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WALNUT HILL RECOMMENDS SPRING 2017 
This is not required reading. This is inspired reading. These are the books we love to read and 
that we are sad to finish. These books have inspired and amused us, and we hope they will do 
the same for you.  
           —Walnut Hill Faculty & Staff
Carole Allen-Scannell, Director of Major & Planned Giving 
The Mists of Avalon by Marion Zimmer-Bradley  
The Mists of Avalon is the Arthurian legend told from the perspective of women and followers of older reli-
gions. The political landscape plays a big role in how the power struggle unfolds in the story. In an interview 
Zimmer-Bradley said, “the purpose of the book was to express my dismay at the way in which religion lets itself 
become the slave of politics and the state.” Although published in 1983, readers may find this aspect of the book 
to be one that is still relevant today.
 
Mary Ansell, Music Department Assistant
The Lemon Tree by Sandy Tolman  
The Lemon Tree is the story of a young Palestinian who travels to Israel to see the house where he grew up. He 
meets the young Israeli whose family had fled Europe following the Holocaust living there. On the stoop of their 
shared home they form a friendship that spans three decades, and gives readers not only an empathetic look at 
the struggles of these Holocaust survivors and Palestinian exiles, but a concise history of their competing claims 
for Israel and Palestine.

Eve Berman, School Counselor  
Big Magic: Creative Living Beyond Fear by Elizabeth Gilbert  
Big Magic is a call to artists to think differently about their craft. Pursue authenticity, rather than originality. 
Make art not to change the world, but because you enjoy making art. Gilbert playfully mixes practical advice 
with the parapsychological. Writer’s Block? Take a shower, put on your finest clothes, and seduce inspiration to 
visit. Most notable is Gilbert’s theory that ideas are separate entities existing all around us, desperately search-
ing for a human to inhabit for their manifestation. Act on the inspiration or it will move on to someone else. 
Have fun with Big Magic. At least one of Gilbert’s unconventional ideas will stick with you and change how you 
view your relationship to art.
 
Jae Berry, Counseling Intern
Railsea by China Mieville 
Railsea reinterprets both the literal and figurative landscapes of Moby Dick as we follow young Sham Yes ap So-
orap through a strange future of desert seas and great breaching moles. A lighthearted but thought provoking 
romp from one of my favorite modern authors, the eclectic China Mieville.
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Ian Buttermore, Humanities Faculty 
The Harlem Hellfighters by Max Brooks; illustrated by Caanan White
The Harlem Hellfighters is a graphic novel that explores a little known chapter in the history of World War 
I. At the depths of what was known as the “Nadir of Race Relations in the United States” and the height of 
World War I, the all African American 369th Infantry was formed. Mistrusted by the high command and 
facing bigotry at home, the 369th was “loaned” to the French Army in the last year of the war. Under French 
command they won many awards and accolades, gaining fame as the “Harlem Hellfighters.” 

Beth Canterbury, Voice Faculty
Stop-Time by Frank Conroy 
Stop-Time, published in 1967, is a memoir by American author Frank Conroy, and tells the story of his poor 
childhood and early adulthood in New York City and Florida. Focusing on a series of moments from his life, the 
book combines traditional fictional devices such as scenes while also delving deeply into the author’s psyche. 
The book established Conroy’s reputation as a writer. 
 
Rosy Cohane-Mann, Math & Science Faculty  
The Boy Who Harnessed the Wind by Bryan Mealer and William Kamkwamba
This is the beautiful true story about an African teenager who teaches himself science and constructs a 
windmill from scraps to help bring electricity to his whole community. It is set in Malawi where there is intense 
poverty and famine, the protagonist grows up to find that he can build a better life for himself, his family, and 
his village with intense hard work, commitment to learning, and belief in his project.
 

Diane Crawford-Kelly, ELL Faculty  
Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen  
Perhaps the book that put the word “timeless” into the expression “timeless classic.” This is a funny, poignant, 
romantic novel about the five Bennet sisters in early 19th century England and their search for love and 
adventure in a world where a woman had to marry well to survive. Elizabeth Bennet is one of the most 
delightful, self-possessed, and winning protagonists in all of literature. And Mr. Darcy isn’t bad, either.

Jay Crawford-Kelly, Humanities Faculty  
The Three-Body Problem by Liu Cixin  
This book has space aliens, hidden laboratories, and the Cultural Revolution in China. When a Chinese 
astrophysicist sends a message into space about Earth’s troubles, it is intercepted by the warlike Trisolarans, 
who immediately prepare to invade. Given a forewarning of invasion, Earth divides into two camps: those who 
welcome contact with a superior race, and those who vow to fight off the invaders. The first of a trilogy, one of 
the book’s biggest fans is noted book critic, and sometime politician, Barack Obama, who praised its “immense 
scope” as an antidote to fighting with Congress.
 
Steven Durning, Humanities Faculty & Freshman Class Dean
Suite Francaise by Irene Nemirovsky  
Set in France during Germany’s invasion and then occupation of that country during World War II, Suite 
Francaise makes me think of Tolstoy’s War and Peace: it’s just as clear and calm, just as clear a view of the 
human spirit; the characters are just as lovable or despicable.
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Jennifer Elowitch, Director of Music
The Wangs vs. the World By Jade Chang
This book follows the literal and metaphorical journey of the Wang family after the family patriarch loses 
his considerable wealth. This is one of those books that is both funny and heartbreaking, and I found it very 
engrossing from start to finish.

Margaret Funkhouser, Director of Writing, Film & Media Arts
A Pillow Book by Suzanne Buffam
Suzanne Buffam describes her most recent collection of writing, A Pillow Book, as “Not a memoir. Not an epic. 
Not an essay. Not a confession. Not a lullaby. Not a secret letter sent through the silent Palace hallways before 
dawn.” This hybrid work speaks backwards to a thousand-year-old Japanese text and forwards to the realities 
of being a restless, insomniac in the 21st century. And, somewhat astonishingly, Buffam makes it a funny, 
digestible, deep read. Composed in lists, observations, and flash sequences, it is both a critique of culture and 
an ownership of anxiety. In one section titled “Things That Have Lost Their Power” she lists, “Breast Implants. 
Body counts. Heroic couplets. Caged Whales.” The book is wry, dark, sharp, and entertaining – a comfort to 
night owls everywhere!

Benjamin Gregg, Director of Academic Studies 
Color and Light: A Guide for the Realist Painter by James Gurney  
Yes, this book is nominally a guide for painters. However, Color and Light is as much a guide to seeing as it is a 
guide to painting. I moved back and forth through this book with wonder, seeing as though for the first time 
what has been right in front me my whole life. How does light fall on curved objects? How do our eyes compute 
color in light and shadow? How do colors blend, reflect, and combine as we perceive them? With dozens of 
gorgeously reproduced examples from painters past and present as well as from his own work, Gurney reveals 
at once how perfectly simple and astonishingly complex is the act of seeing.
 

Lauren Johanson, International Program Coordinator
Girl in Translation by Jean Kwok  
Girl in Translation tells the story of Kimberly Chang, a teenage girl who immigrates to New York City from Hong 
Kong with her mother. A successful student by day, Kimberly works in a sweatshop in Chinatown after school; 
she and her mother quickly realize that achieving the American Dream is harder than they thought. In this 
coming-of-age story, Kimberly must decide for herself what success means while learning to reconcile her two 
very different cultural identities.
 
Tom Keenan, Head of Math & Science & Sophomore Class Dean
Quiet: The Power of Introvert in a World that Can’t Stop Talking by Susan Cain
Do you prefer snuggling up with a book to attending a crowded, noisy party? It turns out that you may be 
among the half of people in our society who are introverts—a group of quiet thinkers and creators that delve 
deeply into their passions, but don’t seek the spotlight. Learn why we should never neglect the voices that are 
often muffled by the more boisterous folks in the room. They often have the most valuable things to say.
 



Walnut Hill School for the Arts      Page 4      www.walnuthillarts.org

Marie Longo, Chief Advancement Officer
Small Great Things by Jodi Picoult  
Small Great Things is a powerful piece of fiction about racism and prejudice in America by one of the nation’s 
most prolific contemporary authors. It boiled my blood, made me cheer, and gave me something to think about.
 
Pat McDougal, Campaign Coordinator
Caleb’s Crossing by Geraldine Brooks  
In 1665, Caleb Cheeshahteaumuck became the first Native American to graduate from Harvard College. 
Inspired by a true story, Caleb’s Crossing is an engaging tale of friendship, perseverance, prejudice, and 
strength. With themes that resonate today, Caleb’s journey illustrates the barriers and discrimination against 
his people and the sacrifices necessary to achieve his goals.
 
Amber Oakley, World Language Faculty
The Omnivore’s Dilemma by Michael Pollan
Do you ever eat? Then this is the book for you. Michael Pollan traces our food back to the forests, farmers 
and food industries responsible for providing us with our Big Macs, corn syrup, cheese and more. Pollan’s text 
is not only informative but also wittily entertaining and surprisingly easy to read. Please read The Omnivore’s 
Dilemma to learn the answers to such compelling questions as: What on earth is a mycological society? Or: How 
does monoculture farming affect our environment and economy? And: Why does the United States have caves 
full of cheese?

Jennifer TumSuden, Director of Development
The Dinner by Herman Koch
What begins as a seemingly banal dinner ends badly when a horrible crime and cover up is revealed. The 
suspenseful novel is organized by the five courses of a meal shared between two couples. While the reader is 
distracted by the elegant descriptions of food and drink at an Amsterdam hot spot, tensions between the diners 
mount. The Dinner does not feature likable characters, but does offer a complex portrait of a family mired by 
illness, ambition, and sibling rivalry. A dark and fascinating read.
 
Antonio Viva, Head of School
Creativity Inc. by Ed Catmull 
If one is truly interested in learning what makes Pixar such an amazing and special place, reading Ed Catmull’s 
book takes you behind the scenes of how a complex and creative organization manages challenges, overcomes 
adversity and explores the infinite creative potential of its artists and technical teams.
 
Jim Woodside, Director of Artistic Studies & Director of Visual Art
Red Scarf Girl: A Memoir of the Cultural Revolution by Ji-li Jiang  
This engaging memoir tells the story of a young girl and her family in Shanghai during the Cultural Revolution. 
The book provides interesting historical information about an important historical era, and it will appeal to 
readers who know little about this time period or a good bit about it. 

 




