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Hopepunk and Solarpunk: On Climate Narratives That Go Beyond the Apocalypse 

Alyssa Hull Tries to Find Optimism in Teaching Cli-Fi 

to Terrified Students 

By Alyssa Hull 

 

November 22, 2019 

I hear the following more often than I would like from some of my fellow educators: “My students can’t or 

won’t discuss climate change. They’re too privileged/preoccupied with their phones/just not interested.” 

Of course these young people—these adolescents, these Gen Z college-goers—don’t want to discuss this with 

us. We are literally (literally) asking them to confront their own mortality. 

Despite the incredible groundswell we are now witnessing around the youth-led climate movement—the 

school strikes, the UN protests, the anger and the vision of children and teenagers like Greta Thunberg—

many of my students hear the words we have 18 months to tackle climate change or it will be too late and 

they think that in 18 months they are going to die. Maybe this thought is what inspires them to join the youth 

climate movements or Extinction Rebellion; or more crucially, maybe this is the thought that paralyzes them, 

anesthetizes them, and keeps them away and keeps them asleep. 

I explain to them that the planet is not going to spontaneously combust change in the next 17 or 18 months if 

we do not “solve” climate change. As a scientist and a science educator, I recognize that to acknowledge 

the uncertainty inherent to any scientific endeavor, including climate science, risks giving power to denialists. 

But the choice (even if it’s a forced choice) of 1, 2, 3, or 5 degrees Celsius of global warming was never a 

scientific one: it is a social and political one, extrapolated from the science, of what we want the future to look 

like weighed against what we can sacrifice to get there and how fast we can do it. 

https://lithub.com/author/alyssahull/
https://www.college.columbia.edu/cct/archive/winter12/columbia_forum
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We are constantly bombarded with messages of “climate catastrophe,” “cataclysm,” and, my least favorite, 

“apocalypse.” We are in the crisis now and we need, as ecofeminist scholar Donna Haraway says, to stay with 

the trouble. In order to do so, we need narratives that are not naively optimistic about the future of our species 

and the others that inhabit this planet alongside us. We desperately need narratives that move past apocalypse 

as an endpoint, not only because there are people and societies already living in the Western world’s vision of 

climate apocalypse on a daily basis, but because looking at the climate crisis as an apocalypse can only inspire 

a helpless waiting for the post-apocalypse to arrive, suddenly, to cleave the past from the future. 

Climate is not weather, weather is not climate, and we don’t do ourselves any favors by thinking that climate 

scientists can provide us with an appropriately optimistic or apocalyptic forecast for our zipcode 18 months or 

5 years from now. Instead we need stories that showcase a variety of possible futures, from the bleak to the 

hopeful. 

We desperately need narratives that move past apocalypse as an endpoint. 

This is where I look towards speculative fiction, as a writer and reader, to a genre that dabbles in both 

presents and futures. Pushback against a trend of apocalyptic, dystopian climate futures has inspired the 

speculative sub-genre solarpunk, which grew out of posts on the social media site Tumblr in the early 2010s. 

Solarpunk, both a lifestyle and a cultural movement, focuses on green and eco-friendly futures made possible 

by eliminating fossil fuel energy in favor of solar power and bio-inspired design. It may or may not be wholly 

utopian, but it certainly aspires to be beautiful, green, and colorful, an aesthetic that frequently mashes 

together the elegance of Art Nouveau with the wildness of permaculture. While solarpunk as a genre hasn’t 

yet grasped hold of speculative fiction readers in the same way its predecessors cyberpunk and steampunk 

did, its short story anthologies, like The Weight of Light (produced through ASU’s Center for Science and 

Imagination) and Sunvault, and its writers, like Andrew Dana Hudson, have produced compelling visions of 

the future. 

While I find the fashion, architecture, and energy proposals of solarpunk inspiring, I am looking for narratives 

that offer me something besides absolute optimism or total despair. Enter hopepunk, a term coined by 

Alexandra Rowland in 2017 to describe genre fiction that is the opposite of the ever-popular grimdark 

everything-sucks-and-is-terrible mentality. Hopepunk stories are not specifically climate-focused and, more 

importantly, do not necessitate hopeful worlds. In the age of Trump, this basic act of extending to another 

person kindness, rather than disdain or vitriol, becomes a political narrative, found in the writings of 

speculative fiction writers Becky Chambers and Cat Rambo, among others. (If This Goes On: The Science 

Fiction Future of Today’s Politics, an anthology of speculative fiction shorts edited by Rambo and published 

this past March, was conceived from her tripartite of “rage and sorrow and hope.”) 

Speculative literature could do worse than to broaden its spectrum of proffered climate futures from the 

dystopian, apocalyptic, and the grimdark, to include those where hopepunk is still necessary in the midst of a 

changing climate, and even to the optimistic futures of the solarpunks.  I find myself appreciating hopepunk 

because it allows us to  or 3, or 5 degrees Celsius of warming—what can we handle and how can we know?—

means that we will probably lose things (species, homes, people) that we planned to save. 

The narratives we construct, the stories we tell ourselves must acknowledge that, while there’s a scientific 

consensus that the atmosphere is warming due to our fossil fuel emissions, many aspects and extents of 

climate change remain uncertain. Writing non-apocalyptic climate change narratives can make room, 

intellectually and emotionally, for our failures to act sooner. Some things will be lost; much already has been. 

I want to say to my students: Even if it is already too late, we have no way yet of knowing it is, because I am 

afraid they will still give up. 

* 

https://www.newyorker.com/culture/cultural-comment/what-if-we-stopped-pretending
https://solarpunks.net/post/27525726746/on-the-need-for-new-futures
https://csi.asu.edu/books/weight/
https://www.publishersweekly.com/978-1-937-79475-0
https://io9.gizmodo.com/the-long-way-to-a-small-angry-planet-is-this-year-s-mos-1730270921
http://clarkesworldmagazine.com/another_word_02_19/
https://parvuspress.com/itgo/
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One of the grimmest and yet most uplifting books I have read recently is Blackfish City, a near-future 

speculative novel with a world that author Sam J. Miller himself has called “realistically terrifying.” It is 

bleak because the future it offers is dark, desperate, and yet, occasionally survivable in a way that feels 

aligned with Rowland’s conception of hopepunk. 

Hopepunk stories are not specifically climate-focused and do not necessitate hopeful worlds. In the age of 

Trump, this basic act of extending to another person kindness becomes a political narrative. 

The city of Qaanaaq floats somewhere between Greenland and Iceland, designed to run on methane produced 

from the city’s waste and divided into radiating arms that contain the different strata of society. Arm One is 

for the richest and most powerful, the uber-wealthy who escaped the worst of the climate ravages and founded 

the city before seeking anonymity to protect themselves and their wealth; all the way down to Arm Eight, the 

poorest and the most over-crowded. It is a city of global refugees who flee water wars, rising seas, and 

religious fanaticism to come to Qaanaaq. (Do any of these crises sound familiar?) Decision-making in the city 

occurs via artificial intelligence with only minor input from human managers. 

The narrative is a mosaic of different characters; we follow the assistant of a minor politician, a fighter for a 

local mob boss, and a delivery runner, all attempting to survive within a viciously apathetic system. Their 

daily acts of resistance are simply existing, as queer people and people of color, until they become entangled 

trying to stop a disease known as “the breaks.” The breaks is a disease of misplaced remembrance: the 

afflicted recall memories that aren’t their own, and the who and how of this becomes one of the central plot 

points of Blackfish City. 

These characters aren’t nominated by some unseen hand. None of them are altruists. They are rather 

intrinsically ordinary. Like the climate activists who have taken to the streets in the past days, months, and 

decades, their desire to bring about a sea change in Qaanaaq is motivated by the recognition (and perhaps the 

historical knowledge) that they live in a community where resources are scarce and cooperation is paramount. 

They are not the pathfinders of the resistance, but rather, they benefit from the triumphs and failures of a 

previous generation. 

There is so much that is so awful about Qaanaaq and how and why it came to be—and yet, here is a world 

where the characters who form the seed of the resistance against Arm One’s wealthy shareholders are 

unapologetically queer, non-binary, people of color, or all three; the story offers no explanation for why they 

are so, nor are the characters asked for one by the society around them. The worldbuilding in Blackfish 

City makes what is often subtextual in the mainstream climate discussion (race, gender, sexuality) explicitly 

textual; marginalized groups, particularly the poor and people of color, particularly in the Global South, are 

enduring and will continue to endure more hardship than those of us who are white, middle-class, and live in 

the Global North. To see a collective of characters from marginalized identities at the forefront of a resistance 

movement, to work against a system they see as unjust, is a powerful acknowledgment of this reality. 

I want to say to my students: Even if it is already too late, we have no way yet of knowing it is, because I am 

afraid they will still give up. 

I want my students to read these books. I want them to know that they will have a future—if we work towards 

it, together, now. I want them to have books that make room for the conversation on grief, on failure, and on 

future. 

I am inspired by so many members of this upcoming generation. They are waking up far faster and banding 

together with far more bravery than I and my fellow millennials did. But I suspect that some, still, are 

understandably afraid to engage. To recognize that climate change is here, that it will change their lives, is to 

accept the end of those lives. And it is an end: to a certain way of living; to a certain mindset; but it is 

not the end. 

https://www.tor.com/2019/01/22/why-science-fiction-authors-need-to-be-writing-about-climate-change-right-now/
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We need the stories to carry them—us—beyond there. 

Alexandra RowlandAlyssa HullAndrew Dana HudsonapocalypseBlackfish CityCat Rambocli-ficlimate 

changeclimate crisisDonna Harawaydystopiaeco-feminismGen ZGreta ThunberggrimdarkhopepunkSam J. 

MillersolarpunkSunvaultteachingThe Weight of Light 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Alyssa Hull 

Alyssa Hull is a recovering scientist who lives in the small (but charming) state of Delaware. A lover of data 

and of words, she currently splits her time between teaching high school biology/environmental science and 

writing speculative fiction. 

 

https://lithub.com/hopepunk-and-solarpunk-on-climate-narratives-that-go-beyond-the-apocalypse/  

https://lithub.com/tag/alexandra-rowland/
https://lithub.com/tag/alyssa-hull/
https://lithub.com/tag/andrew-dana-hudson/
https://lithub.com/tag/apocalypse/
https://lithub.com/tag/blackfish-city/
https://lithub.com/tag/cat-rambo/
https://lithub.com/tag/cli-fi/
https://lithub.com/tag/climate-change/
https://lithub.com/tag/climate-change/
https://lithub.com/tag/climate-crisis/
https://lithub.com/tag/donna-haraway/
https://lithub.com/tag/dystopia/
https://lithub.com/tag/eco-feminism/
https://lithub.com/tag/gen-z/
https://lithub.com/tag/greta-thunberg/
https://lithub.com/tag/grimdark/
https://lithub.com/tag/hopepunk/
https://lithub.com/tag/sam-j-miller/
https://lithub.com/tag/sam-j-miller/
https://lithub.com/tag/solarpunk/
https://lithub.com/tag/sunvault/
https://lithub.com/tag/teaching/
https://lithub.com/tag/the-weight-of-light/
https://lithub.com/author/alyssahull/
https://lithub.com/hopepunk-and-solarpunk-on-climate-narratives-that-go-beyond-the-apocalypse/
https://lithub.com/author/alyssahull/
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Into the great unknown: Cassini, a bold mission to study Saturn 

By Nick Lavars 

 

Render of Cassini in orbit around Saturn 

NASA/JPL-Caltech 

VIEW 20 IMAGES 

From Fukushima to the darkest corners of the ocean, robots built for extreme environments and an appetite 

for discovery continue to enlighten our understanding of places too dangerous to tread. Those launched into 

deep space may be the most daring examples, continually pushing the limits of human ingenuity and 

expanding our understanding of the universe. In this series New Atlas will be profiling space probes, both past 

and present, tasked with pushing the boundaries of science by leading us into the great unknown. This week: 

the spacecraft built to study Saturn and its surroundings in one of our most ambitious space missions to date. 

Name: Cassini 

Launched: October 1997 

Subject of study: Saturn 

Current location: Cassini has become one with Saturn 

https://newatlas.com/author/nick-lavars/
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Three probes had visited Saturn before NASA’s Cassini probe rolled into the area in 2004, but none had ever 

entered its orbit. By doing just that and continuing to circle the gas giant until 2017, Cassini has 

fundamentally changed our understanding of Saturn, its rings and its many moons. And thanks to the mass of 

its data that scientists are yet to dig into, it will continue to do so for some time yet. 

“Our spacecraft is gone, but the science continues.” Thus reads the NASA team’s Twitter bio for the Cassini 

probe, which burned up in the atmosphere of Saturn back in 2017. The spacecraft spent 13 years in orbit 

around the planet and 20 years total in space, far exceeding the four-year plan of its creators at the outset. 

Cassini launched in 1997 together with the ESA’s Hyugens lander, both traveling as one toward Saturn until 

separating in December 2004. At that point, Hyugens parachuted down to the surface of Saturn’s largest 

moon Titan, pulling off the first ever landing in the outer solar system and returning data for a period of 

around 90 minutes. 

 

Artist's concept of a lake at the north pole of Saturn's moon Titan 

NASA/JPL-Caltech 

Cassini had been in orbit around Saturn for around six months by this stage, and had already spearheaded the 

discovery of new moons in Methone, Pallene and Polydeuces. Others would soon follow in Daphnis, Anthe 

and Aegaeon, but there were a couple of Saturnian moons in particular to pique the interest of the scientific 

community. 

Working with measurements taken by Cassini, scientists learned pretty early on in the mission that Saturn's 

moon Enceladus was bound by a thin atmosphere with a high concentration of ionized water vapor. A close 

https://newatlas.com/space/into-the-great-unknown-cassini-orbit-saturn/#gallery:19
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fly by of Enceladus in 2008 took the Cassini spacecraft through giant plumes erupting from the polar region 

and carrying water, carbon dioxide and hydrocarbons out into space. 

 

https://newatlas.com/space/into-the-great-unknown-cassini-orbit-saturn/#gallery:18
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Close-up view of Enceladus 

NASA/JPL/Space Science Institute 

These kinds of observations, along with the discovery of a salty subsurface ocean in 2014, have led scientists 

to conclude that Enceladus is one of the most likely places in the solar system to harbor some form of alien 

life. And we may be closer to the start of this line of enquiry than the end, with scientists reporting just last 

week the discovery of yet more organic molecules erupting from the surface of this icy moon. 

 

https://newatlas.com/enceladus-ocean-cassini-moon-nasa/31512/
https://newatlas.com/space/signs-life-saturn-moon-enceladus/
https://newatlas.com/space/into-the-great-unknown-cassini-orbit-saturn/#gallery:13
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Image of Saturn's rings as seen by Cassini's narrow-angle camera in April 2016 

ASA/JPL-Caltech/Space Science Institute 

 

Titan is another Saturnian moon of considerable interest to scientists, and one that we wouldn’t see the same 

way today were it not for Cassini. The probe has returned data on this, Saturn’s largest moon, that has led to 

the discovery of massive ice clouds above the south pole, methane seas and rain, deep dunes and tall 

mountains, along with the clearest ever views of the moon’s surface. In all, Cassini presented us with one of 

the more Earth-like bodies we have ever come across. 

As for the ring system, the probe has captured countless stunning images and fascinating insights about the 

planet’s famous discs by diving right through the thick of them. This includes the revelation that the rings are 

shedding an astonishing amount of material and may disintegrate entirely within 100 million years. Saturn’s 

many moons, meanwhile, seem to be scooping up the rings’ material and growing into weird shapes. 

 

Full view of Saturn as seen from Cassini March 27, 2004 (Image: NASA/JPL-Caltech/SSI) 

https://newatlas.com/ice-cloud-titan-moon/40397/
https://newatlas.com/cassini-titan-dunes-xanadu/45309/
https://newatlas.com/cassini-titan-dunes-xanadu/45309/
https://newatlas.com/cassini-image-saturn-thin-rings/54160/
https://newatlas.com/cassini-saturn-nasa/49888/
https://newatlas.com/scientists-saturn-rings-million-years/57712/
https://newatlas.com/saturn-moon-material-rings/59077/
https://newatlas.com/saturn-moon-material-rings/59077/
https://newatlas.com/space/into-the-great-unknown-cassini-orbit-saturn/#gallery:20
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And as for Saturn itself, the Cassini probe has shown us the planet’s polar storms in new detail, helped us 

precisely calculate the length of a Saturnian day and recently revealed an interior where conductive liquids 

appear to flow like honey. 

Cassini finally met its demise in 2017 when mission control commenced what it called A Grand Finale, in a 

way another mission in itself. This new orbital path took the probe high above Saturn’s poles, beyond its 

narrow F ring, past Titan for a final time and then in between Saturn’s atmosphere and innermost ring a total 

of 22 times. Finally, Cassini plunged into the atmosphere and burned up like a meteor, continuing to return 

data to Earth until the very end. 

Cassini’s scientific achievements over the course of a 20-year career in space are too many to list here, this is 

really just a snapshot of the ways it has furthered our understanding of Saturn and its surroundings. But it is 

certainly, by most measures, one of the most inspiring and successful space missions humankind has ever 

embarked upon. And with scientists expecting its data to continue bringing about new discoveries for decades, 

it is very likely that the best is yet to come. 

For more on pioneering space probes, you can check out previous instalments of "Into the great unknown" on 

the NASA Parker Solar Probe and the Soviet Union's Venera probes. Next week, we look at Voyager, 

humankind's most epic astronomical adventure. 

We recommend 

1. Cassini begins new chapter on brink of Saturn summer solstice 

Phys.org, 2010 

2. Cassini makes first ring-grazing plunge 

Phys.org 

3. Cassini looks on as solstice arrives at Saturn 

Phys.org, 2017 

1. This was exactly where cassini crashed into Saturn 

Phys.org, 2018 

2. Cassini mission revealed Saturn's secrets 

Phys.org, 2017 

3. Image: Saturn's greatest storm 

Phys.org 

https://newatlas.com/cassini-saturn-storm-jet-stream/46827/
https://newatlas.com/saturn-day-length/58118/
https://newatlas.com/space/saturns-conductive-liquids-honey/
https://newatlas.com/cassini-mission-end/51361/
https://newatlas.com/space/space-exploration-parker-solar-probe/
https://newatlas.com/space/space-exploration-parker-solar-probe/
https://newatlas.com/space/space-exploration-soviet-union-venera-7-probe/
https://phys.org/news/2010-09-cassini-chapter-brink-saturn-summer.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Phys.org_TrendMD_1
https://phys.org/news/2016-12-cassini-ring-grazing-plunge.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Phys.org_TrendMD_1
https://phys.org/news/2017-05-cassini-solstice-saturn.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Phys.org_TrendMD_1
https://phys.org/news/2018-02-cassini-saturn.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Phys.org_TrendMD_1
https://phys.org/news/2017-04-cassini-mission-revealed-saturn-secrets.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Phys.org_TrendMD_1
https://phys.org/news/2018-03-image-saturn-greatest-storm.html?utm_content=buffereee57&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=TrendMD&utm_campaign=Phys.org_TrendMD_1
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Powered by 

Nick Lavars 

Nick has been writing and editing at New Atlas for over five years, where he has covered everything from 

distant space probes to self-driving cars to oddball animal science, and everything in between. He previously 

spent time at The Conversation, Mashable and The Santiago Times, earning a Masters degree in 

communications from Melbourne’s RMIT University along the way. When not tapping away at his desk, you 

might find him traveling the world in search of the weird and wonderful. Failing that, he’ll probably be 

watching sport. 

https://newatlas.com/space/into-the-great-unknown-cassini-orbit-saturn/ 

 

  

https://www.trendmd.com/how-it-works-readers
https://newatlas.com/author/nick-lavars/
https://newatlas.com/space/into-the-great-unknown-cassini-orbit-saturn/
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"Axion radio" may let physicists listen for dark matter signals 

By Michael Irving 

 

An "axion radio" could help identify mysterious dark matter, which is believed to make up over 85 percent of 

all the matter in the universe 

X-ray: NASA / CXC/ U. Victoria/ A. Mahdavi et al. Optical/Lensing: CFHT/ U. Victoria/ A. Mahdavi et al. 

VIEW 2 IMAGES 

Dark matter is said to be all around us – if it exists, that is – but the fact that it’s invisible makes it pretty hard 

to detect. Rather than trying to see it, researchers at Stockholm University have designed an experiment to 

listen for it instead, using what they call an “axion radio.” 

Over 85 percent of all the matter in the universe is unaccounted for, known only through its gravitational 

interactions with regular matter. This mysterious stuff – referred to as dark matter – has yet to be directly 

detected, but it’s not from a lack of trying. Many different experiments have been run over the years to try to 

pick up signals from various proposed dark matter particles. 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
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In recent years, the HADES particle detector eliminated “dark photons” as a candidate, 

and LUX and XENON1T turned up empty while searching for weakly-interacting massive particles 

(WIMPs). 

But one explanation that’s still possible is a hypothetical elementary particle called an axion. It’s believed that 

axions wouldn’t be discrete particles, but act like waves, flowing throughout space and only rarely interacting 

with normal matter. In particular, axions are thought to have weak – but detectable – interactions with 

electricity and magnetism, and this might be how they ultimately reveal themselves. 

 

An illustration of the axion radio design, with the axions (wavy lines) passing through 

Alexander Millar/Stockholm University 

 

https://newatlas.com/dark-photon-dark-energy/32049/
https://newatlas.com/lux-dark-matter-detector/44449/
https://newatlas.com/xenon1t-dark-matter-experiment/54843/
https://newatlas.com/physics/axion-radio-listen-dark-matter/#gallery:2
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The Stockholm researchers designed a new experiment that could listen in for these kinds of interactions. The 

detector would be made up of a chamber filled with a cold plasma, with a forest of wires thinner than a hair 

running through it. This would be encased inside a large, powerful magnet. 

The idea is that inside this magnetic field, any axions passing through would produce a small electric field. 

That, in turn, would drive oscillations in the plasma that could then be detected as evidence of the axions 

themselves. By moving those wires closer together or further apart, this device can be tuned like a radio to 

find just the right frequency of the axions. 

 “Without the cold plasma, axions cannot efficiently convert into light,” says Matthew Lawson, an author of 

the study. “The plasma plays a dual role, both creating an environment which allows for efficient conversion, 

and providing a resonant plasmon to collect the energy of the converted dark matter.” 

This design differs from previous attempts at finding axions. A few years ago the nEDM experiment checked 

whether neutrons, kept in a very controlled environment free of interference, would change their spin over 

time. If so, this could be evidence of axions at work. Another experiment, called ABRACADABRA, used a 

ring-shaped magnet. Technically there should be no magnetic field in the center – but if axions are floating 

around everywhere, they could create one in that dead zone. 

Both of these experiments came up empty-handed. But a null result doesn’t necessarily rule out the existence 

of axions – it just means they may have smaller masses, or weaker interactions. The beauty of the new 

experimental design is that the cold plasma would amplify any potential signal, so these weaker interactions 

could be detected. The researchers say that their system could also be scaled up relatively easily. 

“This is totally a new way to look for dark matter, and will help us search for one of the strongest dark matter 

candidates in areas that are just completely unexplored,” says Alexander Miller, an author of the study. 

“Building a tuneable plasma would allow us to make much larger experiments than traditional techniques, 

giving much stronger signals at high frequencies.” 

While the design remains theoretical for now, the concept is already in development for practical experiments 

based on the idea. 

The research was published in the journal Physical Review Letters. 

Source: Stockholm University 

We recommend 

1. Síndrome de Dubin-Johnson 

BMJ Best Practice 

2. Chronic Idiopathic Constipation: Therapeutic Options 

Brian E. Lacy, myCME, 2019 

https://newatlas.com/dark-matter-candidate-axions-ruled-out/52213/
https://newatlas.com/dark-matter-axion-experiment/59096/
https://journals.aps.org/prl/abstract/10.1103/PhysRevLett.123.141802
https://www.su.se/english/research/research-news/physicists-have-found-a-way-to-hear-dark-matter-1.457419
https://bestpractice.bmj.com/topics/es-es/1151?utm_term=latin&utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=bp&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://www.mycme.com/chronic-idiopathic-constipation-therapeutic-options/material/5971/24499/?utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd&utm_campaign=trendmd_activity_5971
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1. Sepsis en adultos 

BMJ Best Practic 

 

https://newatlas.com/physics/axion-radio-listen-dark-matter/ 

 

  

https://bestpractice.bmj.com/topics/es-es/245?utm_term=latin&utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=bp&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://newatlas.com/physics/axion-radio-listen-dark-matter/
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Sad Man in the Sky 

By Ron Rash 

 

As soon as I see him coming up the road, I’m thinking this fellow could be trouble. I figure he’s hitchhiking 

but his thumb stays down as the cars pass. He’s wearing a saggy black tank top, blue jeans, and scuffed-up 

penny loafers. A pillowcase full of God knows what is slung over his shoulder. Homeless, ex-con, druggie, 

maybe all three. Keep on going, I’m thinking, but the man leaves the road, walks to where I sit on my truck’s 

tailgate. There’s a tattoo of a padlock on the center of his upper chest. It’s right sized but faded and off-plumb, 

a prison tat if ever I’ve seen one.  

He’s looking at the helicopter behind me in the pasture, maybe figuring the old fellow who owns one would 

have cash enough to lay a ten or twenty on him. But if he’s thinking of getting money from me he’s dead 

wrong. I work ten-hour shifts Monday to Thursday. Then I’m here Friday afternoons flying Todd Watson’s 

chopper to keep the bills paid and help out our two girls. If this guy decides to get feisty, there’s a pipe 

wrench in the cab to handle that. But when he turns his eyes toward me, he doesn’t look mean or drugged or 

drunk, just worn down. His whole body sags like even his bones have given up.  

“How much?” he asks. 

“How much for what?”  

“To take me up in that thing.” 

It ain’t a quarter so it’s likely outside your price range is what I’m thinking but instead I answer seventy-five 

each with two or more passengers and a hundred and twenty solo. I expect that to turn his feet back the way 

he came from but he doesn’t even blink. 

“And you’ll take me where I want to go?” he asks.  

“It’s supposed to be what it says,” I tell him, pointing at the Smokey Mountain Park Tour sign, “but I’ll take 

you whatever direction you want as long as we’re back here in thirty minutes.”    

He opens his billfold. The plastic photo sleeves are empty. He takes the bills out one at a time, first four 

twenties, then three tens and two fives. He’s got a few bills left but most look to have George Washington on 

them. 

“Maybe you ought to save that money for something else?” I tell him, though not in a smart-alecky way. 

“I reckon not,” he answers, fetching a watch from his pocket. 

He doesn’t strike me as someone who needs to worry much about what time it is, but he gives it a careful look 

before putting it back. I notice it’s 3:05, which tells me I’ve been out here three hours and had just four 

https://bittersoutherner.com/from-the-southern-perspective/sad-man-in-the-sky-fiction-by-ron-rash
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customers. Some leaf peepers are coming at 5:30 but that may be it for the day. I take his money, eyeballing it 

good before putting it in my billfold.  

“I can lock up your ruck if you want me to,” I tell him. 

“I figure to take it with me,” he answers. “It don’t weigh but a few pounds.” 

“It’s not the weight,” I answer. “I need to know what’s inside. I don’t let folks bring just anything onboard.” 

“Presents,” he says, and opens the pillow case to show four packages wrapped in bright red paper. 

“It’s a bit early in the year to play Santa Claus, ain’t it?” 

He pulls out his watch again.  

“We need to go,” he says. 

So we get in and buckle up. I hand him his mic and headphones, disengage the rotor brake, and mash the 

starter. When the blades get spinning good, I press the pedal and the skids lift free of the earth. As always, 

memories of long-ago flights tense my stomach. Then I settle myself and am fine. I look over at my passenger 

and ask where he wants to go. 

“Sawyer Ridge,” he says, pointing across the river 

It’s like warning signals just lit up on the instrument panel, because Sawyer Ridge is a place most people 

don’t want anything to do with. Some good folks live there, but so do enough mean ones to fill up the county 

newspaper’s arrest report. They’re the sort who don’t much like anyone snooping around where they live. To 

them, the bird would make a dandy target for some rifle practice. I had enough of getting shot at in the Army 

so I tell him there’s more interesting places to see, but he shakes his head. 

A deal’s a deal so I point the nose that way. Soon we are above the town, where the traffic’s picked up since 

school’s letting out. We fly over the Baptist church’s steeple and then over the courthouse. As we cross the 

river I see some folks fishing. It’s October so there’s red and yellow leaves lining the big pools where the 

river slows.  

Soon Sawyer Ridge comes into view and the man points at the highest peak. We pass above some trailers and 

a few small farmhouses. Most folks look to be at work or inside, but we fly over a woman out in her garden, a 

couple of fellows bent over a car engine. We’re near the ridge top when he points at a small house on the left 

side of the road.  

“I want you to fly right over that house,” he says.  

I do what he asks even as I scan the trees for the glint of a rifle barrel. As we get closer, I see where the 

paint’s peeled off the sides of the house. The front yard is just dirt with a few scabs of grass, in the side yard a 

swing set and a clothesline. There’s toys scattered around the yard, but no trash and junk. I drift a bit and see a 
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ladder leaning against the back of the house, a fresh coat of white paint on the upper half. Whoever lives here 

looks to be living hard but they haven’t given up.  

“They ain’t home yet,” the man says. 

You could have found that out a lot cheaper with a phone call, I’m thinking. He says for me to stay where we 

are, just nods when I say it still counts on his thirty minutes. So we hover above the house like a big 

dragonfly. A good five minutes pass before I see a yellow school bus coming up the road. It stops in front of 

the house and a boy and girl get out, their backpacks near big as they are. The bus chugs on up the road. Only 

then do the kids hear the copter and look up. They start waving, the way children always do. I look over at the 

man. He’s got the pillowcase in his lap and he’s sliding down the window. 

“What are you doing?” I yell into the mic. 

“Throwing these out,” he answers. 

“You ain’t throwing anything out that window,” I say, and ease the cyclic forward to make the hover turn. 

The kids and house are quickly out of sight. I’m headed back toward town. All sorts of thoughts are storming 

up in my head and none of them good.  

“It’s just presents for the kids,” he says as the river appears below us. “Just some things I wanted to give 

them.” 

“Presents?” I say. “How do I know they’re not drugs in those packages?” 

“I’d never hurt them kids,” he says. “I can show you they’re just presents. Please, mister, just let me show 

you.”   

“Even if it is just presents, there’s laws against people dropping things out of helicopters.” 

“You need to understand,” the man says. “I’ve got to do this. Those children, they’re…” 

He stops and I see his eyes getting teary. 

“We’re gonna have to talk about this,” I tell him. 

I head upstream where there’s a campground with an asphalt parking lot. I don’t see a green ranger Jeep and 

the lot’s not crowded so I lower the collective and set her down. 

“Show me one of those presents,” I say when the big blades still.  

“It’s a ball and glove for my boy,” he says, and hands me the package. 

It’s a piss-poor wrapping job, a bunch of tape and wrinkled paper. I feel the leather beneath the paper, the 

baseball’s roundness in the glove’s pocket. I make sure there’s nothing else and hand it back to him. 
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“Let’s see the others.”  

“It’s one of them Cabbage Patch Dolls from down in Georgia,” he says, holding the next present out to me. 

This one’s wrapped thicker but I can feel the soft head and body. I check every inch of it to make sure 

nothing’s sewn inside. The next two gifts are in boxes. He peels back the tape and paper. 

“The woman at the store said girls her age were big on these,” he says, opening a white box. Inside is a silver 

charm bracelet. He opens the last package and holds up a plastic figurine. “It’s called a Power Ranger.” 

He re-tapes the presents as best he can and puts them in the pillowcase. 

“So you going to take me?”  

“You mind me asking you why you don’t take those presents up there yourself?” 

“I can’t be around them no more,” he says.  

I look at him hard. 

“Did you hurt those kids?” 

“I’d not deny I hurt them and their momma too, but not the way you’re thinking.”  

“How then?” I ask. 

“I did something after I promised not to.” 

“What was that?” 

“Got weak and gave in to the craving.” 

“Drugs, you mean.” 

“Yes.” 

“But if they’re your kids and you’ve served your time…” 

“They ain’t mine by blood,” he says. “Their real daddy took off and left them. They was three and five when I 

moved in. I ain’t done much good in my life but I tried hard to be a good daddy. For a while I was.”  

“She got a restraining order against you?” 

“No.” 
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He turns and looks out the window and I figure he’s had his say but not yet. 

“After I got out of jail I went over to Tennessee. My uncle’s got a body shop there and gave me work. I’ve 

been clean for a year so figured she might give me another chance. I called but hardly got a word out before 

she told me she’s with another man now, that he don’t do drugs or drink and holds down a steady job. She 

said he treats the kids great and if I really loved them as much as I claimed I’d never come near them again. 

She told me I’d had my chance and she’s right.” 

“You don’t think those kids will know who they’re from?” 

“I didn’t put in a card or note, and they won’t see me clear enough in this helicopter. Their mom might know, 

but she won’t tell them.”   

I already know what I’m going to do but it has nothing to with him. 

“Okay,” I say. 

As we head back to Sawyer Ridge, I try not to think about how many NAB regulations I’m about to violate. 

The kids aren’t outside when I settle over the house. He drops the ball and glove first. It lands in the front 

yard, hitting so hard the paper splits open. The doll hits the roof and slides off into the yard. The last gifts land 

as the boy and girl run out of the house. We watch as they gather up the presents. Then I pivot and head back.  

We cross the river and soon pass over the high-stilted water tower and the school. Soon we’re back on the 

ground. I cut the engine. We sit a while longer, lost in our own thoughts. 

“Listen,” I finally say, taking two twenties and a five from my billfold. “I don’t feel right charging you more 

just because you went solo.” 

“I knew the price ahead of time.” 

“It’d make me feel better if you took it,” I say. 

He puts the cash in his billfold and we get out. No one’s waiting to take a ride so I ask if he needs me to drive 

him somewhere. 

“I’m just down the road at the Super Eight,” he says. “It’ll be good to stretch my legs a bit before the bus ride 

back to Tennessee.” 

“When do you leave?” 

“Tonight.” 

We stand there a while longer. I try to think of something to say but nothing comes. All the while I’m staring 

at his tattoo, though I don’t realize it until he lifts a hand and touches it. 
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“I hoped it might keep things out, but all it seems to do is keep things in.”  

He stuffs the pillowcase in his back pocket, walks out to the road and heads back toward town. In a few 

minutes my first group of leaf peepers come and a while later the second. By the time we land Todd Watson 

and his oldest boy are waiting. I don’t mention the man and the presents, just hand Todd the checks and bills, 

tell him I’ve already taken forty-five out of my share already. We settle up for the rest. Then I get in my truck 

and head home.  

Fay’s getting dinner ready so I put the money on my bureau and join her in the kitchen.  

“Did the girls call?” I ask. 

“Bobby Jo did.” 

“Any news?”  

“Hal’s got a new line-shift supervisor,” Fay says. “Jessica’s trying out for the basketball team. That’s about 

it.” 

“You didn’t hear from Dena?” 

“Got an email,” Fay says. “She told me she’s doing fine, just having to work extra hours on a project.” 

It’s Friday night but Fay has to work in the morning so she goes on to bed. I drink a beer and watch a little 

TV. I’m tired but I know sleep won’t come easy tonight. At eleven I lock the doors and go to bed. I snuggle 

up close and put my arms around her.  

“That alarm goes off early for me,” she says.  

“It ain’t about that,” I answer.  

Fay’s body settles deeper into mine and she’s soon back asleep, but I’ll be awake a while. Too many 

memories have gotten stirred up, including times I was in the air wondering if I’d ever see my family again. 

But that’s not what’s most on my mind. I’m thinking about those two kids and how, unlike all the other 

children I watched from above, they were running toward, not away from, what rained out of the sky. 

 

Ron Rash is the author of the 2009 PEN/Faulkner finalist and New York Times bestseller Serena. His other 

works include Above the Waterfall in addition to four prizewinning novels — The Cove, One Foot in Eden, 

Saints at the River, and The World Made Straight; four collections of poems; and six collections of stories, 

among them Burning Bright, which won the 2010 Frank O’Connor International Short Story Award, and 

Chemistry and Other Stories, which was a finalist for the 2007 PEN/Faulkner Award. Twice the recipient of 

the O. Henry Prize, he teaches at Western Carolina University in Cullowhee, North Carolina. 
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https://bittersoutherner.com/from-the-southern-perspective/sad-man-in-the-sky-fiction-by-ron-

rash?utm_source=The+Bitter+News&utm_campaign=32864fd0b9-

2019_10_18_FRIDAY&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_8269ec3593-32864fd0b9-

92223085&goal=0_8269ec3593-32864fd0b9-92223085&mc_cid=32864fd0b9&mc_eid=e71bc4a9ff 

  

https://bittersoutherner.com/from-the-southern-perspective/sad-man-in-the-sky-fiction-by-ron-rash?utm_source=The+Bitter+News&utm_campaign=32864fd0b9-2019_10_18_FRIDAY&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_8269ec3593-32864fd0b9-92223085&goal=0_8269ec3593-32864fd0b9-92223085&mc_cid=32864fd0b9&mc_eid=e71bc4a9ff
https://bittersoutherner.com/from-the-southern-perspective/sad-man-in-the-sky-fiction-by-ron-rash?utm_source=The+Bitter+News&utm_campaign=32864fd0b9-2019_10_18_FRIDAY&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_8269ec3593-32864fd0b9-92223085&goal=0_8269ec3593-32864fd0b9-92223085&mc_cid=32864fd0b9&mc_eid=e71bc4a9ff
https://bittersoutherner.com/from-the-southern-perspective/sad-man-in-the-sky-fiction-by-ron-rash?utm_source=The+Bitter+News&utm_campaign=32864fd0b9-2019_10_18_FRIDAY&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_8269ec3593-32864fd0b9-92223085&goal=0_8269ec3593-32864fd0b9-92223085&mc_cid=32864fd0b9&mc_eid=e71bc4a9ff
https://bittersoutherner.com/from-the-southern-perspective/sad-man-in-the-sky-fiction-by-ron-rash?utm_source=The+Bitter+News&utm_campaign=32864fd0b9-2019_10_18_FRIDAY&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_8269ec3593-32864fd0b9-92223085&goal=0_8269ec3593-32864fd0b9-92223085&mc_cid=32864fd0b9&mc_eid=e71bc4a9ff
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This is Not a Conversation for the Telephone 

by Stanisław Barańczak 

 

Issue no. 87 (Spring 1983) 

Well let’s assume it’s yes, but this is not a conversation  

for the telephone, you know, our ears  

have vigilant listeners, so let’s just prepare it in  

a language foreign to them and us, and don’t say “yes”  

before you translate it; 

well let’s admit it’s yes, but this is not  

convenient for the moment, you know, our  

walls have sensitive ears, so let’s just preserve it  

for later, keep it and don’t say  

“yes” before you wait it out; 

well let’s agree it’s yes, but this is not  

a condition forever, you know,  

our souls have thin walls, so let’s just presume  

it for today, for awhile, and don’t  

say “yes” before you delete it; 

well it must be no, but this  

is not a conclusion for real,  

you know, our listeners have sensitive souls, so let’s  

pretend for now that we protest, and  

don’t say “no” before you apologize. 

        —translated from the Polish by Valeria Wasilewski 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

 More Polish poetry published in our Fall 2019 issue, written by Tadeusz Dabrowski and translated 

by Antonia Lloyd-Jones? 

 More work from Stanisław Barańczak published in Issue 87, Spring 1983? 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=5615a8bc9f&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=5615a8bc9f&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=de64a940a0&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=5dd77f32a4&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=5615a8bc9f&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=5615a8bc9f&e=d538c8f2e0
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Amanda Palmer Reads “When I Am Among the Trees” by Mary Oliver 

“You too have come into the world to do this, to go easy, to be filled with light, and to shine.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“Aside from the appearance of a tree by day or night, is it not kin of the human family with its roots in the 

earth and its arms stretching toward the sky as if to seek and to know the great mystery?” the artist Art Young 

wondered in the 1920s in the brief preface to his stunning Rorschach silhouettes of trees at night. Artists, 

poets, and philosophers have long turned to trees as a clarifying and consolatory force for our human 

struggles, from William Blake’s most beautiful metaphor to Walt Whitman’s reverence for their wisdom to 

Martin Buber’s arboreal existentialism. 

Still, I have encountered no lovelier celebration of trees than the one Mary Oliver (September 10, 1935–

January 17, 2019) offers in her poem “When I Am Among the Trees,” originally published in 2006, later 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/06/trees-at-night-art-young/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/07/14/william-blake-john-trusler-letter/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/11/06/walt-whitman-specimen-days-trees/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/09/11/martin-buber-tree/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0399563245/braipick-20
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included in her farewell gift to the world, Devotions: The Selected Poems of Mary Oliver (public library), and 

read here by tree-lover, poetry-lover, and my dear friend Amanda Palmer: 

 

“Shine” by Maria Popova. (Available as a print.) 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0399563245/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/devotions-the-selected-poems-of-mary-oliver/oclc/1028928997&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/amanda-palmer/
http://amandapalmer.net/
https://society6.com/product/shine-by-maria-popova_print?sku=s6-11643531p4a1v46?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/shine-by-maria-popova_print?sku=s6-11643531p4a1v46?curator=brainpicker
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WHEN I AM AMONG THE TREES 

by Mary Oliver 

When I am among the trees, 

especially the willows and the honey locust, 

equally the beech, the oaks and the pines, 

they give off such hints of gladness. 

I would almost say that they save me, and daily. 

I am so distant from the hope of myself, 

in which I have goodness, and discernment, 

and never hurry through the world 

but walk slowly, and bow often. 

Around me the trees stir in their leaves 

and call out, “Stay awhile.” 

The light flows from their branches. 

And they call again, “It’s simple,” they say, 

“and you too have come 

into the world to do this, to go easy, to be filled 

with light, and to shine.” 

Complement with the fascinating science of what trees feel and how they communicate, the story of Wangari 

Maathai’s inspiring movement of planting trees as a form of resistance and empowerment, which made her 

the first African woman to win the Nobel Peace Prize, and another stunning tree poem by another of the rare 

seer-poets of our time — “Optimism” by Jane Hirshfield — then revisit Mary Oliver on how books saved her 

life, the two building blocks of creativity, how to live with maximal aliveness, her advice on writing, and 

her moving elegy for her soul mate. 

For more of Amanda’s generous indulgences of my poetical demands, hear her readings of “The Hubble 

Photographs” by Adrienne Rich, “Questionnaire” by Wendell Berry, “Having It Out With Melancholy” by 

Jane Kenyon, “Humanity i love you” by E.E. Cummings, “Possibilities” by Wisława Szymborska, and “The 

Mushroom Hunters” by Neil Gaiman. 

Amanda’s work, like my own, is made possible by patronage — join me in supporting her music so that she 

may go on donating her voice and goodwill to trees and poems and kindnesses to friends. 

 

 https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/09/23/amanda-palmer-mary-oliver-when-i-am-among-the-

trees/?mc_cid=530e5fb22c&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/09/26/the-hidden-life-of-trees-peter-wohlleben/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/06/04/wangari-maathai-the-woman-who-planted-millions-of-trees/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/14/jane-hirshfield-optimism-kelli-anderson-animation/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/11/02/mary-oliver-upstream-staying-alive-reading/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/11/02/mary-oliver-upstream-staying-alive-reading/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/10/12/mary-oliver-upstream-creativity-power-time/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/02/09/mary-oliver-blue-horses-fourth-sign-of-the-zodiac/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/01/14/mary-oliver-advice-on-writing/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/01/20/mary-oliver-molly-malone-cook-our-world/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/04/26/amanda-palmer-hubble-photographs-adrienne-rich/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/04/26/amanda-palmer-hubble-photographs-adrienne-rich/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/14/wendell-berry-questionnaire-amanda-palmer/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/09/27/having-it-out-with-melancholy-jane-kenyon-amanda-palmer/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/06/28/amanda-palmer-reads-humanity-i-love-you-e-e-cummings/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/18/amanda-palmer-wislawa-szymborska-possibilities-poem-reading/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/04/26/the-mushroom-hunters-neil-gaiman/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/04/26/the-mushroom-hunters-neil-gaiman/
https://www.patreon.com/amandapalmer
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/09/23/amanda-palmer-mary-oliver-when-i-am-among-the-trees/?mc_cid=530e5fb22c&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/09/23/amanda-palmer-mary-oliver-when-i-am-among-the-trees/?mc_cid=530e5fb22c&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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The First and Last of Her Kind 

Linda Greenhouse 

First: Sandra Day O’Connor 

by Evan Thomas 

Random House, 476 pp., $32.00 

David Hume Kennerly/Getty Images 

Sandra Day O’Connor and Ruth Bader Ginsburg preparing to address a meeting of the Congressional 

Women’s Caucus, Washington, D.C., 2001 

It was reassuring to find Evan Thomas’s biography of Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor on 

the New York Times best-seller list this spring, however briefly. It was evidence that the country has not 

forgotten Justice O’Connor, now thirteen years into retirement and living with dementia—the same disease 

that took her husband, whose illness prompted her premature departure from the Court, and from her position 

as the most powerful woman in America. 

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/linda-greenhouse/
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0399589287?ie=UTF8&tag=thneyoreofbo-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0399589287
https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/greenhouse_1-110719.jpg
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Her name isn’t heard often these days—certainly not at the Court, which she dominated for years from her 

seat at its ideological center, but where her distinctive brand of center-right pragmatism quickly lost its 

purchase after her retirement. Her replacement in January 2006 by the hard-right Justice Samuel Alito, 

nominated by President George W. Bush, has proved to be one of the most consequential seat swaps in 

modern Supreme Court history. During a panel discussion a decade ago, O’Connor observed with 

characteristic bluntness that her legacy at the Court was being “dismantled.” How did she feel about that, her 

interviewer asked. “What would you feel?” O’Connor countered. “I’d be a little bit disappointed. If you think 

you’ve been helpful, and then it’s dismantled, you think, ‘Oh, dear.’ But life goes on. It’s not always 

positive.” 

Three women sit on the Supreme Court today, a fact that appears completely ordinary to a generation without 

any memory of the thunderclap that was President Ronald Reagan’s nomination of O’Connor in July 1981. 

But those of a certain age, particularly women, know where they were when they heard that the president was 

naming a woman to the Supreme Court. I well remember the breath-snatching—if journalistically 

unprofessional—thrill I felt on the first Monday of that October when, from my place in the press row as a 

reporter for The New York Times, I watched the first female justice assume her seat. Hers was the first 

Supreme Court confirmation hearing to be televised. According to Thomas, nine out of ten television sets in 

America were tuned to it, amounting to more than 100 million viewers. 

PUBLICIDAD 

Decades before Internet memes turned Ruth Bader Ginsburg into the Notorious RBG, O’Connor was the first 

Supreme Court justice as rock star. From the moment she took the bench she was a figure of history—well 

captured first on the eve of her retirement by Joan Biskupic in her biography Sandra Day O’Connor: How the 

First Woman on the Supreme Court Became Its Most Influential Justice (2005) and now, with historical 

perspective and access to an illuminating trove of private papers, by Evan Thomas, the author of several 

biographies who occasionally wrote about the Court during his years at Time. 

Naming a woman to the Supreme Court had been one of Reagan’s campaign promises. When the opportunity 

arose unexpectedly with the retirement of the centrist justice Potter Stewart in the opening months of his 

presidency, Reagan kept his word, despite lobbying by young conservatives inside the administration for the 

appointment of Robert Bork. (Six years later, when he nominated Bork to succeed the retiring Lewis Powell, 

the Democrats had retaken the Senate and the administration’s power was waning; the nomination failed.) At 

that time there were so few women on the bench, in government, or in senior positions in law practice that 

finding any woman for the Supreme Court seat figured to be a challenge, let alone one who would permit 

Reagan to fulfill the Republican platform’s pledge in 1980 to fill the federal courts with judges who would 

“respect traditional family values and the sanctity of human life.” 

O’Connor’s commitment to family values was beyond question: married to a successful Phoenix lawyer, she 

was the mother of three sons. Her 2002 childhood memoir, Lazy B: Growing Up on a Cattle Ranch in the 

American Southwest, would be worth reading even if she had not grown up to be a Supreme Court justice. 

Thomas draws on it to describe how formative were the values of self-reliance and attention to duty that her 

stern father, Harry Day, imparted to his oldest child as he initiated her into the rigors of life on a sprawling, 

isolated, and nearly barren ranch near Arizona’s border with Mexico. 

A former president of the Junior League, she played golf and tennis at the Paradise Valley Country Club. 

There was not a whiff of the counterculture, or even of explicit feminism, about her. Her Republican 

credentials were unimpeachable. She was personally close to Arizona’s senior statesman, Barry Goldwater. A 
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youthful fifty-one, she was serving as a judge on Arizona’s intermediate appeals court. Before that, she had 

been majority leader of the state Senate, the first woman in the country to hold such a position, and had been 

mentioned in Arizona Republican circles as a possible future governor. 

Her views on abortion, however, were opaque—as they would remain throughout her career. Clearly she was 

no right-to-life crusader; in the state Senate, she had voted against a resolution asking Congress to support a 

human life amendment that would have had the effect of overturning Roe v. Wade. But she had also voted 

against the use of state funds to pay for abortions for poor women and in favor of permitting hospitals to 

refuse to provide abortions. Thomas refers to her position on abortion as a “balancing act,” a fair description 

of both her legislative career and her later years on the Supreme Court. In her initial encounters with abortion 

cases, she was a sharp critic of Roe but ultimately provided a crucial vote as part of the five-member majority 

that preserved the right to abortion in the 1992 decision Planned Parenthood v. Casey. The “undue burden” 

test that she proposed, which permits states to enact measures aimed at persuading women to carry a 

pregnancy to term but forbids states from obstructing the ultimate choice of an abortion, became and remains 

the law of the land—although how extreme a restriction has to be in order to be deemed an unconstitutional 

burden on women’s access to abortion remains a deeply contested question. 

The endless abortion wars lay ahead, of course. Once Judge O’Connor’s name emerged on a preliminary list 

of acceptable women, the White House quickly satisfied itself that she was the one to choose. A young Justice 

Department lawyer named Kenneth Starr, sent to Phoenix to check up on the potential nominee, came back 

with a good report, having enjoyed a lunch of homemade salmon mousse at the O’Connor table. Although she 

was little known outside Arizona, O’Connor and her husband, John, were able to mobilize a network of well-

placed acquaintances, including Senator Goldwater, Chief Justice Warren Burger, whom she had impressed at 

a recent judicial conference, and Associate Justice William Rehnquist, her former boyfriend at Stanford Law 

School, who became chief justice in 1986. 

Among the fruits of Thomas’s research in the papers to which O’Connor gave him access are letters to 

“Dearest Sandy” from the future chief justice, who had left Stanford a semester early in January 1952 to begin 

a Supreme Court clerkship. “I know I can never be happy without you,” Rehnquist wrote that March in a 

letter proposing marriage. But by then she had met John O’Connor, a fellow editor of the law review (on 

which she was the only woman), and Sandra Day turned Rehnquist down. 

The image of the lovesick young Bill Rehnquist will startle anyone who observed his subsequent career, 

seemingly so devoid of sentiment of any kind. Perhaps just as surprising is the fact that during the twenty-four 

years that Rehnquist and O’Connor served on the Court together, years during which she proved his ally in 

crucial votes to narrow criminal defendants’ rights and elevate the position of the states in the federal system, 

relations between the two were cool, nearly impersonal. When she first arrived at the Court, “O’Connor had 

been puzzled and a little hurt by Rehnquist’s aloofness.” She found her soul mates elsewhere in the building: 

first the courtly Lewis Powell, who took her under his wing during the years before his retirement in 1987, 

and later Stephen Breyer, with whom she worked across ideological lines within an increasingly fractious 

Court on such issues as protecting procedural rights for Guantánamo detainees and preserving affirmative 

action in higher education. 

Thomas can’t explain the distance between O’Connor and Rehnquist; O’Connor herself didn’t understand it. 

Thomas interviewed O’Connor at the start of his project in February 2016, but by then she had already 

received an Alzheimer’s diagnosis (this was not publicly known until the fall of 2018), and “it was obvious 

that she could not be a significant source for the book.” In addition to opening her own papers to Thomas, 

O’Connor also gave him access to her husband’s journal. Chronicling his wife’s rise, John O’Connor clearly 
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viewed himself as a witness to a history that became less and less his own; his legal career, so successful in 

Phoenix, stalled in the unfamiliar milieu of Washington, D.C. (Especially poignant are the journal entries 

from the early 2000s in which John observes his growing sense that his own mind and memory are not 

working as they should, which he tries to hide from his wife even as she hides from him her awareness of his 

decline—a dynamic instantly recognizable to anyone who has witnessed dementia’s toll on a family.) Sandra 

O’Connor authorized family members, friends, and former law clerks to talk to Thomas and his wife, Oscie, 

whom he credits as an “essential” partner on a “joint project.” 

The result is a book about a life more than a book about a judge. Finding the right balance between the 

subject’s life and work is a challenge that confronts every judicial biographer; the temptation to tilt in favor of 

the work is strong, in part because most judges worth writing about have not led particularly interesting 

lives—or, if they have, once they go on the bench, the personal all but disappears from public view. 

Biographers deal with this problem in various ways. Byron White served on the Supreme Court for thirty-one 

years (1962–1993). In his biography The Man Who Once Was Whizzer White (1998), Dennis J. Hutchinson 

offers a rich account of White’s colorful life as a college and pro football star and civil rights enforcer in the 

Kennedy administration, and then selects a single Supreme Court term from each decade of White’s service 

for a close examination of his thoroughly monochromatic life as a justice. 

Another challenge is that judicial opinions often don’t mean much out of context. “The competent, even 

brilliant, analysis of yesterday’s legal problems has little current interest, in part because a major task of 

reconstruction may be necessary to determine that it was brilliant,” the now retired federal appeals court judge 

Richard A. Posner wrote in his book on Justice Benjamin N. Cardozo, Cardozo: A Study in 

Reputation (1990). What endures, Posner observed, are the “sparkling, vivid, memorable” opinions that 

survive outside the setting in which they were written and come down to us essentially as literature. 

I can’t think of a sparkling or vivid O’Connor opinion. In fact, the only O’Connor line I could quote off the 

top of my head is the one that Thomas labels accurately as “unusually memorable”: “A state of war is not a 

blank check for the President when it comes to the rights of the nation’s citizens,” from the post–September 

11 decision Hamdi v. Rumsfeld (2004). Yaser Esam Hamdi, from a Saudi family but an American citizen by 

birth, had been captured on the battlefield in Afghanistan. He was being held indefinitely without charges in a 

Navy brig in Charleston, South Carolina. O’Connor’s controlling opinion for the Court rejected the Bush 

administration’s view that the judiciary owed total deference to whatever the executive branch decided to do 

with enemy combatants. That decision, along with another that O’Connor joined, spelled the end of the Bush 

administration’s strategy of sequestering enemy combatants in a figurative black hole, immune from scrutiny 

by the federal courts. 

From the many cases in which O’Connor participated, Thomas wisely emphasizes those that illustrate either 

her influence on the Court or an important turning point in her tenure. In 1985, for example, she voted with 

the Court’s liberals in declaring unconstitutional an Alabama “moment of silence” law for the state’s public 

schools, a law that was an obvious effort by the state to blunt the force of the Supreme Court decisions of two 

decades earlier that barred organized prayer in public schools and that still infuriated conservative Christians. 

While a moment of silence was not necessarily a religious exercise or automatically unconstitutional, she 

wrote in her separate concurring opinion in Wallace v. Jaffree, the “conclusion is unavoidable” that 

Alabama’s purpose “is to endorse prayer in public schools” in violation of the Constitution’s Establishment 

Clause. Her opinion prompted a surprised and pleased Justice John Paul Stevens, the majority opinion’s 

author, to visit her in her chambers for the first time since she had joined the Court, to offer his compliments. 
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As she was working on the case, one of her law clerks, Kent Syverud, urged her to “assume good faith and 

proper motives of the legislature.” Syverud, who would go on to become a law school dean and university 

president, told Thomas: “She set me straight. ‘You may want to presume that,’ she said. ‘But some state 

legislators can be the most venal, self-important people you can imagine.’” 

As Thomas points out, this was an example of how O’Connor’s real-world experience—throughout her tenure 

on the Court, she was the only member to have held elected office—informed her decision-making. And there 

was another lesson to draw from her vote in the moment-of-silence case. Her awareness that she was burning 

bridges did not deter her. When Chief Justice Burger announced his retirement a year later, O’Connor was 

prominently mentioned as a possible successor, but neither O’Connor nor her husband expected it to happen, 

and it didn’t (Reagan appointed Rehnquist instead). Her “goose was cooked” with her vote in the Alabama 

case, she told John, who recorded the remark in his journal. 

The legal academy has tended to be dismissive of O’Connor, arguing that she had no overarching theory of 

constitutional interpretation, and that her instinct for compromise led her to write opinions that were too 

closely tied to the facts of the specific case under review, leaving unclear the doctrinal implications for the 

inevitable next case. For example, Eric J. Segall of Georgia State University College of Law wrote shortly 

after her retirement that O’Connor’s approach “failed to provide enough stability, predictability or 

transparency to differentiate legal rules from personal preferences.” But the Supreme Court is not, after all, a 

law school faculty workshop. O’Connor saw herself as a problem-solver. She “had no agenda per se,” 

Thomas observes. She was not drawn to movements of the right or left. 

It’s tempting to view her as a late-twentieth-century everywoman who showed up as ideological lines were 

hardening and the search for absolutes, in politics and law, was fast becoming the order of the day. The rise of 

the Christian right had disturbed her back in Arizona politics, and she remained wary. Not for her the 

formulaic “originalism” of her sharp-tongued colleague Antonin Scalia, who joined the Court in 1986. The 

well-known charms of the Court’s leading liberal, William Brennan, eluded her from the start. “It will be 

years before I learn all the habits and customs of this unusual place,” she wrote in her journal in a rare display 

of insecurity toward the end of her first year on the Court. 

O’Connor joined the Court three years after the Bakke decision had left the future of affirmative action poised 

on a knife’s edge, permitting consideration of race but barring the use of racial quotas. The affirmative action 

cases in which O’Connor played an important part could fill an entire book. Early in her time on the Court, 

her attitude toward affirmative action veered between skepticism and hostility. It was a “bedeviling question” 

for her, Thomas observes, “partly because she occupied an ever lonelier no-man’s-land between the 

conservatives, who wanted to end affirmative action, and the liberals, who wanted to preserve it.” His account 

culminates with the 2003 University of Michigan Law School case, Grutter v. Bollinger, in which 

O’Connor’s opinion for a 5–4 majority preserved affirmative action in higher education for what she 

suggested should be twenty-five years—although it would hardly be a surprise now if the expiration date were 

to come sooner. 

O’Connor knew from the beginning that she would be in the spotlight of this high-profile case. “This is going 

to come down to me,” she told one of her clerks. Thomas suggests that she was looking for a compromise; in 

a companion case, challenging Michigan’s more rigid approach to affirmative action in its undergraduate 

college—“with a whopping 20 points (out of 100 needed to gain admission) assigned purely for race”—she 

voted to invalidate it. That the “establishment elite” had lined up in support of the law school’s more 

“holistic” plan, arguing that major institutions needed to “look like America,” may have turned the tide for 
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O’Connor, “who often mixed with corporate executives,” Thomas notes. “She didn’t like affirmative action,” 

Thomas quotes a conservative law clerk reflecting “ruefully” years later, “though she was the one to save it.” 

No account of Sandra Day O’Connor’s life can fail to grapple with Bush v. Gore, the case that decided the 

2000 presidential election with an unsigned 5–4 opinion of which O’Connor was a coauthor. It’s been widely 

reported that when the television networks called the election for Al Gore, O’Connor declared “This is 

terrible,” and walked out of an election night party, leaving her husband to explain to the other guests that the 

couple wanted to move back to Arizona but that his wife didn’t want a Democratic president to pick her 

successor. That account, published contemporaneously in Newsweek and verified by Thomas, suggests that 

O’Connor cast her crucial vote for the worst possible reason. Did she? “What motivated Justice O’Connor 

during the days and nights she decided the most difficult and momentous case of her life?” Thomas asks. His 

answer is that while “she knew she would be splattered with mud,” she thought the Court was obliged to save 

the country from what she saw as looming chaos. 

That rationale won’t satisfy those who have never forgiven O’Connor for her vote, especially given Thomas’s 

revelation that it was O’Connor who inserted “the most banal—and telling—phrase” into Justice Anthony 

Kennedy’s opinion draft, limiting the Court’s surprising invocation of the Equal Protection Clause to this one 

case, not to be relied on in any future election dispute: in O’Connor’s words, it would be “limited to the 

present circumstances, for the problem of equal protection in election processes generally presents many 

complexities.” For a judicial system that lives by precedent, this was a bizarre restriction, turning the decision, 

as Thomas puts it, into “a one-time ticket to get out of a jam.” 

Thomas’s description of O’Connor’s motivation is plausible; as he points out, “in fact, by voting for an 

outcome that secured Bush’s election, she was, she knew, robbing herself of the chance to retire, at least right 

away,” given how unseemly that would have looked. Public criticism of her vote stung anyway. “Everybody 

hates me,” she told a friend at a party that New Year’s Eve. In the succeeding years, she avoided events at the 

Bush White House. “She never wanted people to feel there was a tit-for-tat,” her son Brian told Thomas. In 

2013, she told the Chicago Tribune that the decision might have been a mistake, musing that “maybe the 

Court should have said, ‘We’re not going to take it, goodbye.’” 

I teach first-year law students, young women and men who have no memory of Sandra Day O’Connor as a 

justice or, indeed, of a Supreme Court on which polarization along political lines was not so painfully 

apparent. In the pages of this fine biography, we see O’Connor emerge as exceptional not only for being the 

first female Supreme Court justice, but for standing astride an ever-widening ideological gulf. She was 

attentive to facts rather than theories. She saw the Court not as apart from the project of democratic 

governance but as a partner in it. That the fruits of her effort haven’t outlasted her only goes to prove how 

necessary she was for the two decades the country was lucky enough to have her. When pressed to reflect on 

being the first woman on the Supreme Court, O’Connor often replied that “it’s good to be first, but you don’t 

want to be the last.” She wasn’t the last woman, of course. But she may have been, sadly, the last Supreme 

Court justice of her kind. 

 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2019/11/07/sandra-day-oconnor-first-last-her-kind/  

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2019/11/07/sandra-day-oconnor-first-last-her-kind/
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Amputees merge with their bionic leg 

Ecole Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne 

Summary: 

Scientists have helped three amputees merge with their bionic prosthetic legs as they climb over various 

obstacles without having to look. The amputees report using and feeling their bionic leg as part of their own 

body, thanks to sensory feedback from the prosthetic leg that is delivered to nerves in the leg's stump. 

Scientists have helped three amputees merge with their bionic prosthetic legs as they climb over various 

obstacles without having to look. The amputees report using and feeling their bionic leg as part of their own 

body, thanks to sensory feedback from the prosthetic leg that is delivered to nerves in the leg's stump. Djurica 

Resanovic lost his leg in a motorbike accident several years ago which resulted in amputation above the knee. 

Thanks to novel neuroprosthetic leg technology, Resanovic was successfully merged with his bionic leg 

during clinical trials in Belgrade, Serbia. 

"After all of these years, I could feel my leg and my foot again, as if it were my own leg," reports Resanovic 

about the bionic leg prototype. "It was very interesting. You don't need to concentrate to walk, you can just 

look forward and step. You don't need to look at where your leg is to avoid falling." 

Walking with instinct again 

Scientists from a European consortium led by Swiss Institutions, ETH Zurich and EPFL spin-off SensArs 

Neuroprosthetics, with clinical trials in collaboration with institutions in Belgrade, Serbia, successfully 

characterized and implemented bionic leg technology with three amputees. The results appear in today's issue 

of Science Translational Medicine. 

"We showed that less mental effort is needed to control the bionic leg because the amputee feels as though 

their prosthetic limb belongs to their own body," explains Stanisa Raspopovic, ETH Zurich professor and co-

founder of EPFL spin-off SensArs Neuroprosthetics, who led the study. 

He continues, "This is the first prosthesis in the world for above-knee leg amputees equipped with sensory 

feedback. We show that the feedback is crucial for relieving the mental burden of wearing a prosthetic limb 

which, in turn, leads to improved performance and ease of use." 

Wearing a blindfold and earplugs, Resanovic could feel his/her bionic leg prototype thanks to sensory 

information that was delivered wirelessly via electrodes surgically placed into the stumps' intact nervous 

system. These electrodes pierce through the intact tibial nerve instead of wrapping around it. This approach 

has already proven to be efficient for studies of the bionic hand led by Silvestro Micera, co-author of the 

publication, EPFL's Bertarelli Foundation Chair in Translational Neuroengineering, professor of 

Bioelectronics at Scuola Superiore Sant'Anna, and co-founder of SensArs Neuroprosthetics.  

Resanovic continues, "I could tell when they touched the [big toe], the heel, or anywhere else on the foot. I 

could even tell how much the knee was flexed." 
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Resanovic is one of three leg amputees, all with transfemoral amputation, who participated in a three-month 

clinical study to test new bionic leg technology which literally takes neuroengineering a step forward, 

providing a promising new solution for this highly disabling condition that affects more than 4 million people 

in Europe and in the United-States. 

Thanks to detailed sensations from sole of the artificial foot and from the artificial knee, all three patients 

could maneuver through obstacles without the burden of looking at their artificial limb as they walked. They 

could stumble over objects yet mitigate falling. Most importantly, brain imaging and psychophysical tests 

confirmed that the brain is less solicited with the bionic leg, leaving more mental capacity available to 

successfully complete the various tasks. 

These results complement a recent study that demonstrated the clinical benefits of the bionic technology, like 

reducing phantom limb pain and fatigue. 

Bionic leg: from prototype to product 

"We develop the sensory feedback technology to augment prosthetic devices," explains Francesco Petrini, 

CEO and co-founder of SensArs Neuroprosthetics, and who is guiding an effort to bring these technologies to 

market. "An investigation longer than 3 months, with more subjects, and with in-home assessment, should be 

executed to provide more robust data to draw clinically significant conclusions about an improvement of the 

health and quality of life of patients." This project was funded in part by the NCCR Robotics and by the 

Bertarelli Foundation. 

How the bionic leg works: connection between body and machine 

The fundamental neuroengineering principle is about merging body and machine. It involves imitating the 

electrical signals that the nervous system would have normally received from the person's own, real leg. 

Specifically, the bionic leg prototype is equipped with 7 sensors all along the sole of the foot and 1 encoder at 

the knee that detects the angle of flexion. These sensors generate information about touch and movement from 

the prosthesis. Next, the raw signals are engineered via a smart algorithm into biosignals which are delivered 

into the stump's nervous system, into the tibial nerve via intraneural electrodes, and these signals reach the 

brain for interpretation. 

Intraneural electrodes are key for neuroprosthetics 

"We believe intraneural electrodes are key for delivering bio-compatible information to the nervous system 

for a vast number of neuroprosthetic applications. Translation to the market is just around the corner," 

explains Silvestro Micera, co-author of the publication, EPFL's Bertarelli Foundation Chair in Translational 

Neuroengineering, professor of Bioelectronics at Scuola Superiore Sant'Anna, and co-founder of SensArs 

Neuroprosthetics. Micera continues to innovate in the field of translational neuroscience using intraneural 

electrodes, like the bionic hand, optic nerve stimulation, and vagus nerve stimulation for heart-transplant 

patients.. 

make a difference: sponsored opportunity 
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Story Source: 

Materials provided by Ecole Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne. Note: Content may be edited for style and 

length. 

 

Journal Reference: 

1. Francesco Maria Petrini, Giacomo Valle, Marko Bumbasirevic, Federica Barberi, Dario Bortolotti, 

Paul Cvancara, Arthur Hiairrassary, Pavle Mijovic, Atli Örn Sverrisson, Alessandra Pedrocchi, Jean-

Louis Divoux, Igor Popovic, Knut Lechler, Bogdan Mijovic, David Guiraud, Thomas Stieglitz, 

Asgeir Alexandersson, Silvestro Micera, Aleksandar Lesic and Stanisa Raspopovic. Enhancing 

functional abilities and cognitive integration of the lower limb prosthesis. Science Translational 

Medicine, 2019 DOI: 10.1126/scitranslmed.aav8939 

 

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/10/191002144243.htm 

  

http://www.epfl.ch/index.en.html
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/scitranslmed.aav8939
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/10/191002144243.htm
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The mysterious ancient figure challenging China’s history 

A spectacular jade carving may hold the clue to an early society that predates what many historians believed 

to be China’s oldest, writes Alastair Sooke. 

 

The jade cylinder was recovered by archaeologists from a cemetery for members of a late Neolithic society 

(Credit: Getty) 

 

 By Alastair Sooke 

A grimacing figure wearing an elaborate feathered headdress is riding on the back of a frightening monster. 

He must be powerful, perhaps even supernatural, because he effortlessly subdues this sharp-clawed beast with 

bulging eyes. But who, exactly, is he? A shaman? A god? And why is he forcing historians to tear up the 

conventionally accepted timeline of Chinese history?  

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7q/kr/p07qkrkl.jpg
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Earlier this year, while filming China’s Greatest Treasures, a new six-part television documentary series for 

BBC World News, I encountered this mysterious character incised on a spectacular ancient jade carving that 

now belongs to the Zhejiang Provincial Museum in the city of Hangzhou. Known as a ‘cong’ (pronounced ‘ts-

ong’) – essentially, a jade cylinder, squared on the outside, with a circular tube within – this squat column was 

recovered by archaeologists from a cemetery for elite members of a complex late Neolithic society that 

flourished at the site of Liangzhu, around 100 miles (160km) southwest of Shanghai, in the 3rd millennium 

BC. Traditionally, historians have taught that China’s earliest recorded dynasty was the Shang, who ruled 

during the Bronze Age, in the 2nd millennium BC.  

Intricate bronze artefacts – ritual food and wine vessels; ceremonial axes embellished with bloodcurdling, 

grinning faces – have been excavated from Shang cities in modern-day Henan province, along the Yellow 

River. Many are decorated with the mask-like face of a monster with bulging eyes and curling horns known as 

a ‘taotie’, the precise meaning of which is still debated. Recent discoveries at Liangzhu, however, which is 

situated in the lower Yangtze River Basin, more than 600 miles (965km) southeast of the last Shang capital of 

Anyang, have upended the standard chronology of Chinese history. This is because, according to 

archaeologists, the impressive ancient settlement at Liangzhu was home to a sophisticated civilisation that 

was already prospering 1,700 years before the establishment of the Shang. Contemporaneous with the ancient 

Cycladic civilisation of the Aegean Sea in the West, it was possibly the earliest state society in East Asia.  

Freed from the daily, hand-to-mouth struggle for survival, the Liangzhu elite became besotted with art 

Some scholars even suggest that the origins of the famous Shang ‘taotie’ motif may be the gargoyle-like, 

frog-eyed monster that decorates artefacts from Liangzhu, including the ‘cong’ – which is known as the ‘king 

of cong’, because of its impressive heft of 6.5kg (14.33lbs) – that I saw at Zhejiang Provincial Museum.  

Earlier this year, the archaeological ruins at Liangzhu were designated a Unesco World Heritage site. Today, 

visitors can marvel at extraordinary artefacts from the city at the beautiful Liangzhu Museum, designed by 

British architect David Chipperfield. On display are many more jade grave goods, including ceremonial axe-

heads, ornamental combs, and circular discs with a central hole, which look like oversized Polo mints and are 

known as ‘bi’. Located at the foot of Mount Tianmu, the principal settlement of Liangzhu was a fortified town 

encompassing a rectangular area of approximately 740 acres (299 hectares), protected by a system of moats 

and rammed-earth walls at least 65ft (19.8m) wide. Visitors could enter via one of eight water gates – 

suggesting that, in the words of archaeologists Colin Renfrew and Bin Liu, “this was a town of canals as 

much as of roads”.  

A civic emblem? 

The sophistication of the civilisation that flourished at Liangzhu from approximately 3300-2300 BC is evident 

not only in the precious finds from the town’s high-status cemetery, but also from a remarkable network of 

monumental earthen dams, amounting to an extensive system of hydraulic works, and carefully managed rice 

paddy fields, arranged across the surrounding area. These ensured a regular supply of food for the city’s 

inhabitants. Within the settlement, archaeologists discovered a massive pit of charred rice – “perhaps burnt in 

a granary located in the palace nearby and subsequently discarded,” say Renfrew and Liu. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/n3ct6mbt
https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1592/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/antiquity/article/emergence-of-complex-society-in-china-the-case-of-liangzhu/0D4FD61E9460755CED69047FAD7FA2AD
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The principal Liangzhu settlement was located at the foot of Mount Tianmu – protected by a system of moats 

(Credit: Getty) 

  

Clearly, then, thanks to their social organisation and mastery of irrigation techniques, the Liangzhu people 

had a hefty surplus of food – and this bought them an important stimulant to civilisation: the luxury of 

time. Freed from the daily, hand-to-mouth struggle for survival, the Liangzhu elite became besotted with art. 

Just look at their obsession with jade, an obstinate, almost impossibly tough mineral, which their craftsmen 

painstakingly worked into spectacularly fine grave goods.  

In the past, Chinese scholars believed that the earliest dynasty to value jade was the long-lasting Zhou, which 

followed the Shang in the 1st millennium BC. The evidence from Liangzhu, though, suggests otherwise. And 

the ‘king of cong’ that I saw – carved from a pure, creamy-coloured type of jade called nephrite – is arguably 

the most spectacular of all the Liangzhu jades. What struck me was how sleek and crisp and gracefully 

minimal it was – if you weren’t familiar with it and were told that it had been carved by, say, the 20th Century 

modern sculptor Constantin Brancusi, you wouldn’t bat an eyelid.  

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7q/kr/p07qkr02.jpg
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The Liangzhu people’s surplus of food brought them the luxury of time (Credity: Getty) 

  

And the precise significance of that ‘man/beast motif’, as some art historians describe it? Well, in the absence 

of written records from the site of Liangzhu, scholars can only speculate. For now, we can’t be sure if the 

figure is a deity or a member of the Liangzhu elite – some of whom wore feathered headdresses – such as a 

shaman or priest. Or maybe, as Renfrew and Liu propose, the motif could be interpreted “in social terms, as 

representing the corporate community of Liangzhu town”. In other words, perhaps the solution to the riddle of 

this puzzling design is that it is a kind of civic emblem, akin to a Western coat of arms. 

China’s Greatest Treasures is on BBC World News on Sat 12 Oct at 03:30 and 16:30 and on Sun 13 Oct at 

01:30; 10:30 and 22:30 GMT. 

Alastair Sooke is The Telegraph’s Chief Art Critic. 

 

http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20191009-the-mysterious-ancient-figure-challenging-chinas-

history?xtor=ES-213-[BBC%20Features%20Newsletter]-2019October18-[Culture%7c+Image] 

  

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/n27vnryn/broadcasts/upcoming
http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20191009-the-mysterious-ancient-figure-challenging-chinas-history?xtor=ES-213-%5bBBC%20Features%20Newsletter%5d-2019October18-%5bCulture%7c+Image%5d
http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20191009-the-mysterious-ancient-figure-challenging-chinas-history?xtor=ES-213-%5bBBC%20Features%20Newsletter%5d-2019October18-%5bCulture%7c+Image%5d
https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7q/kr/p07qkr5t.jpg
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Visionary Maps of Time, Space, and Thought by America’s First Female Cartographer and 

Information Visualization Designer 

Revolutions in design and education technology, underpinned by the conviction that women “are an essential 

part of the body politic, whose corruption or improvement must affect the whole.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“The everywhere of thought is indeed a region of nowhere,” Hannah Arendt wrote as she considered time, 

space, and the thinking ego when she became the first woman to deliver the prestigious Gifford Lectures on 

Natural Theology. A century and a half earlier, another woman of uncommon genius and drive revolutionized 

the way we fathom and locate ourselves in the world by bridging space and time in wholly original 

cartographies of thought: Emma Hart Willard (February 23, 1787–April 15, 1870), America’s first 

professional female mapmaker. 

The sixteenth of seventeen children, Willard grew up in an era when girls were barred from formal education 

beyond primary school. In her long life, far exceeding her generation’s life expectancy, she went on to 

become a pioneering educator, founding the first women’s higher education institution in the United States 

when she was still in her thirties. Willard understood that improving the future requires a robust 

understanding of the past, so that one may become an informed, engaged, and effective agent of change in the 

present. In her early forties, she set about composing and publishing a series of history textbooks that raised 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/12/02/hannah-arendt-the-life-of-the-mind-time-thinking/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/12/02/hannah-arendt-the-life-of-the-mind-time-thinking/
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the standards and sensibilities of scholarship. In 1828, having just turned forty, she authored what would 

become the country’s most widely read history textbook: History of the United States, or, Republic of 

America. 

Emma Willard 

What made Willard’s textbooks so successful was her understanding that we are not mere intellects who 

cooly compress and compute facts and figures, but embodied creatures who yearn to locate themselves in 

space and time in order to make sense of the flow of existence. She taught herself mapmaking in order “to 

give the events of history with clearness and accuracy; with such illustrations of time and place addressed to 

the eye, as shall secure their retention in the memory; and, at the same time, with such an order of 

arrangement, as will enable the mind to recall, at need, what it thus retains.” Willard considered this approach 

a supreme means of “laying out the ground-plan of the intellect, so far as the whole range of history is 

https://archive.org/details/historyofuniteds00will
https://archive.org/details/historyofuniteds00will
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concerned,” which would in turn empower people to become better citizens, “enlightened and judicious 

supporters” of democracy. In a passage of extraordinary pertinence today, she writes in the preface to her 

famed textbook: 

There are those, who rashly speak, as if in despair of the fortunes of our republic ; because, say they, political 

virtue has declined. If so, then is there the more need to infuse patriotism into the breasts of the coming 

generation. And what is so likely to effect this national self-preservation, as to give our children, for their 

daily reading and study, such a record of the sublime virtues of the worthies of our earliest day, and of 

Washington and his compatriots, as shall leave its due impress? And what but the study of their dangers and 

toils, their devotion of life and fortune, can make our posterity know, what our country, and our liberties have 

cost? 

In a diagram originally created in 1845 and later printed as the frontispiece in an abridged edition of the 

textbook, she draws on the long tradition of tree diagrams to depict America’s history as an organic 

development rooted in the Earth itself: 

Willard’s Chronographer of American History. Available as a print.

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/07/17/the-book-of-trees-manuel-lima/
https://society6.com/product/history-of-the-united-states-by-emma-willard_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/history-of-the-united-states-by-emma-willard_print?curator=brainpicker
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Detail from Willard’s Chronographer of American History

https://society6.com/product/history-of-the-united-states-by-emma-willard_print?curator=brainpicker
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Detail from Willard’s Chronographer of American History 

https://society6.com/product/history-of-the-united-states-by-emma-willard_print?curator=brainpicker
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Many of Willard’s maps and diagrams were astonishingly ahead of their time. We have, of course, long used 

the language of space to refer to time (e.g., my ahead to denote the future, my long to denote duration). But a 

century before Einstein radicalized science by exposing the single entity of spacetime as the elemental fabric 

of the universe, depicting space and time in a unified image was the work of an inspired and daring 

imagination. Willard lived not in Einstein’s era but in Kant’s — shortly before her birth, Kant had shaken the 

world with his Critique of Pure Reason, in which he defined space and time as the purest intuitions of the 

transcendental self. Willard took these elemental intuitions and enlisted them in making history — the 

hindsight of civilizational time — comprehensible, a clear somewhere of thought rather than an 

opaque nowhere. 

Willard’s Guide to the Temple of Time and Universal History for Schools. Available as a print.

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/05/29/eddington-einstein-janna-levin/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/05/29/eddington-einstein-janna-levin/
https://society6.com/product/temple-of-time-by-emma-willard-1846_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/temple-of-time-by-emma-willard-1846_print?curator=brainpicker
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Detail from Willard’s Guide to the Temple of Time and Universal History for Schools 

Half a century before W.E.B. Du Bois (with whom she shared a birthday) created his modernist data 

visualizations for the 1900 World’s Fair, Willard’s 1846 chart Temple of Time won a medal at the 1851 

World’s Fair in London and earned the praise of Prince Albert himself. In the poetic rubric accompanying the 

diagram, she summarizes her design philosophy a century and a half before the golden age of data 

visualization: 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/10/09/w-e-b-du-bois-diagrams/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/10/09/w-e-b-du-bois-diagrams/
https://society6.com/product/temple-of-time-by-emma-willard-1846_print?curator=brainpicker
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The attempt to understand chronology by merely committing dates to memory, is not only painful, but it is as 

useless as to learn latitudes and longitudes, without the study of maps. As in geography, the relation of any 

place to all other places is what is important to know; so in chronology, the relation which any given event 

bears to others constitutes the only useful knowledge… By putting the course of time into perspective, the 

disconnected parts of a vast subject are united into one, and comprehended at a glance; — the poetic idea of 

“the vista of departed years” is made an object of sight; and when the eye is the medium, the picture will, by 

frequent inspection, be formed within, and forever remain, wrought into the living texture of the mind. 

Willard’s Temple of Time was an expansion upon a diagram she had drawn a decade earlier — a century 

before John Sparks’s famous Histomap — in which she depicted the ebb and flow of empires along the 

stream of time: 

Picture of Nations or Perspective Sketch of the Course of Empire, from Willard’s 1836 Atlas to Accompany a 

System of Universal Geography. Available as a print. 

In the atlas accompanying her history of the United States, she used color to denote the settlement patterns of 

the pilgrims and the migrations of Native American tribes — an innovative effort to visualize movement in a 

spatial map. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/02/07/cartographies-of-time/
https://society6.com/product/picture-of-nations-or-perspective-sketch-of-the-course-of-empire-by-emma-willard-1836_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/picture-of-nations-or-perspective-sketch-of-the-course-of-empire-by-emma-willard-1836_print?curator=brainpicker
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While Harriet Hosmer was blazing the way for women in art and Maria Mitchell was doing the same in 

science, Willard was swinging the doors to historical scholarship and information visualization open to 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/02/27/harriet-hosmer-figuring/
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/maria-mitchell/
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women. Undergirding her textbooks and her cartography was the broader conviction that, as Mary 

Wollstonecraft insisted a generation before her, “the mind has no sex” — young women have a life of the 

mind as worthy of being nurtured as that of young men. At twenty-seven, Willard opened her first boarding 

school for girls, in Vermont, but soon grew dissatisfied with the low intellectual aims of those types of 

institutions. She envisioned something greater, more ambitious, more on par with the education boys were 

receiving to prepare them for college — an avenue wholly closed to women at the time. (The founding of 

America’s first college for women was still four decades away.) 

For the next four years, Willard surveyed the landscape of education and mapped out what worthy schooling 

for a young woman would look like. In 1818, she published a pamphlet titled A Plan for Improving Female 

Education, in which she set out “to convince the public, that a reform, with respect to female education, is 

necessary; that it cannot be effected by individual exertion, but that it requires the aid of the legislature; and 

further, by shewing the justice, the policy, and the magnanimity of such an undertaking, to persuade that body 

to endow a seminary for females, as the commencement of such reformation.” Decades before the 

pathbreaking feminist and cultural critic Margaret Fuller insisted that “while any one is base, none can be 

entirely free and noble,” Willard argued that raising the character of half of society raises the whole of 

society. She entreated politicians and legislators to put their pen and funding behind this obvious yet radical 

equation. Writing 100 years before American women earned the right to vote and thus to steer the course of 

their country, she appealed to the patriotic spirit by framing the advancement and empowerment of women as 

a pathway to progress and a means to attaining “unparalleled glory” for the nation: 

Ages have rolled away; — barbarians have trodden the weaker sex beneath their feet; — tyrants have robbed 

us of the present light of heaven, and fain would take its future. Nations, calling themselves polite, have made 

us the fancied idols of a ridiculous worship, and we have repaid them with ruin for their folly. But where is 

that wise and heroic country, which has considered, that our rights are sacred, though we cannot defend them? 

that… we are an essential part of the body politic, whose corruption or improvement must affect the whole? 

When the Governor of Vermont refused to fund such an institution, Willard took her plan to New York. In the 

spring of 1819, she opened the Academy for Female Education, soon the Troy Female Seminary — an 

experimental school in upstate New York, which New York’s Governor Clinton proudly lauded as “the only 

attempt ever made in this country to promote the education of the female sex by the patronage of 

government.” Willard immersed her pupils not only in geography and history, but in algebra, geometry, 

trigonometry, higher mathematics, and rigorous physical education. (A lifelong advocate of physical fitness 

herself — a rarity among women in the era — she saw the vitality of the mind as inseparable from the vitality 

of the body and exercised vigorously each morning, well into old age.) 

https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/mary-wollstonecraft/
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/mary-wollstonecraft/
https://archive.org/details/planforimproving00will
https://archive.org/details/planforimproving00will
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/05/margaret-fuller-figuring/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/05/margaret-fuller-figuring/
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Pupils at the Emma Willard School in the early twentieth century. 

This bold experiment spread across the nation and became the model for a new breed of “female academies” 

(including Mount Holyoke, where the adolescent Emily Dickinson received her education and composed her 

stunning herbarium at the intersection of poetry and science). Eager to take her educational ideals beyond the 

classroom walls, Willard commenced her career as a textbook author and mapmaker. In her eighty-three 

years, she embodied her contemporary and kindred spirit Elizabeth Peabody’s insight into midlife and the art 

https://www.emmawillard.org/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/23/emily-dickinson-herbarium/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/23/emily-dickinson-herbarium/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/05/elizabeth-peabody-figuring/
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of self-renewal. In her forties, Willard taught herself mapmaking and wrote poetry and ran her school and 

labored tirelessly on the broader project of education reform in America. In her fifties, she continued 

publishing authoritative textbooks on history and geography, mentoring young reformers, and traveling the 

world to survey other educational enterprises. In her sixties, she wrote about astronomy and authored a 

groundbreaking book on cardiovascular health. 

 

Diagram of diurnal rotation from Willard’s Astronography, or, Astronomical Geography, 1854 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/05/elizabeth-peabody-figuring/
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Climate zones by length of day from Willard’s Astronography, or, Astronomical Geography, 1854 
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The Solar System planets to scale, from Willard’s Astronography, or, Astronomical Geography, 1854 

To the charge of choosing “a subject unsuited to her sex,” she answered with the quintessential motive force 

of every true revolutionary and artist: 

This is not so much a subject which I choose, as one which chooses me. It comes unbidden to my mind, and 

like an intrusive guest, there it will abide, and irresistibly claim my attention. 

HT The Paris Review / Open Culture 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/09/emma-willard/?mc_cid=38f4822ba9&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/2018/06/18/americas-first-female-mapmaker/
http://www.openculture.com/2019/06/meet-emma-willard-the-first-female-map-maker.html
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/09/emma-willard/?mc_cid=38f4822ba9&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Environmental toxins impair immune system over multiple generations 

 

New research shows that maternal exposure to a common and ubiquitous form of industrial pollution can 

harm the immune system of offspring and that this injury is passed along to subsequent generations, 

weakening the body's defenses against infections such as the influenza virus. 

 

 

Industrial pollution concept illustration (stock image). 

Credit: © freshidea / Adobe Stock 

New research shows that maternal exposure to a common and ubiquitous form of industrial pollution can 

harm the immune system of offspring and that this injury is passed along to subsequent generations, 

weakening the body's defenses against infections such as the influenza virus. 

The study was led by Paige Lawrence, Ph.D., with the University of Rochester Medical Center's (URMC) 

Department of Environmental Medicine and appears in the Cell Press journal iScience. The research was 

conducted in mice, whose immune system function is similar to humans. 

https://stock.adobe.com/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 507  january 2020 
 

 

58 

"The old adage 'you are what you eat' is a touchstone for many aspects of human health," said Lawrence. "But 

in terms of the body's ability to fights off infections, this study suggests that, to a certain extent, you may also 

be what your great-grandmother ate." 

While other studies have shown that environmental exposure to pollutants can have effects on the 

reproductive, respiratory, and nervous system function across multiple generations, the new research shows 

for the first time that the immune system is impacted as well. 

This multigenerational weakening of the immune system could help explain variations that are observed 

during seasonal and pandemic flu episodes. Annual flu vaccines provide some people more protection than 

others, and during pandemic flu outbreaks some people get severely ill, while others are able to fight off the 

infection. While age, virus mutations, and other factors can explain some of this variation, they do not fully 

account for the diversity of responses to flu infection found in the general population. 

"When you are infected or receive a flu vaccine, the immune system ramps up production of specific kinds of 

white blood cells in response," said Lawrence. "The larger the response, the larger the army of white blood 

cells, enhancing the ability of the body to successfully fight off an infection. Having a smaller size army -- 

which we see across multiple generations of mice in this study -- means that you're at risk for not fighting the 

infection as effectively." 

In the study, researchers exposed pregnant mice to environmentally relevant levels of a chemical called 

dioxin, which, like polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), is a common by-product of industrial production and 

waste incineration, and is also found in some consumer products. These chemicals find their way into the food 

system where they are eventually consumed by humans. Dioxins and PCBs bio-accumulate as they move up 

the food chain and are found in greater concentrations in animal-based food products. 

The scientists observed the production and function of cytotoxic T cells -- white blood cells that defend the 

body against foreign pathogens, such as viruses and bacteria, and seek out and destroy cells with mutations 

that could lead to cancer -- was impaired when the mice were infected with influenza A virus. This weakened 

immune response was observed not only in the offspring of the mice whose mothers where exposed to dioxin, 

but in the subsequent generations, including as far out as the rodent equivalent of great-grandchildren. The 

researchers also found that this effect was more pronounced in female mice. 

The study authors' hypothesis that the exposure to dioxin -- which binds a protein in cells called AHR -- in 

some fashion alters the transcription of genetic instructions. The exposure itself does not trigger a genetic 

mutation, rather the cellular machinery by which genes are expressed is altered and this phenomenon is 

passed onto subsequent generations. 

Additional co-authors of the study include Christina Post, Catherine Burke, Lisbeth Boule, Colleen O'Dell, 

and Bethany Williams with URMC. The study was supported with funding from the National Institute of 

Environmental Health Science. 

make a difference: sponsored opportunity 

 

Story Source: 
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Materials provided by University of Rochester Medical Center. Note: Content may be edited for style and 

length. 

 

Journal Reference: 

1. Christina M. Post, Lisbeth A. Boule, Catherine G. Burke, Colleen T. O'Dell, Bethany Winans, B. 

Paige Lawrence. The Ancestral Environment Shapes Antiviral CD8 T cell Responses across 

Generations. iScience, 2019; 20: 168 DOI: 10.1016/j.isci.2019.09.014 

 

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/10/191002144257.htm 

  

https://www.urmc.rochester.edu/news/story/5577/environmental-toxins-impair-immune-system-over-multiple-generations.aspx
http://www.urmc.rochester.edu/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.isci.2019.09.014
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/10/191002144257.htm
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In a first, scientists pinpoint neural activity's role in human longevity 

Harvard Medical School 

Summary: 

Researchers discover that the activity of the nervous system might influence human longevity. Neural 

excitation linked to shorter life, while suppression of overactivity appears to extend life span. Protein REST, 

previously shown to protect aging brains from dementia and other diseases, emerges as a key player in 

molecular cascade related to aging. Findings suggest future avenues for intervention in diseases ranging from 

Alzheimer's to bipolar disorder. 

 

 

Roundworm Caenorhabditis elegans (stock image). 

Credit: © heitipaves / Adobe Stock 

The brain's neural activity -- long implicated in disorders ranging from dementia to epilepsy -- also plays a 

role in human aging and life span, according to research led by scientists in the Blavatnik Institute at Harvard 

Medical School. 

https://stock.adobe.com/
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The study, published Oct. 16 in Nature, is based on findings from human brains, mice and worms and 

suggests that excessive activity in the brain is linked to shorter life spans, while suppressing such overactivity 

extends life. 

The findings offer the first evidence that the activity of the nervous system affects human longevity. Although 

previous studies had suggested that parts of the nervous system influence aging in animals, the role of neural 

activity in aging, especially in humans, remained murky. 

"An intriguing aspect of our findings is that something as transient as the activity state of neural circuits could 

have such far-ranging consequences for physiology and life span," said study senior author Bruce Yankner, 

professor of genetics at HMS and co-director of the Paul F. Glenn Center for the Biology of Aging. 

Neural excitation appears to act along a chain of molecular events famously known to influence longevity: the 

insulin and insulin-like growth factor (IGF) signaling pathway. 

The key in this signaling cascade appears to be a protein called REST, previously shown by the Yankner Lab 

to protect aging brains from dementia and other stresses. 

Neural activity refers to the constant flicker of electrical currents and transmissions in the brain. Excessive 

activity, or excitation, could manifest in numerous ways, from a muscle twitch to a change in mood or 

thought, the authors said. 

It's not yet clear from the study whether or how a person's thoughts, personality or behavior affect their 

longevity. 

"An exciting future area of research will be to determine how these findings relate to such higher-order 

human brain functions," said Yankner. 

The study could inform the design of new therapies for conditions that involve neural overactivity, such as 

Alzheimer's disease and bipolar disorder, the researchers said. 

The findings raise the possibility that certain medicines, such as drugs that target REST, or certain behaviors, 

such as meditation, could extend life span by modulating neural activity. 

Human variation in neural activity might have both genetic and environmental causes, which would open 

future avenues for therapeutic intervention, Yankner said. 

All roads lead to REST 

Yankner and colleagues began their investigation by analyzing gene expression patterns -- the extent to which 

various genes are turned on and off -- in donated brain tissue from hundreds of people who died at ages 

ranging from 60 to over 100. 

The information had been collected through three separate research studies of older adults. Those analyzed in 

the current study were cognitively intact, meaning they had no dementia. 
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Immediately, a striking difference appeared between the older and younger study participants, said Yankner: 

The longest-lived people -- those over 85 -- had lower expression of genes related to neural excitation than 

those who died between the ages of 60 and 80. 

Next came the question that all scientists confront: correlation or causation? Was this disparity in neural 

excitation merely occurring alongside more important factors determining life span, or were excitation levels 

directly affecting longevity? If so, how? 

The team conducted a barrage of experiments, including genetic, cell and molecular biology tests in the model 

organism Caenorhabditis elegans; analyses of genetically altered mice; and additional brain tissue analyses of 

people who lived for more than a century. 

These experiments revealed that altering neural excitation does indeed affect life span -- and illuminated what 

might be happening on a molecular level. 

All signs pointed to the protein REST. 

REST, which is known to regulate genes, also suppresses neural excitation, the researchers found. Blocking 

REST or its equivalent in the animal models led to higher neural activity and earlier deaths, while boosting 

REST did the opposite. And human centenarians had significantly more REST in the nuclei of their brain 

cells than people who died in their 70s or 80s. 

"It was extremely exciting to see how all these different lines of evidence converged," said study co-author 

Monica Colaiácovo, professor of genetics at HMS, whose lab collaborated on the C. elegans work. 

The researchers found that from worms to mammals, REST suppresses the expression of genes that are 

centrally involved in neural excitation, such as ion channels, neurotransmitter receptors and structural 

components of synapses. 

Lower excitation in turn activates a family of proteins known as forkhead transcription factors. These proteins 

have been shown to mediate a "longevity pathway" via insulin/IGF signaling in many animals. It's the same 

pathway that scientists believe can be activated by caloric restriction. 

In addition to its emerging role in staving off neurodegeneration, discovery of REST's role in longevity 

provides additional motivation to develop drugs that target the protein. 

Although it will take time and many tests to determine whether such treatments reduce neural excitation, 

promote healthy aging or extend life span, the concept has captivated some researchers. 

"The possibility that being able to activate REST would reduce excitatory neural activity and slow aging in 

humans is extremely exciting," said Colaiácovo. 

The authors emphasize that the work would not have been possible without large research cohorts of aging 

people. 
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"We now have enough people enrolled in these studies to partition the aging population into genetic 

subgroups," said Yankner. "This information is invaluable and shows why it's so important to support the 

future of human genetics." 

Funding and authorship 

Postdoctoral fellows Joseph Zullo and Derek Drake of the Yankner Lab are co-first authors. Additional HMS 

co-authors are Liviu Aron, Patrick O'Hern, Noah Davidsohn, Sameer Dhamne, Alexander Rotenberg and 

George Church, the Robert Winthrop Professor of Genetics. Davidsohn and Church are also affiliated with the 

Wyss Institute for Biologically Inspired Engineering at Harvard University. 

Other co-authors are affiliated with the University of Texas McGovern Medical School, the University of 

Texas MD Anderson Cancer Center and Rush University Medical Center. 

This work was supported by an NIH Director's Pioneer Award (DP1OD006849) and National Institutes of 

Health grants R01AG046174, R01AG26651, R01GM072551, P30AG10161, R01AG15819, R01AG17917, 

R01AG36836, U01AG46152, EY024376, EY011930 and K99AG050830, as well as the Glenn Foundation 

for Medical Research and the Ludwig Family Foundation. 

Relevant disclosures 

Church is a co-founder and senior advisor for GC Therapeutics, Inc., which uses transcription factors for 

therapeutics. 

 

Story Source: 

Materials provided by Harvard Medical School. Original written by Stephanie Dutchen. Note: Content may 

be edited for style and length. 

Related Multimedia: 

 Video of neuronal activity in normal worms and extremely long-lived worms 

 

Journal Reference: 

1. Joseph M. Zullo, Derek Drake, Liviu Aron, Patrick O’Hern, Sameer C. Dhamne, Noah Davidsohn, 

Chai-An Mao, William H. Klein, Alexander Rotenberg, David A. Bennett, George M. Church, 

Monica P. Colaiácovo & Bruce A. Yankner. Regulation of lifespan by neural excitation and 

REST. Nature, 2019 DOI: 10.1038/s41586-019-1647-8 

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/10/191016131224.htm 

https://hms.harvard.edu/news/new-player-human-aging
http://hms.harvard.edu/
https://hms.harvard.edu/news/new-player-human-aging
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41586-019-1647-8
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/10/191016131224.htm
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The untapped potential of the ‘longevity economy’ 

 

GENERATION PROJECT 

POPULATION PARADOX 

 

 

 

 

Stopping the fastest-shrinking country 

 

 

 

https://www.bbc.com/worklife/generation-project
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/generation-project
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/generation-project
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/generation-project
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/tags/population-paradox
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/tags/population-paradox
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20190913-how-to-slow-down-the-worlds-fastest-shrinking-country
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20190913-how-to-slow-down-the-worlds-fastest-shrinking-country
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20190920-the-couples-reconsidering-kids-because-of-climate-change
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Child-free because of climate fears 

 

With increased lifespans, elders are living thousands of days longer. That’s very good news for the global 

economy. 

By Mari Shibata 

10th October 2019 

https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20190920-the-couples-reconsidering-kids-because-of-climate-change
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20190920-the-couples-reconsidering-kids-because-of-climate-change
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20190920-the-couples-reconsidering-kids-because-of-climate-change
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20190920-the-couples-reconsidering-kids-because-of-climate-change
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20190920-the-couples-reconsidering-kids-because-of-climate-change
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Y 

Youth may be poised to inherit the future, but now ageing populations are defining it. 

In 2018, for the first time in history, those aged 65 or older outnumbered children younger than five globally. 

And the number of people aged 80 years or older is projected to triple, from 143 million in 2019 to 426 

million in 2050. 

The population aged 65 and older is growing faster than all other age groups, especially as the global birth 

rate has been plummeting since the second half of the 20th Century. According to the World Health 

Organization, fertility rates in every region except Africa are near or below what’s considered the 

‘replacement rate’ – the level needed to keep a population stable. In most high-income countries this hovers 

around 2.1 children per woman. 

The population isn’t just ageing, though: people are living longer and increasing their ‘healthspan’ for 

prolonged health, too. That means that as the population of elders increases, so grows a group of consumers, 

workers and innovators. In other words, they’re not simply a group that needs services from the ‘silver 

economy’, which is aimed solely at older and ageing people – rather, the ageing population can continue to be 

full-service participants in the economy at large. 

“We’re now talking about a new life stage which is as long as the latter part of your adult life,” says Dr 

Joseph Coughlin, director of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology AgeLab and author of Longevity 

Economy: Unlocking the World’s Fastest-Growing, Most Misunderstood Market. 

 

https://unitednations-my.sharepoint.com/personal/kostova_un_org/Documents/Documents/population.un.org/wpp/
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Japan, the world’s fastest ageing nation, may have the biggest market for the longevity economy as elders 

desire things such as travel and recreation (Credit: Alamy) 

Life stages can be quantified in fairly equal measurements of days, he says: 0 to 21, 21 to 40 and 40 to 

retirement age all measure about 8,000 days. “If you make it to 65 years old, you have more than 50% chance 

you’ll make it over age 85 – that’s [another] 8,000 days. So we’re now looking at a third of our adult life 

where there are no stories, tools, rewards or expectations.” 

As elders live longer and healthier lives, and continue to actively participate in the global economy, 

possibilities open to potentially turn longevity into an asset for society. 

 

 

The ‘imported’ priests of Ireland 

https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20190927-the-imported-priests-saving-irelands-ageing-clergy
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20190927-the-imported-priests-saving-irelands-ageing-clergy
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20190927-the-imported-priests-saving-irelands-ageing-clergy
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20190927-the-imported-priests-saving-irelands-ageing-clergy
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20190927-the-imported-priests-saving-irelands-ageing-clergy
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In 2015, Americans aged 50 and older generated nearly $8 trillion worth of economic activity. The Boston 

Consulting Group projects that by 2030, the 55-plus population in the US will have accounted for half of all 

domestic consumer spending growth since the global financial crisis. The number rises to 67% in Japan and 

86% in Germany. 

With elders driving a substantial portion of the world’s economic activity now and in the future, the 

‘longevity economy’ could open up currently untapped opportunities for growth. 

We’re now looking at a third of our adult life where there are no stories, tools, rewards or expectations – 

Joseph Coughlin 

Challenging ‘oldness’ 

Global societal ageing has generally been considered detrimental to a country’s economic health, since it 

reduces the workforce and increases burdens on healthcare systems. 

At this year’s G20 meeting in Japan, where ageing was on the priority list for discussion for the first time, 

Bank of Japan Governor Haruhiko Kuroda said that an ageing population could pose “serious challenges” for 

central banks. 

A recent United Nations report also warned that global ageing would increase the “fiscal pressures that many 

countries will face in the coming decades as they seek to build and maintain public systems of health care, 

pensions and social protection for older persons”. This could be particularly impactful for the many countries 

around the world with growing numbers of retirees. 

https://www.oxfordeconomics.com/recent-releases/the-longevity-economy?mod=article_inline
https://www.bcg.com/documents/file93352.pdf?mod=article_inline
https://www.bcg.com/documents/file93352.pdf?mod=article_inline
https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_Highlights.pdf
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Keeping elder workers in their jobs longer can create a significant 'longevity dividend' for countries – in other 

words, it can boost an economy's bottom line (Credit: Alamy) 

But MIT’s Coughlin thinks that even though populations may be ageing in significant numbers, we can’t let 

the idea of ‘oldness’ and its implications stifle the way we think about economic opportunity. He argues that 

oldness is a social construct that doesn’t reflect how people realistically live after middle age, and says that 

businesses need to serve what older people actually want, not what conventional wisdom suggests they need. 

That’s not just cars for old men, say, but rather fun, fashion and far more. 

“It’s about being ‘ageless’ – things that are more personalised, more focused on well-being, on things being 

very easy. Those value sets are generationally agnostic,” says Coughlin. He adds that although millennial 

demands are linked to the rise of the on-demand economy, older adults benefit immensely from its 

convenience. “For the really old, it’s turned into a virtual assistance living.” 

As elders live longer and healthier lives, possibilities open to potentially turn longevity into an asset for 

society. 

Although there isn’t a lot of research available about the longevity economy itself, what’s clear is that if 

businesses are able to tap this ageing consumer base in this new phase of their lives, that could mean major 

opportunity. After all, these groups are spending. KPMG’s 2017 report of online consumers in 51 countries 

revealed that baby boomers spend the most online at $203 on average per transaction, compared to ‘tech-

savvy’ millennials, who actually spend the least at $173 on average. 

The biggest market for the longevity economy may be Japan, the world’s fastest ageing nation. From small 

conveniences, such as providing reading glasses labelled “feel free to use these” at post offices, banks and 

hotels, to larger structural improvements such as providing buttons at pedestrian crossings that can be pushed 

https://assets.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/xx/pdf/2017/01/the-truth-about-online-consumers.pdf
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to provide extra time to cross, modern Japanese culture accommodates everyday needs to its ageing 

population. 

With at least 20% of Japan’s current population older than 70, its inclusive culture is also reflected in how 

elders consume right alongside the younger generations – at local swimming pools, on package holidays and 

in exercise classes to name a few. The emergence of a new generation of elders online – such as Bon and Pon, 

who share snaps of their travels and activities by wearing matching outfits – is an example of how elderly 

generations are consuming and enjoying life like younger people. 

Prolonging employees’ working lives 

A key part of longevity and increased healthspan is the freedom to work. When workers are living healthier, 

longer lives, an ageing workforce can be an opportunity to reap what consultancy Deloitte calls the ‘longevity 

dividend’ – being able to boost economic productivity from older employees. 

In Germany, keeping ageing workers on the job is a matter of national economic stability. More than 21% of 

the German population is older than 65. Credit rating agency Moody’s says that Germany’s ageing population 

poses risks to its economic strength; if Germany ever loses its triple-A credit rating, Moody’s has warned that 

the likely reason will be “the impact of demographic change on the German economy and social security 

systems”. 

In light of health and life expectancy advances, a German aged 65 today is expected to live about another 20 

years, according to the OECD. Yet due to the physically demanding nature of the manufacturing industry, 

retaining workers on factory floors until retirement age will continue to be a challenge. 

 

https://www.instagram.com/bonpon511/
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At Porsche’s plant in Leipzig, the company uses ergonomics to help workers get through shifts without strain, 

which may enable older workers to be more productive (Credit: Alamy) 

Some German companies are using advances in technology to accommodate ageing workers and keep them 

active. At Porsche’s plant in Leipzig, ergonomics are deployed to help workers who typically operate in hour-

long shifts, rotating from station to station throughout the day. The entire factory is mapped out with a traffic-

light system indicating ergonomic comfort, so managers can schedule shifts that ensure body parts are not 

burdened. 

“The aim of ergonomics is not to react but to be preventive,” says Alissa Frey, ergonomics specialist at 

Porsche Leipzig. “The rotation between different manufacturing steps helps to prevent one-sided strains. 

Furthermore, process and component adjustments, force limits, height-adjustable workspaces, handling-

devices and supporting systems as well as an appropriate deployment of our employees avert a physical 

overload.” 

But whether increased longevity is a burden or a dividend depends on how much societies prepare for the 

challenges of ageing populations as well as identify and maximise its benefits. 

“The baby boomers have created a next generation,” says Coughlin. “So there is the expectation that while 

they’re no longer young, they do feel perennially youthful. They not just expect, but in many cases demand 

new products, new services, new experiences, to make every stage of life – if not every day – a little bit 

better.” 

 

https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20190930-the-untapped-potential-of-the-longevity-economy 

  

https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20190930-the-untapped-potential-of-the-longevity-economy
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Singing the Back Streets 

Andrew O’Hagan 

Never a Lovely So Real: The Life and Work of Nelson Algren 

by Colin Asher 

Norton, 543 pp., $39.95 

Nelson Algren; drawing by Tom Bachtell 

Nelson Algren arrived in Hollywood on January 26, 1955. He had spent the previous year rewriting a book he 

couldn’t stomach and running from a wife he didn’t love. He was agonized by the State Department’s refusal 

to issue him a passport—they distrusted his leftist political views—and he had wandered from state to state, 

from bus stop to cheap motel, desperate to find a place where he might be at peace to write the way he wanted 

to. He knew Hollywood was no place for authors of distinction but couldn’t argue with a thousand a week. He 

was soon in the company of the Austro-Hungarian director Otto Preminger, who had bought the rights to his 

novel The Man with the Golden Arm (1949) and wanted him to write the screenplay. Bringing Algren down 

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/andrew-ohagan/
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0393244512?ie=UTF8&tag=thneyoreofbo-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0393244512
https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/algren_nelson-110719.jpg
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Wilshire Boulevard in his red Cadillac, Preminger chose the worst first question to ask his new collaborator. 

(He just wasn’t sure where to begin with Chicago’s answer to Dostoevsky.) “How come you know such 

terrible people you write about?” he asked. 

People who expect contempt can spot it at five hundred yards. Within a few days, Algren had written a film 

treatment full of compassion for the prostitutes, junkies, Polish immigrants, and workers in his novel, and 

Preminger threw it in the trash. “He had showed what he thought of me and my people,” Algren later said, 

“and I showed him what I thought of him and his people.” He did this by refusing to write the screenplay 

Preminger expected. From first to last, Algren was an author who hated schlock, who avoided happy endings 

and disdained binary narratives about good and evil, and the film that eventually emerged, starring Frank 

Sinatra, made his blood run cold. 

Algren’s conscience was trailed by the FBI. The reasons weren’t very complicated. He was a writer out of the 

Depression who felt that America should be judged by how it treated its poorest citizens. As an artist, he had a 

special vision and a singular prose, and he used them to see behind the billboards and the newsreels, beyond 

the lipstick, beyond the fear, into the lives of people left stranded by the American dream. He offers a lesson 

in what it means to be a writer in a society that believes commerce is virtue. More than Walt Whitman or John 

Steinbeck, more than F. Scott Fitzgerald or Dorothy Parker, he reveals the essential loneliness of the serious 

writer, never fooling himself with baubles and status, but staying with his subjects, the forgotten in society 

and his own alien self. All great writers are self-harmers—they have to be, if they’re doing it right—and 

Algren lived the second half of his life in a miasma of chaos and disappointment, having failed some test of 

worldliness. But with Colin Asher’s brilliant new biography, Never a Lovely So Real, and Algren’s major 

books back in print, his time has arrived. Amid the alarm bells of 2019, when immigrants and the poor are 

under attack, we find the humane lights of a forgotten writer shining for a new audience. 

PUBLICIDAD 

“Our practice of specializing our lives to let each man be his own department,” he wrote in his book-length 

essay Nonconformity, 

safe from the beetles and the rain, is what is really meant by “a professional, artistic point of view.” For it is 

not a point of view at all, but only a camouflaged hope that each man may be an island sufficient to himself. 

Thus may one avoid being brushed, even perhaps bruised, by the people who live on that shabby back street 

where nearly all humanity now lives. 

A view that betrays an uneasy dread of other men’s lives; a terror, bone-deep yet unadmitted, of the living 

moment. 

There’s a certain weight on the word “lives”: writers always have a problem to face, about how people live 

and how they will be represented in their pages. It’s a nineteenth-century kind of problem, in the sense that 

Victorian writers, the better ones, never stopped thinking about it, and often made masterpieces from the 

challenges of what makes a society, and what makes a person. This requires a writer to go outside 

occasionally and perhaps to visit a factory, a prison, a bar, or a street corner. American letters is full of 

democratic vistas and their manifold constraints, but the great and original voices, from Nathaniel Hawthorne 

to Toni Morrison, rise from the plains of want and perdition to demonstrate the truths of human interaction. 

Algren goes far. He shows the lowest in society fighting the biggest odds for the smallest rewards, but he 

raises them all—pimp, junky, and bellhop—into standards of American reality. 
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As a young man, Algren saw fear in a swirl of dust. Disliked by his mother and sometimes distant from his 

father, he was born in 1909 and ended up on Chicago’s North Side. In time, he turned his back on the family 

garage business and took up with Marcus Aurelius. He graduated from the University of Illinois with a degree 

in journalism and started hopping boxcars to the South, spending a full year and a half looking for work, odd-

jobbing at carnivals for hot dogs and beer, seeing emptiness all around and a rising tide of vagrancy. “By the 

winter of 1933,” writes Asher, 

he had become convinced the meritocratic ideal was a fraud, that everyone who placed their faith in it had 

been fooled, and that he was obliged to reveal that deception. “Everything I’d been told was wrong,” he said. 

“…I’d been assured that it was a strive-and-succeed world…. But this was not what America was. America 

was not socialized and I resented very deeply that I’d been lied to.” 

Through a publication called The Anvil, he got involved in the proletarian literature movement. He joined the 

Communist Party—to “fight Fascism,” as they say, but also for the prestige—and published work 

in Story magazine, which drew the attention of a New York publisher. But he still lived like a drifter as he 

dreamed about the book he was writing. After hopping another freight train and landing in Alpine, Texas, he 

stole a typewriter and ended up in jail. 

Back in Chicago, “he visited brothels and flophouses, walked through the parks, listened to barkers calling 

outside dime burlesques.” He moved into two rooms on West Evergreen Avenue, ground zero of Polish 

Chicago, with the tracks of the El at the end of his block, and he got down to work. In his years with the John 

Reed Club and the various proletarian writers’ magazines and projects, he had been carving out a place of 

supreme separation, a place from which to imagine. He had encouraged his friend and fellow Chicago writer 

Richard Wright, and given him a title, Native Son. When Wright’s book came out, it was a sensation and 

encouraged Algren to dig deep. The challenge for him was to find sentences in the neon wilderness outside 

his window, filled with the shadows and manipulations you get out there, the dependencies and the emotion 

and the testosterone. It was night-time in America, and nobody had really walked those new streets before. 

How does a novelist bring grace and beauty to the handling of brutality and ugliness? 

Somebody in Boots (1935) was Algren’s first novel, the one he was reworking into A Walk on the Wild 

Side the year he fell foul of Hollywood, but the book that really shows the Algren style in its first great 

flourishing is Never Come Morning (1942). It’s the story of Bruno “Lefty Biceps” Bicek, a seventeen-year-

old boxer from those places around Chicago’s so-called Polish Triangle. Wearing charity clothes and filled 

with dread about fitting in, Bicek gets into a heist with a local thug named Casey and becomes dependent on 

the protection of Bonifacy the barber. Steffi, the boxer’s girlfriend, is raped by other boys with his 

“permission,” then he attacks one of them, a Greek, out of rage and hatred of his predicament. Bicek is caught 

in a spiral of crime and punishment, and so is Steffi, who ends up in a brothel, but the dream of redemption 

and of his success as a boxer and a life together never leaves them. 

Every corner of the city and every corner of their minds—as well as their dialogue, the sounds they make—

are alive in the sentences Algren was able to write. His words embody his people, they orchestrate and report 

on them, not only with a beautiful accuracy and a perfect rhythm of movement, but with the force of poetic 

myth. Not every biographer of a writer knows how to locate the source of his subject’s creative impulses, but 

Asher does. “The book makes no concessions to genre,” he writes of Never Come Morning, “and when it 

evokes clichés, it does so only to subvert them. Its locale suggests it will be a naturalistic novel, but its 

narrative voice is tender and personal instead of distant and coldly observed.” 
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So how did Algren get his style? “He is a philosopher of deprivation,” Donald Barthelme wrote, “a moral 

force of considerable dimensions and a wonderful user of the language.” The young Algren was excited by 

nineteenth-century Russian prose writers and motivated by people he met through The Anvil, edited by Jack 

Conroy, a man who became his mentor. Algren learned a great deal from those in the John Reed Society, 

from contributors to New Masses, and from members of the Communist Party, and he was moved by the 

fierce, art-as-weapon work being done by Herman Spector, Josephine Herbst, Mike Gold, and James T. 

Farrell—stalwarts of the movement and the struggle. 

But his style rises, quite separately, from a moral acuity about the real substance of the United States. He 

caught it on the wind, the half-empty, half-bustling sound that blows through the stories of Jack London; the 

same one that whistles through the songs of Woody Guthrie and provides the grace notes in Fitzgerald, and he 

married that music to a sociological interest in the people of Chicago. For Algren, a tireless reporter’s job had 

to be done on the people he saw every day, but he didn’t stop there: he reimagined their world as poetic 

literature, a form of high-style witnessing. He liked to quote Conrad: “A novelist who would think himself of 

a superior essence to other men would miss the first condition of his calling.” That’s the Algren hallmark. He 

lived at the center of his material. 

Given how naked his books are, how revealing, there was something terribly private about Algren. He kept 

his life to himself and simply watched the people he wrote about—a writer who “sees scarcely anyone except 

other writers,” he wrote, “is ready for New York”—and he often fell out with his friends. He never really 

forgave Simone de Beauvoir (with whom he had a long and torrid affair) for spilling the beans on their sex 

life in her novel The Mandarins (1954), which is dedicated to him. He just didn’t want publicity. He wanted 

sex and he wanted sales and he hated being hoodwinked over money, but he was always liable to suffer for 

the depth and constancy of his identification with the deprived, just as Fitzgerald suffered from too much 

identification with the swells. Kurt Vonnegut called him “the loneliest man I ever knew,” and the move 

toward exile—as for Samuel Beckett—was a natural-seeming one, kindling to the work if hard on the soul. 

“No American author had written a novel about opiate addiction,” Asher writes, 

and the subject was likely to turn readers off….[He] attached himself to [a] drummer from Arkansas and 

followed him through the city as he bounced between bars and cafés, looking for a dealer. The drummer’s 

quest stretched on into the small hours of the morning, and eventually Nelson became tired and irritable. I 

want to go home, he said. “Well, you don’t know what it’s like to have a monkey on your back,” the drummer 

snapped. 

Then someone agreed to inject himself while Nelson observed and took notes. 

Even today, The Man with the Golden Arm has enough vernacular energy to power Illinois. The story is of 

army veteran Frankie Machine and his dog-stealing friend Sparrow, their hoodlum world, their cunning 

dreams, working for Zero Schwiefka and his backroom poker game. The novel is lit through with particularly 

American anxieties about “making it”: every character is disabled by that need, by the need for one another, 

or for somebody he’s never met. Frankie’s addiction leads to murder and jail and broken promises 

everywhere, and seventy years later it feels familiar. American prisons are full of poor people like that with 

nowhere to go. 

“Nelson Algren comes like a corvette or even a big destroyer when one of those things is what you need,” 

Hemingway said, “and need it badly and at once and for keeps.” He wrote inside his own copy of The Man 
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with the Golden Arm, “OK, kid, you beat Dostoyevsky. I’ll never fight you in Chicago. Ever.” This was a 

time when every young male novelist—Norman Mailer, James Jones—wanted the big man’s imprimatur. It 

was Algren who got it, and he got it for making every sentence count and every comma speak. And yet a 

certain failure was written into the contract for Algren from the very beginning. Fame didn’t suit him, money 

was scarce, love left him lonely, and his publisher would eventually walk away from him, refusing to publish 

his excoriating essay Nonconformity, and later taking a pass on his novel A Walk on the Wild Side. He called 

himself “the tin whistle of American letters,” while knowing he was a “platinum saxophone.” 

Art Institute of Chicago/WPA Allocation 

Charles Turzak: Work Relief (Chicago Snowstorm), 1935–1942 

But anger and refusal can go a long way toward destroying a first-rate writer’s ability to function. The House 

Un-American Activities Committee fandango touched him personally: he was presented with a subpoena in 

1955 and said he couldn’t afford to go to D.C. He then reached out to Doubleday, his publishers, hoping their 

lawyers might get it rescinded. “The fact that Nelson received this subpoena has never been widely reported,” 

Asher writes in a footnote, “mostly because he tried to hide it. He spoke about it on the record only once, in 

an interview with two student journalists.” Algren felt spied on, held back, denied, and undermined. It 

mortified him to be denied a passport, not least because it barred him from going to Paris to pursue his 

relationship with Beauvoir. He felt resistance from every other quarter. The New York intellectuals didn’t 

love him, and what they admired in E.M. Forster or Henry James they loathed in Nelson Algren: his social 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/ohagan_2-110719.jpg
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intelligence, the dark, organic wealth of his perception. His shirt collar was simply too frayed for the likes of 

Lionel Trilling. Algren countered with Zola and Chekhov. “The business of writers is not to accuse,” he 

quoted from the latter, “not to persecute, but to side even with the guilty, once they are condemned and suffer 

punishment.” 

By the time he wrote A Walk on the Wild Side (1956), the mark was on him. It is Asher’s contention, reliably 

supported with new documents from Algren’s FBI file, that his career was ruined by J. Edgar Hoover as much 

as by Norman Podhoretz. In some ways, those two arch-critics and twentieth-century conformity-touts had a 

project in common—and Algren may have riled the FBI by placing the names of two horrible ex-Communist 

informers, Louis Budenz and Howard Rushmore, into the pages of The Man with the Golden Arm. But it was 

the reviewers who wore down his spirit. In The New York Times, Alfred Kazin accused him of “puerile 

sentimentality”; in The New Yorker, Podhoretz decried him for suggesting that “bums and tramps are better 

men than the preachers and the politicians.” 

Yet the Podhoretz and Kazin position—that Algren’s stock-in-trade was to glorify prostitutes and vagrants at 

the expense of more respectable people—trashes a fundamental tenet of American literature. He didn’t glorify 

them, he included them, believing that a literature without them was insubstantial. “American writing,” 

Algren wrote, “will remain without vigor until it draws upon the enormous reservoir of sick, vindictive life 

that moves like an underground river beneath all our boulevards.” As late as 1990, nine years after Algren’s 

death, his work was being belittled by Thomas R. Edwards in these pages for being too political and too 

natural. “Social realism needs art, too,” Edwards wrote; “it needs to find formal and vocal ways of making its 

truth reasonably coherent.” 

That’s how it rolls: if the characters are poor, it’s “social realism.” If their lives are described and their 

hardships revealed, it’s “merely real.” And if the writer of these books has not experienced every ounce of it 

himself, “he did not exactly live it.” Like earlier critics, Edwards was issuing political objections 

masquerading as literary judgments. The “unliterary” nature of Algren’s interests—the lowlife characters he 

so thoroughly pitied—put him on the wrong side of those who believe, not always without political 

motivations, that the job of literature is to elevate the reader. When Algren said he was a reporter, he was 

merely reflecting the reality of his creative life, that what he imagined had first to be observed. Truman 

Capote and Tom Wolfe would later make the effort fashionable; Joan Didion would make it personal. “You 

might call it emotionalized reportage,” Algren wrote, “but the data has to be there.” 

By the time he finished A Walk on the Wild Side, he had been on the move for almost two years and had 

stayed in over a dozen different buildings. “I think the farther away you get from the literary traffic,” he said, 

“the closer you are to sources. I mean, a writer doesn’t really live, he observes.” His editor at Doubleday 

turned the book down. Asher sees its faults, feeling that its tone is bitter, cynical, and incoherent, with a naive 

central character who has “no personality to speak of.” One of the strengths of Asher’s vivid, vastly insightful 

book is its joy at the achievements of its subject, so he has earned a few doubts, and, indeed, A Walk on the 

Wild Side lacks the literary texture of Algren at his best. It offers much more than the details of a wastrel’s 

journey, however. In advance of the 1960s, it provides a picture of a drifter’s resistance to the meritocratic lie 

surrounding him, and is a jazz-like, spontaneous rejoinder, asking what we wish for when we wish to be 

entertained. The book’s sing-song lament and day-glo descriptions are sui generis: 

There were stage shows and peep shows, geeks and freaks street. It wasn’t panders who owned the shows…. 

There were creepers and kleptoes and zanies and dipsoes. It was night bright as day, it was day dark as night, 

but stuffed shirts and do-righties owned those shows. 
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For a Do-Right Daddy is right fond of money…. 

When we get more houses than we can live in, more cars than we can ride in, more food than we can eat 

ourselves, the only one way of getting richer is by cutting off those who don’t have enough. If everybody has 

more than enough, what good is my more-than-enough? What good is a wide meadow open to everyone? It 

isn’t until others are fenced out that the open pasture begins to have real value. 

In a letter to his friend Max Geismar, Algren wrote, “I made myself a voice for those who are counted out,” 

and his effort still stands. Asher’s biography makes clear the extent to which Algren became a victim of the 

paranoia of his times. “He never knew how many of his friends and professional contacts the bureau had 

spoken to,” Asher writes, 

or how closely they were watching him, so when publishers began distancing themselves from him, he 

assumed his work simply wasn’t wanted or wasn’t good enough. He blamed himself for the resulting anxiety 

and depression, and when he discovered he couldn’t concentrate well enough to write the way he once had, he 

attributed his trouble to personal weakness—when, in fact, the truth was far more complicated. 

He went mad, he nearly drowned, and, in later life, he became a kind of hack and a clownish shadow of his 

genius self. “He had been promised one world and then found himself in quite a different one,” Beauvoir said 

of him, “a world directly opposed to all his convictions and all his hopes.” 

Novelists made their way to Algren. He is a premier conscience in American letters and an assurance that 

style matters. Don DeLillo turned up to see him and found he was without a typewriter, so he loaned him one. 

Thomas Pynchon, Terry Southern, Russell Banks, and Cormac McCarthy all felt they owed him something. 

Algren himself liked to quote the baseball player Leo Durocher, who titled his memoirs Nice Guys Finish 

Last. He had come to feel that his writing wasn’t wanted. “I don’t have the belief,” he said. But reading the 

best of Algren is an experience in having one’s beliefs replenished. He may have lost himself in the effort to 

be true, but on the page he’s as fresh and alarming as this morning’s news. In his last years, people would 

often see him walking in the old neighborhoods of Chicago, before he moved to Sag Harbor, stopping to sit 

on the pavement and watch the world go by. He said he felt the world was watching him go by, but that fear 

was generously misplaced, for Nelson Algren is a permanence, and his ideal of compassion may be a force of 

resistance in all we survey. 

 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2019/11/07/nelson-algren-singing-back-streets/  

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2019/11/07/nelson-algren-singing-back-streets/
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Lorraine Hansberry on Depression and Its Most Reliable Antidote 

“I am sitting here… feeling cold, useless, frustrated, helpless, disillusioned, angry and tired.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

While I stand with Elizabeth Barrett Browning in her exquisite admonition against the dangerous myth of the 

suffering artist, it has always seemed to me — both from a deep immersion in the personal histories of long-

gone artists and from direct experience in contemporary creative communities — that artists are more porous 

to the world than other people and therefore more vulnerable to suffering. To be an artist is to be a human 

being who feels everything more deeply, the beautiful as well as the terrible, and builds of those feelings 

bowers where others can safely and sacredly process their own. Whitman intuited this when he observed that 

those capable of “sunny expanses and sky-reaching heights” are also apt “to dwell on the bare spots and 

darknesses.” Tchaikovsky articulated it in his touching resolve to find beauty amid the wreckage of the soul. 

Nietzsche knew it when he traced the wild oscillations of depression and hope. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/09/14/elizabeth-barrett-browning-art-suffering/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/09/14/elizabeth-barrett-browning-art-suffering/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/11/19/tchaikovsky-letters-depession/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/02/12/nietzsche-hope/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0807039837/braipick-20
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Among the artists who plummeted to such depths of darkness while buoying the spirit of their times 

was Lorraine Hansberry (May 19, 1930–January 12, 1965) — the visionary playwright and civil rights 

activist, who revolutionized our cultural landscape of possibility and from whom generations of artists and 

ordinary people alike, including other visionaries like James Baldwin and Nina Simone, drew courage and 

inspiration. 

 

Lorraine Hansberry, 1950s. Photographer unknown. (Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, 

Photographs and Prints Division, The New York Public Library.) 

For all her soaring intellect and trailblazing genius, Hansberry’s heart sank low with alarming regularity. In a 

diary entry from 1955, penned just as her star was beginning to rise and included in Imani Perry’s excellent 

biography Looking for Lorraine: The Radiant and Radical Life of Lorraine Hansberry (public library), 

Hansberry observes her depression with that hollowing detachment so familiar to those who have been 

severed from themselves by this unforgiving malady: 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/22/lorraine-hansberry-biography-imani-perry/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0807039837/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/looking-for-lorraine-the-radiant-and-radical-life-of-lorraine-hansberry/oclc/1080274303&referer=brief_results
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Art by Sir Quentin Blake from Michael Rosen’s Sad Book 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/08/25/michael-rosens-sad-book-quentin-blake/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/08/25/michael-rosens-sad-book-quentin-blake/
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It is curious how intellectual I have become about the whole thing… [about] what I apparently am. My 

unhappiness has become a steady, calm quiet sort of misery. It is always with me and when for a moment 

something or other stirs me from its immediate ravages (thank God that is still possible) — I wonder at its 

absence. 

To be sure, much of Hansberry’s depression was rooted in the dissonance of her being a gay woman (“what I 

apparently am”) in a heterosexual marriage that was a great creative and intellectual partnership but not her 

great love. Even so, depression is an illness in which we can never speak of causality — only of contributing 

factors, of which there are always many, both psychological and physiological, present in varying degrees and 

intricately intertwined. But beneath the particulars of any life, there beats a common heart of experience, 

which Hansberry channels with devastating candor. From the pit of another depression, she writes to her 

husband: 

I am sitting here in this miserable little bungalow, in this miserable camp that I once loved so much, feeling 

cold, useless, frustrated, helpless, disillusioned, angry and tired. The week past that I spoke to you about was 

the height of all those things to the point where I didn’t care too much a couple of times whether or not I woke 

mornings. 

In a redemptive passage, she turns to nature for the most reliable, perhaps the only, salve: 

Hills, the trees, sunrise and sunset — the lake the moon and the stars / summer clouds — the poets have been 

right in these centuries darling, even in its astounding imperfection this earth of ours is magnificent. 

Perhaps she was thinking of the poet Keats — another artist of towering genius, whose spirits often sank to 

unfathomable lows — who a century and a half earlier found kindred solace in his own experience 

of depression and the mightiest remedy for a heavy heart; or perhaps of Whitman, who pondered what 

remains when the world has lost its sheen and answered: “Nature remains; to bring out from their torpid 

recesses, the affinities of a man or woman with the open air, the trees, fields, the changes of seasons — the 

sun by day and the stars of heaven by night.” 

Complement this fragment of the thoroughly inspiriting Looking for Lorraine with Jane Kenyon’s stunning 

poem about life with and after depression, then revisit poet May Sarton’s cure for despair. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/07/lorraine-hansberry-

depression/?mc_cid=a71d28cbe3&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/06/13/keats-depression/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/12/20/walt-whitman-specimen-days-meaning-of-life/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/12/20/walt-whitman-specimen-days-meaning-of-life/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/12/20/walt-whitman-specimen-days-meaning-of-life/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0807039837/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/09/27/having-it-out-with-melancholy-jane-kenyon-amanda-palmer/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/09/27/having-it-out-with-melancholy-jane-kenyon-amanda-palmer/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/10/17/may-sarton-journal-of-a-solitude-depression/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/07/lorraine-hansberry-depression/?mc_cid=a71d28cbe3&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/07/lorraine-hansberry-depression/?mc_cid=a71d28cbe3&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Ancient stars shed light on Earth's similarities to other planets 

New method used to study planets' geochemistry implies that Earth is not unique 

University of California - Los Angeles 

Summary: 

Earth-like planets may be common in the universe, a new study implies. The team of astrophysicists and 

geochemists presents new evidence that the Earth is not unique. 

Share: 

     

FULL STORY 

 

 

Exoplanets illustration; elements furnished by NASA (stock image). 

Credit: © Vadimsadovski / Adobe Stock 

https://stock.adobe.com/
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Earth-like planets may be common in the universe, a new UCLA study implies. The team of astrophysicists 

and geochemists presents new evidence that the Earth is not unique. The study was published in the 

journal Science on Oct. 18. 

"We have just raised the probability that many rocky planets are like the Earth, and there's a very large 

number of rocky planets in the universe," said co-author Edward Young, UCLA professor of geochemistry 

and cosmochemistry. 

The scientists, led by Alexandra Doyle, a UCLA graduate student of geochemistry and astrochemistry, 

developed a new method to analyze in detail the geochemistry of planets outside of our solar system. Doyle 

did so by analyzing the elements in rocks from asteroids or rocky planet fragments that orbited six white 

dwarf stars. 

"We're studying geochemistry in rocks from other stars, which is almost unheard of," Young said. 

"Learning the composition of planets outside our solar system is very difficult," said co-author Hilke 

Schlichting, UCLA associate professor of astrophysics and planetary science. "We used the only method 

possible -- a method we pioneered -- to determine the geochemistry of rocks outside of the solar system." 

White dwarf stars are dense, burned-out remnants of normal stars. Their strong gravitational pull causes heavy 

elements like carbon, oxygen and nitrogen to sink rapidly into their interiors, where the heavy elements 

cannot be detected by telescopes. The closest white dwarf star Doyle studied is about 200 light-years from 

Earth and the farthest is 665 light-years away. 

"By observing these white dwarfs and the elements present in their atmosphere, we are observing the 

elements that are in the body that orbited the white dwarf," Doyle said. The white dwarf's large gravitational 

pull shreds the asteroid or planet fragment that is orbiting it, and the material falls onto the white dwarf, she 

said. "Observing a white dwarf is like doing an autopsy on the contents of what it has gobbled in its solar 

system." 

The data Doyle analyzed were collected by telescopes, mostly from the W.M. Keck Observatory in Hawaii, 

that space scientists had previously collected for other scientific purposes. 

"If I were to just look at a white dwarf star, I would expect to see hydrogen and helium," Doyle said. "But in 

these data, I also see other materials, such as silicon, magnesium, carbon and oxygen -- material that accreted 

onto the white dwarfs from bodies that were orbiting them." 

When iron is oxidized, it shares its electrons with oxygen, forming a chemical bond between them, Young 

said. "This is called oxidation, and you can see it when metal turns into rust," he said. "Oxygen steals 

electrons from iron, producing iron oxide rather than iron metal. We measured the amount of iron that got 

oxidized in these rocks that hit the white dwarf. We studied how much the metal rusts." 

Rocks from the Earth, Mars and elsewhere in our solar system are similar in their chemical composition and 

contain a surprisingly high level of oxidized iron, Young said. "We measured the amount of iron that got 

oxidized in these rocks that hit the white dwarf," he said. 
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The sun is made mostly of hydrogen, which does the opposite of oxidizing -- hydrogen adds electrons. 

The researchers said the oxidation of a rocky planet has a significant effect on its atmosphere, its core and the 

kind of rocks it makes on its surface. "All the chemistry that happens on the surface of the Earth can 

ultimately be traced back to the oxidation state of the planet," Young said. "The fact that we have oceans and 

all the ingredients necessary for life can be traced back to the planet being oxidized as it is. The rocks control 

the chemistry." 

Until now, scientists have not known in any detail whether the chemistry of rocky exoplanets is similar to or 

very different from that of the Earth. 

How similar are the rocks the UCLA team analyzed to rocks from the Earth and Mars? 

"Very similar," Doyle said. "They are Earth-like and Mars-like in terms of their oxidized iron. We're finding 

that rocks are rocks everywhere, with very similar geophysics and geochemistry." 

"It's always been a mystery why the rocks in our solar system are so oxidized," Young said. "It's not what you 

expect. A question was whether this would also be true around other stars. Our study says yes. That bodes 

really well for looking for Earth-like planets in the universe." 

White dwarf stars are a rare environment for scientists to analyze. 

The researchers studied the six most common elements in rock: iron, oxygen, silicon, magnesium, calcium 

and aluminum. They used mathematical calculations and formulas because scientists are unable to study 

actual rocks from white dwarfs. "We can determine the geochemistry of these rocks mathematically and 

compare these calculations with rocks that we do have from Earth and Mars," said Doyle, whose background 

is in geology and mathematics. "Understanding the rocks is crucial because they reveal the geochemistry and 

geophysics of the planet." 

"If extraterrestrial rocks have a similar quantity of oxidation as the Earth has, then you can conclude the 

planet has similar plate tectonics and similar potential for magnetic fields as the Earth, which are widely 

believed to be key ingredients for life," Schlichting said. "This study is a leap forward in being able to make 

these inferences for bodies outside our own solar system and indicates it's very likely there are truly Earth 

analogs." 

Young said his department has both astrophysicists and geochemists working together. 

"The result," he said, "is we are doing real geochemistry on rocks from outside our solar system. Most 

astrophysicists wouldn't think to do this, and most geochemists wouldn't think to ever apply this to a white 

dwarf." 

The research was funded by NASA. 

 

Story Source: 
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Materials provided by University of California - Los Angeles. Original written by Stuart Wolpert. Note: 

Content may be edited for style and length. 

 

Journal Reference: 

1. Alexandra E. Doyle, Edward D. Young, Beth Klein, Ben Zuckerman, Hilke E. Schlichting. Oxygen 

fugacities of extrasolar rocks: Evidence for an Earth-like geochemistry of exoplanets. Science, 2019 

DOI: 10.1126/science.aax3901 

 

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/10/191017141052.htm 

  

http://newsroom.ucla.edu/releases/stars-planets-earth-geochemistry
http://www.ucla.edu/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.aax3901
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/10/191017141052.htm
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The Well of Being: An Extraordinary Children’s Book for Grownups about the Art of Living with 

Openhearted Immediacy 

A lyrical invitation to awaken from the trance of the limiting stories we tell ourselves and just live. 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

“This is the greatest damn thing about the universe,” Henry Miller wrote in his magnificent meditation on the 

meaning of existence, “that we can know so much, recognize so much, dissect, do everything, and we can’t 

grasp it.” Paradoxically enough, the fragment of the universe we seem least equipped to grasp is the truth of 

who we ourselves are. Who are we, really, when we silence the ego’s shrill commands about who we should 

be, and simply listen to the song of life as it sings itself through us? 

That’s what French-born, Baltimore-based artist Jean-Pierre Weill explores in The Well of Being (public 

library) — an extraordinary “children’s book for adults,” three years in the making, that peers into the depths 

of the human experience and the meaning of our existence, tracing how the stories we tell ourselves to 

construct our personae obscure the truth of our personhood, and how we can untell them in order to just be. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/03/21/henry-miller-meaning-of-life/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/03/21/henry-miller-meaning-of-life/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250092701/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/well-of-being-a-childrens-book-for-adults/oclc/843462681&referer=brief_results
http://www.worldcat.org/title/well-of-being-a-childrens-book-for-adults/oclc/843462681&referer=brief_results
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250092701/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250092701/braipick-20
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Succumbing neither to religiosity nor to scientism, neither to myth nor to materialism, Weill dances across the 

Big Bang, the teachings of the 18th-century Italian philosopher and mystic Ramchal, evolution, 9/11, and 

life’s most poetic and philosophical dimensions. He tells the lyrical story of a man — an androgynous being 

who “represents Everyman and also Everywoman,” as Weill explains in the endnotes — moving from the 

origin of the universe to the perplexities of growing up to the mystery of being alive. At the center of it is the 

unity of life and the connectedness of the universe, “our encounter with One, well-being.” 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250092701/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250092701/braipick-20
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What emerges from Weill’s ethereal watercolors and enchanting words is a secular scripture, at once 

grounding and elevating — a gentle prod to awaken from the trance of our daily circumstances and live with 

openhearted immediacy, a message partway between Seneca’s exhortation to stop living in expectancy and 

Mary Oliver’s invitation to begin belonging to this world. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/09/01/seneca-on-the-shortness-of-life/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/02/09/mary-oliver-blue-horses-fourth-sign-of-the-zodiac/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250092701/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 507  january 2020 
 

 

92 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250092701/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250092701/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250092701/braipick-20
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I see that you’re reading. 

As the train is late let me take you on an excursion to the place we long for. 

I ask of you one thing: bring attention to your thoughts, those that take you from this book, quiet them… and 

value this listening as if it were a mysterious gift yours for the taking. 

Let us string a bead of thought, an article of faith. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250092701/braipick-20
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Our existence is not an accident but a mystery… We can entrust ourselves to this mystery, for we are part of 

it. Indeed we are it. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250092701/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250092701/braipick-20
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I don’t say there isn’t much work to do, for there is. 

And some tracks lead to excruciating darkness, where a person can tumble from the sky on a clear September 

morning. 

Yet is the world not whole? Is it not beautiful? 

For now, let’s consider well-being a choice, something you can try on and wear. When we put on the hat and 

coat of well-being we incline towards joy without special occasion. 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250092701/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250092701/braipick-20
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At the heart of the lyrical story is the somewhat discomfiting yet necessary reminder that although our self-

delusions are an adaptive crutch and the masks we wear are a protective survival mechanism, unless we learn 

to revise our inner storytelling and let ourselves be seen, we will continue to keep ourselves small with the 

stories we tell ourselves. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/06/04/david-mcraney-self-enchancement-bias/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/06/04/david-mcraney-self-enchancement-bias/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/02/05/how-to-stay-sane-philippa-perry/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/11/10/anne-lamott-small-victories-friendship/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/05/16/anne-lamott-people-pleasing-haters-trolls/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250092701/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250092701/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250092701/braipick-20
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Weill writes: 

We organize our circumstances into stories, stories we pick up along the way and carry with us. 

Stories that declare, I’m lacking. 

Why me? stories. 

I’m alone, stories. 

What will I amount to? stories. 

Stories about who we should be. 

Or think we are. 

They are interior maps whose familiar roads we travel. Over and over. Yet when we apprehend these maps, 

these stories, these patterns … we awaken and rise, as it were, to a new perspective, to new possibilities. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250092701/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250092701/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250092701/braipick-20
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Complement the immeasurably wonderful The Well of Being with Seth Godin’s very different and yet 

similar-in-spirit “children’s book for grownups” about creative courage and living with vulnerability, then 

revisit Dostoyevsky’s existential epiphany and drink from Anne Lamott’s well of being with her soul-

stretching inquiry into how we find meaning in a crazy world. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/02/26/the-well-of-being-jean-pierre-

weill/?mc_cid=516fe9edce&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250092701/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/05/20/seth-godin-debbie-millman-interview/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/11/11/dostoyevsky-dream/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/01/26/anne-lamott-stitches-hope-1/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/02/26/the-well-of-being-jean-pierre-weill/?mc_cid=516fe9edce&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/02/26/the-well-of-being-jean-pierre-weill/?mc_cid=516fe9edce&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1250092701/braipick-20
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Arthropods formed orderly lines 480 million years ago 

Researchers studied fossilized Moroccan Ampyx trilobites, which lived 480 million years ago and showed 

that the trilobites had probably been buried in their positions -- all oriented in the same direction. Scientists 

deduced that these Ampyx processions may illustrate a kind of collective behavior adopted in response to 

cyclic environmental disturbances. 

 

Researchers studied fossilized Moroccan Ampyx trilobites, which lived 480 million years ago and showed 

that the trilobites had probably been buried in their positions -- all oriented in the same direction. Scientists 

deduced that these Ampyx processions may illustrate a kind of collective behavior adopted in response to 

cyclic environmental disturbances. 

Though our understanding of the anatomy of the earliest animals is growing ever more precise, we know next 

to nothing about their behaviour. Did group behaviour arise recently or is it primeval? To answer this 

question, researchers from the CNRS, the University of Poitiers, UBO, Claude Bernard Lyon 1 University*, 

Cadi Ayyad University (Marrakech, Morocco), and the University of Lausanne (Switzerland) studied 

fossilized Moroccan Ampyx trilobites, which lived 480 million years ago. They showed that the trilobites had 

probably been buried in their positions -- all oriented in the same direction, in orderly lines, maintaining close 

contact with each other through their long spines -- during storms. 

By comparing this observation with the behaviour of living animals such as North American spiny lobsters, 

the scientists deduced that these Ampyx processions may illustrate a similar kind of collective behaviour -- 

adopted in response to cyclic environmental disturbances like storms or to chemical signals associated with 

reproduction. 

This example would seem to suggest that group behaviour is of ancient origin and, from an early date, likely 

conferred an evolutionary advantage on the first animals, allowing them to survive environmental stress and 

improve their reproductive chances. 

*From the Laboratoire de Géologie de Lyon: Terre, Planètes, Environnement (CNRS / ENS de Lyon / 

Université Claude Bernard Lyon 1), the Laboratoire Géosciences Océan (CNRS / Université Bretagne 

Occidentale / Université Bretagne Sud), and the Institute of Chemistry of Materials and Media of Poitiers 

(IC2MP (CNRS / Université de Poitiers). 

make a difference: sponsored opportunity 

 

Story Source: 

Materials provided by CNRS. Note: Content may be edited for style and length. 

 

https://www.cnrs.fr/en/collective-behaviour-480-million-years-ago
http://www.cnrs.fr/
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Related Multimedia: 

 Images of Ampyx priscus in linear formation 

 

Journal Reference: 

1. Jean Vannier, Muriel Vidal, Robin Marchant, Khadija El Hariri, Khaoula Kouraiss, Bernard Pittet, 

Abderrazak El Albani, Arnaud Mazurier & Emmanuel Martin. Collective behaviour in 480-million-

year-old trilobite arthropods from Morocco. Scientific Reports, 2019 DOI: 10.1038/s41598-019-

51012-3 

 

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/10/191017114948.htm 

  

https://www.cnrs.fr/en/collective-behaviour-480-million-years-ago
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-51012-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-51012-3
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/10/191017114948.htm
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What Cars Can Teach Us About New Policing Technologies 

Sarah A. Seo 

Whitney Curtis for The Washington Post via Getty Images 

A traffic stop in St. Louis, Missouri, July 25, 2017 

This is not the usual story about cars and freedom: open roads, self-determination, adventure, individualism. 

The mass production of the automobile transformed twentieth-century America in unexpected and important 

ways. Foremost, and little-known, it revolutionized policing, spurring the development of police surveillance 

and increasing individual officers’ discretionary authority. Although this expansion of the state’s power didn’t 

begin with discriminatory motives, the history of policing drivers makes clear that law enforcement’s 

surveillance practices haven’t invaded people’s privacy equally, but have reinforced existing inequalities. 

This is important to remember as contemporary concerns in the face of new technologies abound. 

As I explain in my book Policing the Open Road (2019), modern policing developed in response to the 

challenge of managing all drivers. In the early 1910s, when mass-produced automobiles first appeared on 

streets originally intended for pedestrians, carriages, carts, and trolleys, they gave new meaning to the word 

“traffic.” If municipal officials were not dealing with the chaos of gridlock, then they were worrying about 

automotive speed, which posed dangers to life and limb that prompted comparisons to the recent Great War. 

One expert, speaking at a 1924 traffic conference at Yale University, claimed that “during the nineteen 

months of the world war it was estimated that the loss of life by highway traffic accidents in the United States 

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/sarah-a-seo/
https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/policing-traffic-stop.jpg
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was pretty nearly twice as great as our loss of life through the war itself.” According to the National Safety 

Council, the death toll from car accidents exploded from 4,200 in 1913 to 29,500 in 1932—a 500 percent 

increase. 

Local governments throughout the country immediately passed a long list of laws regulating the operation of 

motor vehicles. But they quickly ran into an enforcement problem: everybody violated traffic laws. In the 

1920s and 1930s, few assumed that the police would enforce them. Before cars, when private citizens and 

businesses were the ones who investigated crimes committed against them, most towns and cities had small 

police departments that, by and large, dealt with those on the margins of society, like vagrants and drunks. 

Overseeing the rest of society, the so-called law-abiding citizenry, was largely the task of voluntary 

associations. Churches enforced moral standards, trade groups managed business relations, civic groups 

instilled communal spirit, and fraternities and clubs maintained social harmony. The premise of voluntarism 

was that reasonable, “respectable” citizens would do the right thing out of a sense of decency or shame, 

reinforced by a watchful community. When individuals could not resolve disputes within these associations, 

they sued each other for tort or breach of contract. In both associational and common-law governance, the 

police typically did not get involved. 

With the advent of the automobile, injured parties in car accidents continued to sue for tort damages. But not 

every act of bad or reckless driving resulted in a litigable claim, so it fell on voluntary associations to 

persuade drivers to obey traffic laws. Church ministers delivered sermons on “Safety Sunday.” Automobile 

clubs erected safety signs on busy intersections and helped direct traffic. The California Development 

Association mobilized a “safety pledge” drive, asking motorists to sign a certificate solemnly vowing to 

“actively practice all safety precautions to the end that the appalling sacrifice of human life and unnecessary 

suffering caused by carelessness may be stopped.” 

Voluntarism, however, proved disastrously inadequate to the task of enforcing norms in the anonymous and 

rapidly developing new world of automobility. As a result, municipalities expanded their police forces to 

govern the streets, replacing the social scrutiny of neighbors and the community with that of individual 

officers. Predictably, many Americans chafed at law enforcement’s meddling in their freedom machines. At 

the same time, though, most people recognized that they needed to be policed—or, rather, they wanted 

everybody else to be policed. 

Traffic cops soon became regular patrollers on the lookout for more than traffic infractions. In a car society, 

auto theft became one of the most common crimes. The early decades of the automobile also overlapped with 

National Prohibition, and bootleggers and moonshiners preferred to move their goods under cover in trucks 

and cars. Officers realized that while they checked for safety violations, they could also search for alcohol and 

for telltale signs of a stolen car. 

To keep up with these developments in police functions, courts throughout the country modified well-

established laws to give officers more search powers. So, too, did the US Supreme Court in the 1925 

case Carroll v. United States, which set forth the “automobile exception” that, to this day, allows officers to 

decide for themselves whether to stop and search a car without first obtaining a warrant from a judge. To 

justify these expansions of power and to give officers discretionary authority to inspect automobiles, courts 

pointed to the extensive traffic regulations that undercut drivers’ privacy claims. Ever since the 1920s, judicial 

opinions have reiterated that individuals have “a lesser expectation of privacy” in their cars whenever 

rationalizing the police’s actions. 
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Police surveillance on the streets and highways, however, did not affect all drivers equally. Officers used their 

discretionary power to treat some as ordinary traffic violators and others as suspected criminals. The former 

were generally met with courtesy during traffic stops, while the latter were subjected to investigatory 

searches. Unsurprisingly, the assumptions and prejudices of individual officers informed their conduct. 

Although police departments didn’t keep statistics on the number of traffic stops by categories like race, a 

wide range of sources—court cases, law review articles, letters to the NAACP, and even police textbooks—

indicate which groups tended to fall under police suspicion. 

A 1963 article in the trade magazine Police listed characteristics of people who warranted special scrutiny, 

including “lone male sitting in car” and “loiterers around public rest rooms,” profiles that targeted gay men. 

The landmark 1972 case Papachristou v. City of Jacksonville, which overturned centuries-old vagrancy laws 

and celebrated freedom even in the seemingly mundane acts of wandering and strolling, involved two 

interracial couples who were arrested—apropos in the automobile age—for “prowling by auto.” Most 

citizens’ encounters with the police never became a legal case and would have been lost to history if 

organizations like the NAACP had not kept a record of their stories. In the 1950s, NAACP leaders in Florida, 

Mississippi, Alabama, and Texas reported a “southwide pattern” of arresting civil rights activists and fining 

them for minor traffic infractions. In 1956, the president of the Florida branch was beaten and arrested for 

double-parking his car in front of the local NAACP office. In an automotive society, police harassment of 

nonconformists, dissenters, and minorities often took place under the guise of enforcing highway safety. 

By century’s end, the war on drugs blatantly relied on racial profiling on the highways, known officially by 

the US Drug Enforcement Agency as “Operation Pipeline” and, more colloquially, as Driving While Black. It 

is not surprising that many Fourth Amendment cases since the late 1980s involved a car stop of a minority 

driver for a minor traffic violation. The widespread practice of discriminatory traffic stops has not just 

contributed to the country’s disproportionate incarceration of black and brown people, but has also violated 

the dignity and rights of countless innocent citizens unjustifiably subjected to investigatory car searches. 

Newer technologies have only bolstered the police’s traffic surveillance capabilities. Computer-equipped 

patrol cars have now made it possible for officers on the road to check for outstanding warrants and revoked 

licenses, both of which often stem from unpaid fines or traffic tickets and disproportionately affect poor and 

minority citizens. A car stop on suspicion for driving with a revoked license is a common enough occurrence 

that a case challenging its constitutionality is before the Supreme Court this term. Once pulled over, the 

police, using their discretion, can continue the investigation beyond the initial traffic violation. The odor of 

marijuana—easy to allege and difficult to disprove later in a court of law—has so often been used to justify 

car searches that one New York judge declared that the “time has come to reject the canard of marijuana 

emanating from nearly every vehicle subject to a traffic stop.” Traffic law enforcement was originally 

intended to protect all citizens, but it has ultimately paved the way for discriminatory policing. 

* 

Just as the mass production of the automobile created unprecedented threats to the public sphere, new digital 

technologies are posing novel dangers. With constant news of data breaches, privacy violations, online 

harassment, and cybercrime, Americans are increasingly calling for greater regulation of the Information 

Superhighway, which, in turn, will require enforcement and surveillance. 

Consider the proliferation of doxing, fake news, hate speech, and child porn on social media, which can 

undermine individual security as well as our democracy. Lawyer and sexual-privacy advocate Carrie 

Goldberg has criticized laws that shield tech companies from liability for what their users post. But calls for 

https://www.oyez.org/cases/2019/18-556
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/12/nyregion/police-searches-smelling-marijuana.html
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Facebook, Twitter, or Grindr to crack down on violent, offensive, and abusive content essentially amount to 

demands that they monitor everyone who uses their platforms. In short, our well-being depends on some 

intrusion into each other’s privacy, much as citizen-drivers realized a century ago. 

Technological innovation also presents new issues regarding law enforcement that raise difficult questions 

about the tradeoffs between individual security and privacy. Cameras and drones that offer “persistent 

surveillance” are touted to reduce crime. DNA testing has the potential to solve cold cases. For example, in 

the 2012 Supreme Court case Maryland v. King, the defendant was arrested for assault, and when his DNA, 

collected as part of the routine booking procedure, matched a DNA sample from an unrelated, unsolved rape 

case from six years prior, he was convicted for that crime. During oral argument, Justice Samuel Alito 

remarked that the case—the first to challenge DNA collection—was “perhaps the most important criminal 

procedure case that this Court has heard in decades.” The problem of new technologies is not just about 

shielding our personal information, but, more than that, about balancing the social benefits of surveillance 

with its threats to individual privacy. 

In striking this balance, we must consider the specific harms to especially vulnerable groups that, in US 

history, have borne the real costs of surveillance in the name of keeping Americans safe. During the Cold 

War, for example, the FBI’s COINTELPRO spied on and sought to “neutralize” dissenters from the 

established political order said to be a threat to American security, such as members of the Communist Party 

and activists in the civil rights movement, including Martin Luther King, Jr. In more recent echoes of this 

history, after the terrorist attacks on September 11, the police launched a surveillance program against 

innocent Muslim New Yorkers based solely on their religion. Some of the strategies included old-fashioned 

snooping, such as enlisting informants to spy on people, while others involved cameras mounted on light 

poles aimed at places of worship. 

Big data poses another privacy concern, but these dangers do not affect us equally. The life-altering uses of 

big data are more concrete and dire for those caught in the criminal justice system. More jurisdictions now 

rely on “risk assessment” programs to determine an individual’s likelihood of recidivism for bail, sentencing, 

and parole decisions. These programs use algorithms that compile and evaluate all sorts of life facts to try to 

predict a person’s propensity for crime, and this information is used to determine whether that person gets bail 

and how long a sentence he or she will serve. Ostensibly color-blind, these algorithms actually rely on factors 

that not only correlate with race, gender, and class, but also incorporate the criminal justice system’s 

pervasive biases. Once embedded in computer programs, these biases become much more difficult to 

challenge than those of human police, prosecutors, and judges. Big data’s potential to threaten liberty is 

already a dystopian present, not the future, for criminal defendants. 

Just as terrifying as the use of technology to forecast a person’s future crimes is the government’s efforts to 

build a DNA database. Justice Antonin Scalia dissented in Maryland v. King, arguing that gathering DNA 

samples from felony arrestees—from those who had not yet been charged and convicted of a crime—was a 

significant intrusion into their privacy. He pointed out that the Supreme Court’s decision was based on the 

assumption that DNA collection “will not befall thee and me, dear reader, but only those arrested for ‘serious 

offenses.’” Scalia’s indictment explains why more ink has been spilled over the privacy concerns implicated 

in consumer genetic testing than over the everyday privacy violations that are a routine feature of the criminal 

justice system. 

Recent reports from Hong Kong not only highlight the dual nature of surveillance, but also provide a 

cautionary tale. What started in March as demonstrations against an extradition bill have grown into a 

broader, ongoing protest movement for greater democratic rights. As violence escalated, especially after the 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/when-battlefield-surveillance-comes-to-your-town-11564805394
https://www.wsj.com/articles/when-battlefield-surveillance-comes-to-your-town-11564805394
https://www.oyez.org/cases/2012/12-207
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police started removing their identification numbers from their uniforms, demonstrators exposed police 

officers’ identities online as a way to check misconduct. But at the same time, authorities have relied on 

similar tactics, using facial recognition programs to identify protesters and to arrest leaders of the 

demonstrations. Surveillance technologies can keep officials accountable, but authoritarian governments can 

also use them to suppress dissent. 

The health of our democracy depends on a vigorous debate about when and how the government can use 

technology, and these debates must include participation from all parts of society. Take, for instance, facial 

recognition software, which will, in all likelihood, become a standard feature of police surveillance tools in 

the United States in the near future. It’s difficult to argue against aiding law enforcement in identifying 

criminals and exonerating innocent suspects. In fact, many early proponents of using facial recognition 

software, aside from law enforcement, came from minority and poor neighborhoods that were experiencing 

rising rates of violent crime. But facial recognition technology encountered significant pushback when it 

became evident that the software was highly inaccurate in identifying women and people of color. A new bill 

in New York would prohibit the use of such technology in federally funded public housing, and just this 

week, California Governor Gavin Newsom signed The Body Camera Accountability Act, which bans facial 

recognition capabilities on police body cams in California. 

The goal of a democratic society should not be to stifle technological innovation, but to constantly reassess 

how we, as a society, will use these technologies. Under what circumstances can the police use cameras and 

facial recognition programs responsibly? How can the government ensure our security online without policing 

free speech? What ought to be the limits on law enforcement’s use of DNA to solve crimes? Which factors 

can the justice system use to determine pretrial detention, punishment, and probation? 

In answering these difficult questions, we must give special attention to the ways that technology has 

historically and disproportionately affected political dissidents, minorities, and the poor. The history of 

policing and the automobile suggests that in the hands of human actors, technology tends to replicate the 

kinds of injustice and inequality that already exist in society. This is precisely why the struggle for equality is 

crucial to safeguard the privacy and civil rights of all, especially when new technologies are setting up 

another revolution in policing. In fact, we must treat the two goals as one and the same. 

 

https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/10/12/what-cars-can-teach-us-about-new-policing-technologies/  

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/26/technology/hong-kong-protests-facial-recognition-surveillance.html
https://nacdl.informz.net/informzdataservice/onlineversion/ind/bWFpbGluZ2luc3RhbmNlaWQ9NzY0ODYxNyZzdWJzY3JpYmVyaWQ9OTMzNDAwMzI0
https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/10/12/what-cars-can-teach-us-about-new-policing-technologies/
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The Stunning Astronomical Beadwork of Native Artist Margaret Nazon 

Celestial splendor bridging ancient tradition and modern science. 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

“I wonder that I have so long been insensible to this charm in the skies, the tints of the different stars are so 

delicate in their variety,” the trailblazing astronomer Maria Mitchell marveled in her journal when she first 

learned to notice the different hues of the stars, almost transgressively delightful to a woman who had grown 

up in the Quaker tradition with its customary ban on color. To the suddenly awestruck Mitchell, the stars 

appeared like “a collection of precious stones” or colorful beads. How she would have relished the celestial 

beadwork of Native artist Margaret Nazon. 

Margaret Nazon: Milky Way Starry Night. (Collection of the Prince of Wales Northern Heritage Centre; 

image via Glenbow.) 

More than a century after Mitchell’s contemporary Ellen Harding Baker embroidered her stunning Solar 

System quilt to use as an astronomy teaching tool in an era when women had almost no access to formal 

education in science, and a generation after the great astrophysicist Cecilia Payne, who discovered the 

chemical composition of the universe, embroidered her supernova, Nazon began beading celestial objects 

after her partner showed her photographs of the Hubble Space Telescope in 2009 — those now-iconic images 

that have inspired some of our greatest poets and enchanted the popular imagination like no other visual 

document of science. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/maria-mitchell/
http://nomaddesigns.yolasite.com/about-the-artist.php
https://glenbow.blog/margaret-nazon/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/12/06/ellen-harding-baker-solar-system-quilt/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/12/06/ellen-harding-baker-solar-system-quilt/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/10/cecilia-payne-supernova-needlepoint/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/04/26/amanda-palmer-hubble-photographs-adrienne-rich/
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Margaret Nazon: Saturn. 

Against the black velvet of pure spacetime, Nazon’s intricate beadwork reaches across abstraction, across 

incomprehensible expanses, to make galaxies, nebulae, and constellations tangible; to render the wilderness of 

an impartial universe domesticated and personable. Galaxies millions of lightyears away, hundreds of 

lightyears wide, become intimate emissaries of spacetime on her 25×25-inch beaded canvases. 
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Tadpole Galaxy, 420 million lightyears from Earth. Top: Hubble Space Telescope. Bottom: Margaret Nazon. 
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Margaret Nazon: Old Star Gives Up Ghost. (Collection of the Prince of Wales Northern Heritage Centre.) 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 507  january 2020 
 

 

118 

 

Bright Lights, Green City. Top: NASA composite of data from the Spitzer Space Telescope and the Two 

Micron All Sky Survey. Bottom: Margaret Nazon.
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Tarantula Nebula, 160,000 lightyears away from Earth. Top: Hubble Space Telescope. Bottom: Margaret 

Nazon.
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Margaret Nazon: Tarantula Nebula, detail. (Collection of Prince of Wales Northern Heritage Centre.) 

A member of the small First Nations community of Gwich’in, Nazon grew up on the banks of the Mackenzie 

River in Canada’s Northwestern Territories, steeped in a crafts tradition. She started beading at age 10. The 

early decorative flowers that began on moccasins and clothing eventually blossomed, half a century later, into 

the dazzling objects of deep space, rendered using a variety of beading techniques and bead sizes to create a 

beguiling three-dimensional tactility. 
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Margaret Nazon, beadwork detail. 

Nazon begins beading before dawn and often works all day, taking only short breaks between sessions, 

beading to the sound of classical music and jazz — Billie Holiday is a favorite. Her largest work, a triptych of 

the Andromeda Galaxy, took her some 200 hours. 

https://glenbow.blog/margaret-nazon/
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Margaret Nazon: Milky Way spiral galaxy. (Collection of Prince of Wales Northern Heritage Centre; image 

via Robert Thrisk.) 

Nazon marries integrity of representation with artistic interpretation, sometimes deliberately straying from the 

colors captured by the Hubble toward her favorite combination: blue and yellow, colors she associates with 

happiness and beauty. 

http://robertthirsk.ca/2018/10/19/the-spirit-of-innovation/
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Mask Galaxy. Top: Hubble Space Telescope. Bottom: Margaret Nazon. 
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With no background in science and only a rudimentary understanding of the astronomy she embroiders, her 

work celebrates not the cerebral but the spiritual allure of the cosmos — the way it beckons to the most 

elemental part of us, the part that possessed Ptolemy to scribble in the margins of his notebook two millennia 

ago: “I know that I am mortal by nature and ephemeral, but when I trace at my pleasure the windings to and 

fro of the heavenly bodies… I stand in the presence of Zeus himself and take my fill of ambrosia.” 

Complement with the stunning celestial art of the self-taught 17th-century German astronomer and artist 

Maria Clara Eimmart, then revisit U.S. Poet Laureate Tracy K. Smith’s ode to the Hubble Space Telescope, 

on which her father worked as one of NASA’s first black engineers, and this Hubble classic composed by 

Adrienne Rich a generation earlier. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/08/margaret-nazon-celestial-

beadwork/?mc_cid=a71d28cbe3&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/10/10/a-private-history-of-happiness/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/10/10/a-private-history-of-happiness/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/01/06/maria-clara-eimmart/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/12/tracy-k-smith-life-on-mars/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/04/26/amanda-palmer-hubble-photographs-adrienne-rich/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/08/margaret-nazon-celestial-beadwork/?mc_cid=a71d28cbe3&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/08/margaret-nazon-celestial-beadwork/?mc_cid=a71d28cbe3&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Nanomesh has a golden touch for killing bacteria 

By Ben Coxworth 

 

PhD Student Melanie Fuller with a piece of the nanomesh, which was tested with the antibiotics Colistin and 

Vancomycin 

Flinders University 

VIEW 1 IMAGES 

By precisely targeting the delivery of antibiotics to where they're needed most, smaller amounts of them need 

to be administered. This means fewer side effects, along with a reduced likelihood of bacteria developing a 

resistance to the drugs. With these facts in mind, a new gold-doped nanomesh has been designed as an 

alternative to pills or needles. 

The material, which was created via a collaboration between scientists at Australia's Flinders University and 

Japan's National Institute for Materials Science, is intended to be applied or implanted at infection sites. It's 

made of a biocompatible, biodegradable polymer known as polycaprolactone, to which antibiotics and 

electrically-charged gold nanoparticles are added while it's still in a liquid state. 

https://newatlas.com/author/ben-coxworth/
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The actual mesh is formed via an electrospinning process, in which the liquid polymer is extruded from a 

syringe through a needle, passing through a high-voltage electrical field before forming into tiny fibers on an 

aluminum foil substrate. That collection of fibers is then peeled off the foil, and dried in a vacuum. 

In lab tests, discs of the mesh were placed in petri dishes containing populations of harmful E. coli bacteria. 

Over a 14-day period, the antibiotics were gradually released from the mesh as it degraded, killing the 

microbes. 

In cases where the gold nanoparticles were positively charged, they helped by damaging bacterial membranes. 

That said, it was found that negatively-charged nanoparticles caused certain antibiotics to migrate toward the 

center of the fibers, thus prolonging the release period. Either way, the material shows promise. 

"Although the dosage is reduced compared to an oral dosage, the concentration of antibiotics delivered to the 

infection site can still be higher, ensuring the bacteria cannot survive which will reduce instances of 

resistance," says Flinders' Assoc. Prof. Ingo Koeper. "This research, as a proof of concept, suggests an 

opportunity for fabricating nanomeshes which contain gold nanoparticles as a drug treatment." 

A paper on the study was recently published in the journal RSC Advances. 

Source: Flinders University via EurekAlert 
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GenomeWeb, 2018 

Ben Coxworth 

Based out of Edmonton, Canada, Ben Coxworth has been writing for New Atlas since 2009 and is presently 

Managing Editor for North America. An experienced freelance writer, he previously obtained an English BA 

from the University of Saskatchewan, then spent over 20 years working in various markets as a television 

reporter, producer and news videographer. Ben is particularly interested in scientific innovation, human-

powered transportation, and the marine environment. 

 

https://newatlas.com/medical/antibacterial-gold-nanomesh/  

https://newatlas.com/author/ben-coxworth/
https://newatlas.com/medical/antibacterial-gold-nanomesh/
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Evidence of behavioral, biological similarities between compulsive overeating and addiction 

Boston University School of Medicine 

Summary: 

Does yo-yo dieting drive compulsive eating? There may be a connection. According to researchers the 

chronic cyclic pattern of overeating followed by undereating, reduces the brain's ability to feel reward and 

may drive compulsive eating. This finding suggests that future research into treatment of compulsive eating 

behavior should focus on rebalancing the mesolimbic dopamine system -- the part of the brain responsible for 

feeling reward or pleasure. 

 

Does yo-yo dieting drive compulsive eating? There may be a connection. 

According to Boston University School of Medicine (BUSM) researchers the chronic cyclic pattern of 

overeating followed by undereating, reduces the brain's ability to feel reward and may drive compulsive 

eating. This finding suggests that future research into treatment of compulsive eating behavior should focus 

on rebalancing the mesolimbic dopamine system -- the part of the brain responsible for feeling reward or 

pleasure. 

An estimated 15 million people compulsively eat in the U.S. It is a common feature of obesity and eating 

disorders, most notably, binge eating disorder. People often overeat because it is pleasurable in the short term, 

but then attempt to compensate by dieting, reducing calorie intake and limiting themselves to "safe," less 

palatable food. However, diets often fail, causing frequent "relapse" to overeating of foods high in fat and 

sugar (palatable foods). 

"We are just now beginning to understand the addictive-like properties of food and how repeated 

overconsumption of high sugar -- similar to taking drugs -- may affect our brains and cause compulsive 

behaviors," said corresponding author Pietro Cottone, PhD, associate professor of pharmacology & 

experimental therapeutics at BUSM and co-director of the Laboratory of Addictive Disorders. 

In order to better understand compulsive and uncontrollable eating, Cottone and his team performed a series 

of experiments on two experimental models: one group received a high sugar chocolate-flavored diet for two 

days each week and a standard control diet the remaining days of the week (cycled group), while the other 

group, received the control diet all of the time (control group). 

The group that cycled between the palatable food and the less palatable, spontaneously developed 

compulsive, binge eating on the sweet food and refused to eat regular food. Both groups were then injected 

with a psychostimulant amphetamine, a drug that releases dopamine and produces reward, and their behavior 

in a battery of behavioral tests was then observed. 

While the control group predictably became very hyperactive after receiving amphetamine, the cycled group 

did not. Furthermore, in a test of the conditioning properties of amphetamine, the control group was attracted 

to environments where they previously received amphetamine, whereas the cycled group were not. Finally, 
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when measuring the effects of amphetamine while directly stimulating the brain reward circuit, the control 

group was responsive to amphetamine, while the cycled group was not. 

After investigating the biochemical and molecular properties of the mesolimbic dopamine system of both 

groups, the researchers determined that the cycled group had less dopamine overall, released less dopamine in 

response to amphetamine and had dysfunctional dopamine transporters (protein that carries dopamine back 

into brain cells) due to deficits in their mesolimbic dopamine system. 

"We found that the cycled group display similar behavioral and neurobiological changes observed in drug 

addiction: specifically, a "crash" in the brain reward system," explained Cottone. "This study adds to our 

understanding of the neurobiology of compulsive eating behavior. Compulsive eating may derive from the 

reduced ability to feel reward. These findings also provide support to the theory that compulsive eating has 

similarities to drug addiction." 

"Our data suggest that a chronic cyclic pattern of overeating will reduce the brain's ability to feel reward -- 

feeling satiated. This results in a vicious circle, where diminished reward sensitivity may in turn be driving 

further compulsive eating," said lead author Catherine (Cassie) Moore, PhD, former graduate student in the 

Laboratory of Addictive Disorders at BUSM. 

The researchers hope these findings spark new avenues of research into compulsive eating that will lead to 

more effective treatments for obesity and eating disorders. 

 

Story Source: 

Materials provided by Boston University School of Medicine. Note: Content may be edited for style and 

length. 

 

Journal Reference: 

1. Catherine F. Moore, Michael Z. Leonard, Nicholas M. Micovic, Klaus A. Miczek, Valentina Sabino, 

Pietro Cottone. Reward sensitivity deficits in a rat model of compulsive eating 

behavior. Neuropsychopharmacology, 2019; DOI: 10.1038/s41386-019-0550-1 

 

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/10/191017125240.htm 
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Into the great unknown: Voyager, an epic journey to interstellar space 

By Nick Lavars 

 

Artist's concept of Voyager 1 

VIEW 27 IMAGES 

From Fukushima to the darkest corners of the ocean, robots built for extreme environments and an appetite 

for discovery continue to enlighten our understanding of places too dangerous to tread. Those launched into 

deep space may be the most daring examples, continually pushing the limits of human ingenuity and 

expanding our understanding of the universe. In this series New Atlas profiles space probes, both past and 

present, tasked with pushing the boundaries of science by leading us into the great unknown. This week: the 

Voyager mission, humankind’s most epic astronomical adventure to date. 

If you are a space agency hoping to visit the planets of our solar system, there may be no better time to do it 

than when the orbits of Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, Neptune and Pluto bring them into a tight and neat formation. 

This rare planetary alignment occurs only once every 175 years, and as NASA embarked on a new chapter of 

space exploration under President Richard Nixon in the 1970s, it was presented with a unique opportunity. 

https://newatlas.com/author/nick-lavars/
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Occurring for the first time since the year 1800, the rare planetary alignment to take place that decade would 

enable NASA to visit all of Saturn, Uranus, Neptune and Jupiter with a single spacecraft, by using the planets’ 

gravity to slingshot between each of them, burning minimal propellant in the process. Or so it hoped. In the 

end, the budget didn’t allow for this US$1-billion “Planetary Grand Tour,” with the US instead settling on a 

more humble five-year mission to intensively study Saturn and Jupiter. 

 

Engineers testing Voyager in 1976 

NASA / JPL CALTECH 

https://newatlas.com/space/into-great-unknown-voyager-interstellar-space/#gallery:17
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But NASA’s engineers, clever and ambitious as they were, went to some lengths to equip the spacecraft to 

travel much, much further. In addition, they opted for a flight path that would allow the spacecraft to continue 

onward to Uranus and Neptune, and even towards the edges of the solar system, if required to do so. 

Launched in August and September of 1977, the twin Voyager probes carrying identical scientific payloads 

soon returned their first images from Jupiter, painting us a vivid picture of orbital rings, a volatile Great Red 

Spot and moons dotted with active volcanoes. Another intensive flyby followed, this time of Saturn and its 

big moon Titan. This was our first real look at Saturn and its magnificent ring system, with the spacecraft 

identifying four new moons and revealing an atmosphere made up almost entirely of hydrogen and helium. 

 

Voyager 2 approaching Saturn in mid 1981 

https://newatlas.com/space/into-great-unknown-voyager-interstellar-space/#gallery:7
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NASA 

Voyager 1 and Voyager 2 went their different ways at this point. Voyager 1 carried out a close flyby of Titan 

to find a body shrouded in smog and then continued on towards interstellar space. Voyager 2, meanwhile, was 

given the green light to continue on to Uranus, where it captured detailed photos and insights of its moons, 

magnetic field and rings. 

Neptune was Voyager 2’s next stop, flying past in 1989 to capture stunning images of the cold, dark world 

and finding icy geysers spewing material from the surface of its frozen moon Triton. Voyager 2’s flybys of 

Neptune and Uranus remain our only visits to these planets to date. 

 

Voyager says goodbye to Neptune in 1996 

NASA 

https://newatlas.com/space/into-great-unknown-voyager-interstellar-space/#gallery:13
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At this point, with Voyager 2 skimming past Neptune and joining Voyager 1 on an intrepid, albeit different, 

trajectory towards interstellar space, the mission had far exceeded the official expectations of NASA, but not 

the hopes and dreams of the people behind it. From here, the intrepid spacecraft took on a new mission, to 

peer beyond the solar system’s outer planets to investigate the reach of the Sun’s influence. 

But not before snapping one of the most iconic space photographs of all time, as instructed by famed 

astronomer Carl Sagan. As Voyager 1 moved beyond the orbit of Neptune, the probe turned its camera 

towards the starting point of its journey to photograph our home planet from a distance of around six billion 

km (3.7 billion mi), an image that came to be known as the Pale Blue Dot. 

 

Voyager 1's iconic pale blue dot, with Earth featured as a tiny spec in the light band on the right of the image 

NASA, JPL 

Then renamed the Voyager Interstellar Mission, this new chapter in space exploration’s longest story focused 

on the fringes of the bubble encasing our solar system known as the heliosphere. The Sun at the center of this 

bubble generates magnetic fields and solar winds, with protons and electrons streaming outward from our star 

until they collide with the crushing pressures of interstellar space. 

https://newatlas.com/space/into-great-unknown-voyager-interstellar-space/#gallery:25
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Artist's concept of the two Voyager spacecraft in the heliosheath (Image: NASA) 

This meeting point, the boundary of the heliosphere, is known as the heliopause, and nobody knew exactly 

where it lay until the trailblazing Voyager probes moved through the area. Here they found the solar winds 

slowing from a million mph (1.6 million km/h) to a gentle 250,000 mph (400,000 km/h) as the Sun’s 

influence began to weaken and different conditions began to take hold. 

In August of 2012, 35 years after it was launched, Voyager 1 passed though the heliopause and entered 

interstellar space, becoming the first human-made object to do so. As it did, it relayed readings of huge spikes 

in interstellar cosmic rays and a huge dip in solar rays, though a negligible change in the magnetic field 

presented scientists with a curveball and suggested the heliopause was far more complex than we thought. 

Then, in December of 2018, Voyager 2 joined its sibling in interstellar space, around 11 billion miles (18 

billion km) from Earth. Though second to the punch, Voyager 2 may prove more fruitful to scientists because 

its Plasma Science Experiment is still functional, while Voyager’s failed way back in 1980. This instrument 

gathers data on the electric current of solar winds to deduce their speed, density, temperature and pressure, 

with its readings indicating a sharp decline as it exited the heliopause. 

https://newatlas.com/voyager-leaves-solar-system/29058/
https://newatlas.com/voyager-leaves-solar-system/29058/
https://newatlas.com/nasa-voyager-2-solar-system-interstellar-space/57594/
https://newatlas.com/space/into-great-unknown-voyager-interstellar-space/#gallery:26
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Artist's Concept of Voyager in flight (Image: NASA/JPL) 

Here, beyond the Sun’s influence, the Voyager probes are unable to draw on solar power, and instead use 

radiothermal generators powered by plugs of plutonium fuel. These play a crucial role in keeping their 

electronics from freezing up in the bleak harshness of interstellar space, and keeping their instruments in 

working order. 

Earlier this year, NASA began the process of switching off the heating implements for various instruments 

aboard the Voyager probes to ration out what’s left of the plutonium fuel stocks. The radiothermal generators 

are depleting at a rate of four watts each year and are currently operating at around 60 percent of their original 

output. 

https://newatlas.com/nasa-deep-space-voyager-life-extend/60480/
https://newatlas.com/space/into-great-unknown-voyager-interstellar-space/#gallery:27
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At this rate, they are expected to cease working entirely around 2025, so NASA is intent on squeezing every 

last bit of interstellar science out of them that it can. This will come via the cosmic ray, plasma, magnetometer 

and low-energy charged particle instruments that continue to collect invaluable data. 

But the trajectories of the Voyager probes will draw them further and further away, long after its fuel stocks 

are depleted. In around 300 years, Voyager 1 is expected to reach the mysterious Oort cloud, a massive 

bubble of icy debris generally acknowledged as the edge of the solar system. Voyager 2, meanwhile, will 

reach the brightest star in our sky, Sirius, in about 296,000 years. 

So it might be 42 years in, but in a way, the Voyager journey is just beginning. 

In next week's edition of "Into the great unknown" we look at Rosetta, the first mission ever to orbit and land 

on a comet. For more on pioneering space probes, check out previous instalments from the series. 

 Cassini, a bold mission to study Saturn 

 The Soviet Union's Venera probes 

 The NASA Parker Solar Probe 

We recommend 

1. Empiema 

BMJ Best Practice 

2. Osteoartritis 

BMJ Best Practice 

3. Derrame pleural 

BMJ Best Practice 

1. Nocardiosis 

BMJ Best Practice 

2. Miastenia grave 

BMJ Best Practice 

3. Síndrome de dificultad respiratoria aguda 

https://newatlas.com/space/into-the-great-unknown-cassini-orbit-saturn/
https://newatlas.com/space/space-exploration-soviet-union-venera-7-probe/
https://newatlas.com/space/space-exploration-parker-solar-probe/
https://bestpractice.bmj.com/topics/es-es/1008?utm_term=latin&utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=bp&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://bestpractice.bmj.com/topics/es-es/192?utm_term=latin&utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=bp&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://bestpractice.bmj.com/topics/es-es/287?utm_term=latin&utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=bp&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://bestpractice.bmj.com/topics/es-es/919?utm_term=latin&utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=bp&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://bestpractice.bmj.com/topics/es-es/238?utm_term=latin&utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=bp&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://bestpractice.bmj.com/topics/es-es/374?utm_term=latin&utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=bp&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
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BMJ Best Practice 

Nick Lavars 

Nick has been writing and editing at New Atlas for over five years, where he has covered everything from 

distant space probes to self-driving cars to oddball animal science, and everything in between. He previously 

spent time at The Conversation, Mashable and The Santiago Times, earning a Masters degree in 

communications from Melbourne’s RMIT University along the way. When not tapping away at his desk, you 

might find him traveling the world in search of the weird and wonderful. Failing that, he’ll probably be 

watching sport. 

 

https://newatlas.com/space/into-great-unknown-voyager-interstellar-space/  

https://newatlas.com/author/nick-lavars/
https://newatlas.com/space/into-great-unknown-voyager-interstellar-space/
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The Universe in Verse: Bill T. Jones Performs Poet Ross Gay’s Ode to Our Highest Human 

Potentialities 

“…scream and scream and scream until you break the back of one injustice…” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“Before I was born out of my mother, generations guided me,” Walt Whitman wrote in Song of Myself, 

envisioning his unborn self as the product of myriad potentialities converging since the dawn of time — “the 

nebula cohered to an orb” and “the long, slow strata piled” to make it possible. 

A century and a half after Whitman, Ross Gay — another poet of uncommon sensitivity to our shared 

longings and largehearted wonderment at the universe in its manifold expressions — inverted the generational 

telescope and considered the future potentialities contained in his own self in his “Poem to My Child, If Ever 

You Shall Be,” found in his altogether magnificent 2011 collection Bringing the Shovel Down (public 

library). An act of imaginative projection, the poem is concerned not with the biological question of what 

makes a life — on that, I stand with Italo Calvino — but with the existential question of what makes life 

worth living: love, kindness, the devotion to justice, the unselfconscious surrender to joy, the willingness to 

do the difficult, delicate work of rising to our highest human potential. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/13/walt-whitman-song-of-myself-animated/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0822961350/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/bringing-the-shovel-down/oclc/672475353&referer=brief_results
https://www.worldcat.org/title/bringing-the-shovel-down/oclc/672475353&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/06/03/italo-calvino-on-abortion-and-the-meaning-of-life/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0822961350/braipick-20
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Bill T. Jones at the 2019 Universe in Verse. (Photograph: Maria Popova.) 

Legendary choreographer and New York Live Arts artistic director Bill T. Jones, subject of the inspiring 

forthcoming documentary Can You Bring It: Bill T. Jones and D-Man in the Waters, stole the show with his 

electrifying performance of Gay’s poem at the third annual Universe in Verse — please enjoy: 

https://newyorklivearts.org/team/bill-t-jones/
https://www.d-mandocumentary.com/#home-section
https://www.brainpickings.org/the-universe-in-verse/
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POEM TO MY CHILD, IF EVER YOU SHALL BE 

by Ross Gay 

       —after Steve Scafidi 

The way the universe sat waiting to become, 

quietly, in the nether of space and time, 

you too remain some cellular snuggle 

dangling between my legs, curled in the warm 

swim of my mostly quietest self. If you come to be — 

And who knows? — I wonder, little bubble 

of unbudded capillaries, little one ever aswirl 

in my vascular galaxies, what would you think 

of this world which turns itself steadily 

into an oblivion that hurts, and hurts bad? 

Would you curse me my careless caressing you 

into this world or would you rise up 

and, mustering all your strength into that tiny throat 

which one day, no doubt, would grow big and strong, 

scream and scream and scream until you break the back of one injustice, 

or at least get to your knees to kiss back to life 

some roadkill? I have so many questions for you, 

for you are closer to me than anyone 

has ever been, tumbling, as you are, this second, 

through my heart’s every chamber, your teeny mouth 

singing along with the half-broke workhorse’s steady boom and gasp. 

And since we’re talking today I should tell you, 

though I know you sneak a peek sometimes 

through your father’s eyes, it’s a glorious day, 

and there are millions of leaves collecting against the curbs, 

and they’re the most delicate shade of gold 
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we’ve ever seen and must favor the transparent 

wings of the angels you’re swimming with, little angel. 

And as to your mother — well, I don’t know — 

but my guess is that lilac bursts from her throat 

and she is both honeybee and wasp and some kind of moan to boot 

and probably she dances in the morning — 

but who knows? You’ll swim beneath that bridge if it comes. 

For now let me tell you about the bush called honeysuckle 

that the sad call a weed, and how you could push your little 

sun-licked face into the throngs and breathe and breathe. 

Sweetness would be your name, and you would wonder why 

four of your teeth are so sharp, and the tiny mountain range 

of your knuckles so hard. And you would throw back your head 

and open your mouth at the cows lowing their human songs 

in the field, and the pigs swimming in shit and clover, 

and everything on this earth, little dreamer, little dreamer 

of the new world, holy, every rain drop and sand grain and blade 

of grass worthy of gasp and joy and love, tiny shaman, 

tiny blood thrust, tiny trillion cells trilling and trilling, 

little dreamer, little hard hat, little heartbeat, 

little best of me. 

Complement with Maya Angelou’s letter to the daughter she never had and this lovely French picture-

book imagining a better world from the perspective of a yet-unborn child, then revisit other highlights 

from The Universe in Verse: astrophysicist Janna Levin reading Angelou’s “A Brave and Startling 

Truth,” Regina Spektor reading “Theories of Everything” by astronomer and poet Rebecca Elson, Amanda 

Palmer reading Neil Gaiman’s tribute to Rachel Carson, poet Marie Howe reading her tribute to Stephen 

Hawking, and Rosanne Cash reading Adrienne Rich’s tribute to Marie Curie. 

If you are, or would like to place yourself, in New York City on October 26, join me for The Astronomy of 

Walt Whitman — a very special pop-up edition of The Universe in Verse, celebrating Whitman’s bicentennial 

and the endeavor to build the city’s first public observatory. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/10/bill-t-jones-universe-in-

verse/?mc_cid=a71d28cbe3&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/08/16/maya-angelou-letter-to-my-daughter-home/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/29/what-if-tallec-lenain/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/29/what-if-tallec-lenain/
https://www.brainpickings.org/the-universe-in-verse/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/09/a-brave-and-startling-truth-maya-angelou/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/09/a-brave-and-startling-truth-maya-angelou/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/04/29/regina-spektor-reads-rebecca-elson/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/02/07/after-silence-neil-gaiman-rachel-carson/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/22/singularity-marie-howe-stephen-hawking
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/22/singularity-marie-howe-stephen-hawking
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/02/rosanne-cash-adrienne-rich-marie-curie/
https://www.brainpickings.org/live/
https://www.brainpickings.org/live/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/10/bill-t-jones-universe-in-verse/?mc_cid=a71d28cbe3&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/10/bill-t-jones-universe-in-verse/?mc_cid=a71d28cbe3&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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How sounds can help you solve problems in your sleep 

By Rich Haridy 

 

When sound cues attached to difficult puzzles were played to participants while they slept, they were more 

likely to successfully solve that puzzle the next morning 

lightpoet/Depositphotos 

VIEW 1 IMAGES 

For centuries an old adage has suggested sleeping on a particularly confounding problem can miraculously 

result in a solution appearing in the morning. Albert Einstein was allegedly a huge advocate of sleep 

solutions, not only getting a big ten-hour stretch every night but also promoting the idea of short naps 

scattered throughout the day. 

“It is a common experience that a problem difficult at night is resolved in the morning after the committee of 

sleep has worked on it,” the author John Steinbeck was famously quoted as saying. 

https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://depositphotos.com/234562064/stock-photo-beautiful-young-woman-sleeping-bed.html
https://www.inquisitr.com/1754670/albert-einstein-among-other-great-minds-proved-the-efficacy-of-micro-naps/
https://www.amazon.com.au/Committee-Sleep-Scientists-Athletes-Solving-ebook/dp/B013CTLRSE
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Scientists know that sleep is important for maintaining optimum cognitive functioning. Alongside benefiting 

physical and brain health, sleep is thought to play an fundamental role in how we retain new information. This 

process is generally referred to as memory consolidation, where we essentially sort all the information 

gathered during our waking day and file it into higher cortical centers. 

More specific research has tried to ascertain whether sleep does empirically improve problem solving 

performance, and the results have mostly confirmed the old adage. Incubating a problem during sleep can 

increase the chances of finding a solution, especially in the face of difficult problems. 

“We know that people rehearse or ‘consolidate’ memories during sleep, strengthening and reorganizing 

them,” says Kristin Sanders, first author on the new research from Northwestern University. “It’s also known 

that this natural process can be boosted by playing sounds associated with the information being rehearsed.” 

The researchers on the new study wondered whether certain sound cues could be used to improve our ability 

to solve problems while we sleep. To test the hypothesis a number of subjects were tasked with solving 

puzzles associated with individual sound cues. Once each subject failed to solve six puzzles they were sent 

home with a portable electroencephalogram sleep monitoring and cuing system. 

The device was set to detect when the subject enters slow-wave sleep, and once in the desired sleep phase, 

three of the six unique cue sounds were played, corresponding with the puzzles the subject had failed to solve. 

The next day each participant returned to the lab to try and solve the six puzzles they failed to solve the prior 

evening. 

The remarkable results revealed the subjects solving significantly more of the puzzles that had been sound 

cued overnight, compared to the puzzles without overnight cues. In fact, 55 percent more puzzles were solved 

if the subject had its corresponding sound played overnight while they slept. 

“This study provides yet more evidence that brain processing during sleep is helpful to daytime cognition,” 

says Mark Beeman, senior author on the study. “In this case, if you want to solve problems or make the best 

decisions, better to sleep on it than to be on Twitter at 3 a.m.” 

The study raises plenty of novel questions that will hopefully be resolved by future research. It is unclear, for 

example, whether slow wave sleep is the most effective sleep phase to administer these kinds of sound cues. It 

is hypothesized that spreading the timing of sound cues between slow wave and REM sleep phases may 

enhance creative problem solving results. 

It is also unclear exactly what is occurring in the brain that leads to sleep delivering these kinds of problem 

solving results. Interestingly, the study found that the overnight sound cues did not specifically improve the 

subjects’ ability to recall puzzle details. So, while the overnight cues amplified some problem solving 

abilities, they didn’t directly enhance a memory imprint of certain puzzle details. Beeman suggests this means 

sleep is more about reorganizing knowledge than coming up with new or novel information. 

“For example, no matter how much sleep I get, I’m not going to suddenly figure out black holes or find a cure 

for a rare disease, because I don’t have the necessary background knowledge,” says Beeman. “However, if 

you’ve studied a problem thoroughly and are still stuck, thinking about it during a good night’s sleep may be 

just the trick.” 

https://newatlas.com/revolutions-science-sleep/58775/
https://newatlas.com/auditory-sleep-learning-study/50841/
https://theconversation.com/how-we-showed-sleeping-on-it-really-is-the-best-way-to-solve-a-problem-45075
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23055117
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The new research was published in the journal Psychological Science. 

Source: Northwestern Now 
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Signatures of microlensing in gravitational waves 

DIPC October 17, 2019 

The European Space Agency’s Faint Object Camera on board NASA’s Hubble Space Telescope has provided 

astronomers with the most detailed image ever taken of the gravitational lens G2237 + 0305 — sometimes 

referred to as the Einstein Cross. The photograph shows four images of a very distant quasar which has been 

multiple-imaged by a relatively nearby galaxy acting as a gravitational lens. The angular separation between 

the upper and lower images is 1.6 arcseconds. Source: NASA/ESA/STScl via Wikimedia Commons 

https://mappingignorance.org/author/dipc/
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There is a variety of predictions from the general theory of relativity. And usually they are treated in the 

popular imagination somehow independently. This would be the case of gravitational waves and gravitational 

lenses, but in reality nothing prevent them to combine, even at a ‘micro’ level. 

A gravitational lens is any object that deflects light by gravitation as described by the general theory of 

relativity; it is analogous to a lens in optics. The prediction of a gravitational lensing effect was confirmed 

repeatedly in observations on quasars. In 1979 an apparently double quasar was discovered, due to the 

multiple image of a single quasar caused by gravitational lensing by a galaxy, or cluster of galaxies, along the 

line of sight between the observer and the quasar. 

Gravitational waves are the result of the prediction that an accelerating mass would lose energy in the form of 

radiated waves that propagate through a gravitational field. Gravitational-wave astronomy has recently 

become a reality with the first detection of gravitational waves (GW) by the Laser Interferometer 

Gravitational-Wave Observatory (LIGO) and Virgo ground-based interferometers. At least eleven events have 

been reported to date by the LIGO and Virgo detectors, and this number will quickly increase to tens of 

events in the coming years. 

Some of these events may correspond to gravitationally lensed events with magnification factors ranging from 

a few tens to a few hundreds. 

The most likely lenses for such events would be massive galaxies or galaxy clusters. But, on the other 

extreme of the lens mass regime, compact objects with masses of a few hundreds to a few tens solar masses 

can also act as lenses. In this case, the geometric optics limit is not valid since the Schwarszchild radius of the 

lens is comparable to the wavelength of the wave. For these relatively low masses, the lensing eff ect has a 

modest impact on the average magnification, but it can introduce a frequency dependence on the 

magnification. 

These microlenses are often considered as isolated point sources, something only valid for sources within our 

galaxy, when, typically, they are always embedded in the potential of the macrolens (galaxy or cluster) they 

belong to. The e ffect of the macromodel can not be ignored as it can have a significant impact on the 

observed lensing signal. 

If the time delay between two lensed waves is of the order of the inverse of the frequency of the GW, both 

waves interfere and the observed signal could show this interference. Now, a team of researchers 

explores 1 the regime of GWs magnified by a macromodel in the presence of microlenses with stellar masses. 

They show how, under certain circumstances and for realistic scenarios, a population of microlenses (for 

instance stars and remnants from a galaxy halo or from the intracluster medium) embedded in a macromodel 

potential (galaxy or cluster) can conspire together to produce time delays of the order of one millisecond, 

which would produce significant interference distortions in the observed strains. This is the first study that 

explores the e ffect of a realistic population of microlenses, including a macromodel, on strongly lensed 

gravitational waves. 

At sufficiently large magnification factors (of several hundred), microlensing e ffects should be common in 

gravitationally lensed gravitational waves. The researchers explored the regime where the predicted signal 

falls in the frequency range probed by LIGO/Virgo and found that stellar mass microlenses, permeating the 

lens plane, and near critical curves, can introduce interference distortions in strongly lensed gravitational 

waves. Lensed events with negative parity, or saddle points (which have never before been studied in the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Schwarzschild_radius
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/17/signatures-of-microlensing-in-gravitational-waves/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6312-1
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context of gravitational waves), and that take place near caustics of macromodels, are more likely to produce 

measurable interference e ffects at LIGO/Virgo frequencies. 

An interesting application of lensing of GWs is using the time delay in the context of multimessenger 

astrophysics. These time delays induced by gravitational lensing of gravitational waves in unison with their 

electromagnetic counterpart could be used to constrain the cosmological models (for instance by setting 

bounds on the total neutrino mass). 

Author: César Tomé López is a science writer and the editor of Mapping Ignorance 

Disclaimer: Parts of this article may have been copied verbatim or almost verbatim from the referenced 

research paper. 
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Cancer immunotherapy boosted by two new Yale studies 

By Michael Irving 

 

Two new studies in mice have shown promising advances in strengthening the body's immune system to help 

fight cancer 

Andreus/Depositphotos 

VIEW 1 IMAGES 

Cancer is fast becoming the leading cause of death in many countries, and that’s largely due to its ability to 

evade the attention of the immune system. One of the most promising types of treatment involves finding 

ways to boost the immune system’s response to the presence of cancer, and now two new mouse studies out 

of Yale University are reporting breakthroughs in this area. 

The human immune system is an incredibly powerful tool, keeping constant watch over the entire body for 

anything that might cause trouble. But cancer is crafty, and uses a range of techniques to hide from the ever-

vigilant T cells, the foot soldiers of the immune system. 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://depositphotos.com/10051984/stock-photo-t-cells.html
https://newatlas.com/health-wellbeing/cancer-leading-cause-death-high-income-countries/
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Finding ways to help the immune system in this quest has shown great promise as a potential treatment for 

many kinds of cancers. Immunotherapy often involves removing a sample of a patient’s T cells, engineering 

them to target cancer and then reintroducing them into the body. Other studies have shown that it might be 

possible to do so within the body, like a vaccine. The overall technique is promising enough that it earned two 

scientists the 2018 Nobel Prize in Medicine for immunotherapy breakthroughs they made in the 1990s. 

And now teams at Yale has reported new success in two separate mouse studies. In the first, researchers tested 

whether a molecule called Stem Loop RNA 14 (SLR14) could draw the attention of the immune system. 

SLR14 had previously been developed to fight off viruses, by activating genes that detect them and alert the 

immune system to their presence. In this case, the Yale team wanted to investigate whether the same 

mechanism would work against cancer. 

“Our idea is to mimic a viral infection inside the tumor, tricking the immune system into thinking there is an 

infection and getting rid of it,” says Akiko Iwasaki, co-lead author of the study. 

And sure enough, it seemed to work in a few different types of tests. The team injected the molecule directly 

into tumors in mice, and the animals’ T cells managed to destroy the cancer. They also found that delivering 

the therapy to one site on a tumor caused the T cells to respond to other areas too. In the third experiment, the 

researchers spread tumor cells throughout the animals’ bloodstreams to mimic metastasis – and the SLR14 

therapy was still able to clean it up. 

Better still, the researchers found that the immune system kept a kind of memory of the cancer, preventing it 

from reappearing down the track. 

“We need to employ the immune system, which has a long memory, to find tumors and kill them before they 

become cancerous,” says Iwasaki. “We show this long-term immunity after injection of SLR.” 

In the second study, another team of Yale researchers tested out a different form of cancer immunotherapy, 

using a new version of the CRISPR gene-editing tool. Normally CRISPR is used to precisely cut out 

problematic genes and/or insert new useful ones, but in this case the team used it to find genes associated with 

cancer, wherever they were hiding. 

The new system is called Multiplexed Activation of Endogenous Genes as Immunotherapy (MAEGI). It 

works by searching the body for tens of thousands of different cancer-related genes, then marks their location 

and calls the immune system’s attention to them. 

“This is an entirely new form of immunotherapy,” says Sidi Chen, senior author of the study. “And once those 

cells are identified, the immune system immediately recognizes them if they show up in the future.” 

In tests on mice, the researchers found that MAEGI was effective against melanoma and triple-negative breast 

and pancreatic tumors. The technique either reduced or eliminated the cancers, even hunting down those 

located far away from the primary tumor. 

With both techniques showing promise in cancer immunotherapy, the two teams are now working towards 

clinical trials in humans. 

https://newatlas.com/engineered-immune-cells-cancer-unprecedented/41867/
https://newatlas.com/trained-immune-cells-cancer-vaccine/43639/
https://newatlas.com/2018-nobel-prize-physiology-medicine-cancer-immunotherapy/56583/
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The SLR14 study was published in the Journal of Experimental Medicine, while the MAEGI study was 

published in Nature Immunology. 

Sources: Yale [1],[2] 
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