMoiSelle: CoCo 
ChAnel And the pulSe of hiStory 
(Random House, $35) is the first book to 
fully examine Chanel’s relationship with 
the world around her. While other worthy 
biographies have explored her personal life or 
the darker side of her industry in the 1940s, 
Rhonda K. Garelick, also the author 
of Rising Star and Electric Salome, gives real historical weight to the life of a woman 
who experienced more triumph and tragedy than one life should hold. Meticulously 
researched and written with genuinely infectious curiosity, Mademoiselle is an 
excellent read for a wide audience; fashion lovers and historians unite! Hannah Depp 

In his new book, the hiStory of roCK ‘n’ 
roll in ten SongS (Yale, $28) famed rock 
historian and critic Greil Marcus flips the 
tiresome music-history book on its head. Drawing 
from his years as a progenitor of contemporary 
rock criticism, Marcus spotlights ten unique songs, 
revealing their intertwining importance to our 
culture, politics, and history. Sidestepping the 
bounds of a chronological timeline, Marcus’s sharp 
and witty observations trace a web of cultural 
significance across decades and generations. As he 
links the likes of Phil Spector to Amy Winehouse. 
and Beyoncé to Etta James, Marcus’s casual 
observations provide insightful challenges to all 
that we think we know about the rock ‘n’ roll 
genre. Positing that rock predates its own history as the core ideals of rebellion and 
revolution, Marcus is sure to touch on many ideas you’ve pondered as you’ve listened 
over the years—and plenty you never knew you would. Josh Levi 

Fiona Ritchie has explored the world of 
Celtic music on her long-running NPR program, 
The Thistle & Shamrock; Doug Orr is the 
president emeritus of Warren Wilson College, 
where he founded the Swannanoa Gathering 
music workshops. Working together, the two 
have produced a bountiful project, WAyfAring 
StrAngerS: the MuSiCAl voyAge froM 
SCotlAnd And ulSter to AppAlAChiA 
(North Carolina, $39.95). The story of 
Appalachian music and its origins is the story of 
two migrations; the Scots first went to Ulster, and 
then to America. These pages contain treasures. 
Filled with photos, prints, maps, interviews—with 
singers, players, scholars, and song collectors—
and fascinating sidebars on topics ranging from ballad types, fiddle styles, and the ceili 
to the Great Philadelphia Wagon Road, Cape Breton, African American string bands, 
and “homesick pioneers.” Best of all, the book comes with a CD of twenty songs, 
all expertly selected and arranged, featuring some of the musicians profiled in this 
volume. A glossary, timeline, bibliography, discography, and list of resource centers 
will lead the curious to yet more treasures. András Goldinger

The events are legendary in Bob Dylan lore: in the 
spring and summer of 1967, recovering from a motorcycle 
accident, Dylan, along with Robbie Robertson, Rick 
Danko, Richard Manuel, Garth Hudson (and later, Levon 
Helm)—then known as the Hawks, later to become The 
Band—recorded more than one hundred songs in the 
basement of the group house in West Saugerties known as 
“Big Pink.” The results—covers of traditional folk, country, 
rockabilly and soul, and plenty of newly written songs (like 
“I Shall Be Released” and “You Ain’t Going Nowhere”) and 
spontaneous ditties—were astonishing in their range and 
breadth. A few songs were officially released in 1975; much 
of the rest was bootlegged in various inferior incarnations. 
Finally, the bASeMent tApeS CoMplete (Columbia, 
$134.98) are officially released. The pricey, six-CD deluxe 
version is for the hardcore fan—the sound is carefully restored, with newly discovered 
songs, in chronological order. For just a taste of these creative sessions (two CDs 
worth), the bASeMent tApeS rAW (Columbia, $19.98) is the compilation to get. 
András Goldinger
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A museum with a special mission, 
The Magnes Collection of Jewish Art 
and Life, “rather than defining objects 
of Jewish daily life as art, investigates 
Jewish material culture in its own 
right.” Part of the Bancroft Library of 
the University of California, Berkeley, 
since 2010, the collection, founded in 
1962 as the Judah L. Magnes Museum, 
“asks its visitors to rethink the role of 
materiality in Jewish culture, and its 
relation to art.” Now, with the JeWiSh 
World: 100 treASureS of Art 
And Culture (Skira/Rizzoli, $55), 
readers, too, can savor some of these 
magnificent objects and reflect on 
their role in Jewish history. Edited and with commentary by Alla Efimova and 
Francesco Spagnolo, the director and curator, respectively, of the Magnes 
Collection, this volume presents full-color photographs of artifacts ranging from 
amulets to menorahs (one crafted by Dalí, another made of guns, bullets, and steel), 
family portraits to carpets, Purim plates, and Ketubot from the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, crafted in India and Italy. Tracing a geographical and historical 
span as wide as the variety of its woven, painted, sculpted, and illuminated treasures, 
this catalog works like a mosaic, assembling the glittering pieces of its larger story. 

In his interpretive biography, dAvid: 
the divided heArt (Yale, $25), 
Rabbi David Wolpe shows us 
the King in all his complexity, tracing 
his rise from obscurity as a shepherd 
boy through his iconic role in slaying 
Goliath and on to the regretful end 
of his life. We see David as a troubled 
father, a resolute military commander, 
a generous political leader; witness him 
making cold-blooded decisions before 
battle as well as composing music and 
poetry in quieter moments. David, 
which means “beloved,” did love his 
wives yet treated them cruelly; nor 
could he prevent tragedy and the death 
of children at birth and in battle, deaths 
for which he bore responsibility. Wolpe captures David in ways that add to your 
appreciation of him even if you know only the bare bones of his story or the Book of 
Samuel’s apologetic version of him. Wolpe’s achievement here is a fresh recounting of 
the David stories in ways that help us understand why the hardships of neglect can 
pale beside the challenges of acclaim. David Cohen

German-owned Lamy has a reputation for producing exceptional writing instruments 
that blend tradition with modern aesthetics, and their new All-Star Fountain 
Gift Sets ($60) exemplify just that, merging beauty with convenience by allowing 
the use of an inkwell and a cartridge. The sleek design of this fountain pen features the 
Lamy signature style with a durable and attractive aluminum casing and a medium-
point nib. The gift set, handsomely boxed, includes a pen, inkwell, Lamy converter, 
and five cartridges. This is the perfect choice for a co-worker or boss, for those in your 
life who favor the art of handwritten communication, or anyone who has a desk and 
wants something eye-catching to put on it! 

In SMAll viCtorieS (Riverhead, 
$22.95), her latest book of essays, 
Anne Lamott writes about those 
little moments in the midst of suffering 
when grace is most apparent. With the 
wit and guts that her fans have come 
to expect from her, Lamott describes 
walking with friends who are dying, her 
own struggles with addiction, difficult 
relationships with family members, and 
the grief of loss—and she finds that a 
holiness resides in all of these things. 
If God is found, as many Buddhists 
believe, in the space between breaths, 
Anne Lamott has found Him again and 
again in the unsteady breathing of trials 
and tragedy. Jenny Clines

The goal of Disruptus ($25) is invention 
and innovation; it is a smart, brain-building 
game that achieves its objectives in a fun and 
approachable way: roll the dice, select that 
number of cards, and get to work reimagining 
everyday objects. Disruptus lets you repurpose 
various things to create wild, new inventions; 
the point is to disrupt your thinking. But the true 
magic of this smart and unpredictable game 
is that it requires teamwork and ingenuity. It 
can be used as a teambuilding tool, a creative 
problem-solving exercise, and a conversation 
starter. Each player works from the ideas already 
launched; there’s no real winning or losing, 
only the joy of creativity, which makes this the 
perfect game for children and co-workers alike.

The Supercalifragilistic tote, designed 
by Jordandene ($25), is a true gem—both 
cute and practical. This large canvas bag is 
perfect for grocery shopping or…ahem…book-
buying. What I love most about this tote bag, 
besides that fact that it is produced by an 
independent artist and references one of the 
best childhood classic movies EVER, is the 
amazing convenience of having two ways to 
carry it! Along with the super-durable cross-
body strap, there is a small clutch handle which 
makes for easy portability (also, it just looks 
interesting).  Another favorite feature is that it 
will make you and everyone around you want 
to sing. And that alone is priceless.

A favorite among P&P staff and customers 
alike, Journals  from Shinola ($6.75 to 
$19.95) come in three sizes with handsome 
linen or paper covers. Standing for "skill at 
scale, the preservation of craft, and the beauty 
of industry," Detroit-based Shinola prides itself 
on its traditional crafting methods and on its 
durable materials. The creamy, heavy-stock 
paper not only prevents bleed, but comes from 
sustainably-managed North American forests. 
These journals are contemporary and classic—
the perfect gift for any discerning writer/note-
taker/observer!
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WE’RE DELIGHTED TO ANNOUNCE  
that Politics & Prose will begin managing book operations 

at most Busboys and Poets locations in the metropolitan area. The 
first joint venture will be at a new Busboys and Poets scheduled 

to open in DC’s Brookland neighborhood in mid-December. 
In January, P&P joins a new Busboys and Poets in DC’s Takoma 

neighborhood. Later in 2015, P&P will take charge of existing 
book sections at three other locations—in Hyattsville, MD, 

Shirlington, VA, and downtown DC at 5th and K. 

Come visit us, browse our shelves, and check out 
upcoming events in our new locations! 




