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Letter from the Editors 

Dear Readers,  

This is the fourth issue of Colloquy. In previous issues, Colloquy has explored 
the journeys of students in the Graduate Institute: how they got here and 
what happened after they arrived. The journal has asked tutors for their 
counsel and wisdom, and it has asked students to reflect on the meaning 
of their experiences at St. John’s. As part of the journal’s mission to 
continue the conversation, Colloquy has told the stories of tutors and 
graduate students at St. John’s. This issue of Colloquy intends to elaborate 
on those stories by highlighting the hard work that students of the 
Graduate Institute are engaged in.  

This issue of Colloquy features the considerable creative talents of our 
students and tutors. Through poetry and the arts, their works address the 
central questions about the meaning and mystery of our existence in this 
space we call the universe—and the smaller space of civilization. As a 
result, our pursuit of the examined life is given new dimension.  

As artists, authors, and individuals engaged in the activity of philosophy, 
students and tutors in the Graduate Institute wrestle with the “persisting 
questions of human existence.” The goal, as usual for Johnnies, isn’t to 
answer the question conclusively or to finally resolve some pesky tension—
the object is to keep wrestling. We believe that effort yields impressive and 
stimulating results. 

-Colloquy Editorial Board  
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A Conversation with David Townsend, Tutor 

 

Colloquy: What year did you start teaching at St. John’s? 

David Townsend: 1974. 

CQ: And you started at Santa Fe? 

DT: I started at Santa Fe—I did come to Annapolis in ‘84. Before then I 
was a graduate student at Harvard. I was getting my PhD, so I had just 
completed my coursework. I had just gotten married and I applied for jobs 
in the west, cause I loved the west. So I only applied for jobs [from the] 
Rocky Mountains [on] west, and it was a time when you could get jobs. 

CQ: You’re implying that it’s no longer a time when you can get jobs? 

DT: No, very different 
situation. It was just at the 
end of that situation—it was 
already getting difficult. Not 
quite as difficult as it is now. 
So I had about five to six 
offers. And the three that 
most attracted me were: 
Occidental, they really 
wanted me, a small liberal 
arts college in Los Angeles—
that would have been a good 
choice; University of Montana, Missoula, that would have been really fun, 
and most of the interview consisted of the head of the English Department 
telling me how he’d gone out elk hunting, and how difficult it is—he 
bagged it, a nine-hundred pound elk, and had to cut the thing in half to 
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pack it out—so you know, I listened very eagerly to this and he thought it 
was terrific; and then St. John’s, where I just visited and I loved it. So I had 
these really great opportunities. It was hard to choose. 

CQ: But the person interviewing you at St. John’s did not tell you a story 
about bagging a nine-hundred-pound elk?  

DT: No, but Bob Neidorf was a wonderful guy. He was the dean at the 
time, a philosopher, just a really wonderful man. And I liked the smallness 
of the place. I liked the fact that I could—I’d been in college, I went to a 
Jesuit College, I was an English major, but I took just as many philosophy 
and theology courses. So when I graduated, I won medals for Theology, 
Philosophy, English, so I could have gone to graduate school in any of 
these disciplines. I chose English because the prose was better, but I’ve 
never been very departmental, so I liked the absence of departments at St. 
John’s. And I’d known about it because I grew up in Baltimore. And had 
actually thought about going [to college there], but I didn’t have the money, 
and I got a scholarship to Loyola, so God wanted me to go there. 

CQ: Why did you go to graduate school in the first place? 

DT: I was very interested in learning. It seemed like a wonderful thing to 
do and, again, I had a lot of options, really great options, and I ended up at 
Harvard—they gave me a fellowship. It seemed like a great place. 

CQ: You say “ended up at Harvard” like that ever [just] happens to people. 

DT: I grew up in a working-class environment, and I was the first kid to 
go to college. It was a time when they were taking like one Jesuit kid a year. 
Cause Harvard was kind’ve blowing up. Loyola, you know, was just—we 
had two years of compulsory ROTC. My Sophomore Paper was [about] 
how the greatest cause of war in the twentieth century is the existence of 
standing armies. They [the ROTC] said, “I don’t think you’re cut out for 
this program.” And then I got drafted! You really wanna know this much 
about me? 
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CQ: Yes! 

DT: When I was in high school I wanted to go to West Point. Cause I 
wanted to fight godless, atheistic communism, right? So I actually got the 
congressional appointment, but I was so nearsighted that I couldn’t pass 
the physical. So I was heartbroken, but then I got to go to Loyola. They 
had Green Beret training. I loved that we ran around in the woods, we 
threw smoke grenades at each other—it was serious stuff! It was great stuff 
actually, and I loved it. But then I turned against the war, so I thought, 
“well, I’ll go as a medic.” 

By the time I got drafted, I’d been at Harvard about three months and it 
was a very crazy scene. Judge Wyzanski was the Federal Judge in Boston 
who had declared the war unconstitutional, which, of course, was 
overturned on appeal. That was the atmosphere in Boston at the time. And 
there were like three hundred guys who went down to the recruiting 
station, and it was a madhouse! People had read Tuli Kupferberg’s 1001 
Ways to Beat the Draft and painted their bodies blue, stuffed rubber rats in 
various orifices—it was just a wild scene. Then there were like thirty-five 
of us that were just regular guys and didn’t know anything about this. So 
when we got to the very end, the guy looks at my eyes and he goes, “oh 
no.” I said, “what do you mean ‘oh no’?” I didn’t actually flunk the physical, 
they delayed it. So if the war got much worse and they needed cannon 
fodder, they would’ve called me back. It’s funny, when I didn’t get into 
West Point at sixteen I was heartbroken. Then at twenty-one, I [thought] 
“what goes around comes around.” So I didn’t end up in Vietnam. I ended 
up at St. John’s. 

CQ: What did you study as a graduate student at Harvard? 

DT: It was called “American Languages and Literatures.” It was basically 
the English Department. 

CQ: Sounds interdisciplinary! 
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DT: It was as interdisciplinary as I could get. And we also had a program 
called “American Studies,” and I was the Graduate Student Chair of that 
little program. That was great because it was an honors program at Harvard 
so you had to apply for it as an undergraduate. We had some really terrific 
students. 

CQ: So you were at Santa Fe for how many years? 

DT: I started in Santa Fe in ‘74, I came here in ‘84, and I took an interlude 
and went to law school. 

CQ: What prompted that? 

DT: I was interested in justice. I was interested in social justice and, frankly, 
my wife wanted me to apply to law school, become a corporate lawyer, and 
make a lot of money. 

CQ: I see that didn’t work out. 

DT: No, that didn’t work out. I came back to St. John’s. By that time I had 
three kids. 

CQ: Could’ve used the money! 

DT: [I] could’ve used the money, but I wasn’t thinking about money. I did 
a lot of nuts and bolts, hands-on child-rearing, and I couldn’t figure how I 
was going to do that and be a lawyer. Cause if you’re a lawyer, you have to 
be in the office at eleven o’clock at night, in case some other lawyer calls 
you. 

CQ: In the Greenfield library, they have this display in the corner of one 
of the rooms about the re-founding of the program. And I was looking at 
Stringfellow Barr’s definition of what a great book is and Colloquy is trying 
to solicit answers to the question “What is a great book?” Barr’s definition 
leaves a lot to [the imagination], it doesn’t really solve anything. [One of 
the things he says is that a great book] is a masterpiece of the liberal 
tradition—again this idea of greatness and [what constitutes a] masterpiece 
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is vague. I’m curious if you have maybe a more idiosyncratic perspective 
on that or your own vision of what it is we’re organizing ourselves around 
here. 

DT: I would say that there’s a great conversation that goes on among 
generations, and then there are significant works. And some are works 
because they are significant and a lot of people have read them, and so it 
behooves you to know about that conversation if you’re going to be 
reading. Because the people who wrote later, for the most part, read the 
people who wrote earlier. So that’s one form of a great book and you could 
think of really great, great books—like Homer or Virgil, the Greek 
tragedians, and Shakespeare, Augustine, and Dante, and the Bible—and 
those are just things you wouldn’t want to miss.  

— 

And then there are also books that work in what we do at St. John’s. So in 
terms of having this integrated curriculum, there are books that may not 
be quite as great as other books on their own merits, but they generate 
really good conversations and so they are things that you might want to 
study. And this is true in the undergraduate curriculum where, I’ll say in 
the natural sciences, there are some things that are not as great as other 
things, but they generate an interesting conversation and an interesting 
perspective. So that’s another way to think about what works for our 
purposes, for developing this dialogue that we have.  

I think that it’s a hard question because you need to keep your eyes on the 
goals and the mission of the college. I think that mission is civil discourse 
and the dialogue of democracy, and leadership—values-based leadership. 
And we are fundamentally an American college and sometimes we get 
stuck thinking of ourselves more in the European academic tradition. And 
I think that’s a mistake—it’s part of the heritage of the college and the way 
the college’s new program developed. If I were rewriting the curriculum, I 
would say it’s time to refocus.  
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There’s too much concentration on German philosophers, who are just 
not that central, I don’t think—and there’s too little understanding of the 
American tradition. There’s a kind of snobbery about it that’s unfortunate. 
I think there’s too much concentration on the big turn in mathematics, 
because Jacob Klein wrote a very interesting book about this. And this was 
a very big deal among German theoreticians, like Husserl, who thought a 
lot about this mathematical turn, so they wanted to lead everybody through 
that. But I think you have to really wonder, not so much for the Graduate 
Institute, because I think doing Euclid—Lobachevsky is a very good thing: 
is it really worth going through Apollonius of Perga? I don’t think that it 
is. There are better things we could do with our time. So I would make 
some changes—not that any of these things are bad, but I think that it 
would be worth rethinking the program. We could actually enhance the 
mission and values of it. That’s kind of a long way around saying what a 
great book is.  

CQ: You mention a refocusing on the American tradition. Are there some 
specific authors or works you think would be worthwhile in terms of doing 
that? 

DT: Yeah, I think that Thoreau and Emerson, for example, are as good of 
philosophers as Heidegger and, frankly, Hegel—sorry colleagues! And 
they’re understandable. They don’t use the kind of jargon that becomes 
endearing to the academic because it’s hard, it’s complicated. You get that 
down and you think you know things. Descartes is very good on this: you 
know all this jargon and you have the illusion that you have a lot of 
knowledge, but do you really or are you just able to manipulate these 
symbols? 

CQ: You can convince the unlearned that you know something. 

DT: Yeah. So I went to the University of Paris too, that’s another thing I 
did. I have a great affection for the French. I would put more on the French 
philosophers, actually, than on the Germans for the most part. But I’d put 
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the most on the American philosophers, which—I think there’s a lot of 
good things going on. And I think American political philosophy is simply 
it, I mean Jefferson and Lincoln, and one could pull together a very 
interesting series of readings on American political philosophy. Which is 
why I proposed for the Graduate Institute two master’s programs: one in 
American classics and one in Middle Eastern classics. That would balance 
out our Western classics and our Eastern classics program in Santa Fe. And 
I think that would be very popular and really in the wheelhouse of our 
tradition. 

CQ: What are the distinctions, as you see it, between what we’re doing at 
the Graduate Institute versus what St. John’s is doing with their 
undergraduates? 

DT: The undergraduate is different in that it is a four-year, intense 
commitment and you have generally younger people—not all of them, but 
they’re taking a four-year period of their lives, where they’re doing almost 
nothing else. Maybe they’re working. And that’s really unusual. They’re 
never going to get to do that again, most likely. Hardly any of them realize 
that they’re making friendships, relationships, having conversations—that 
they’re never going to have that opportunity again.  

— 

The graduate students have more experience, more life experience, more 
appreciation of the values of patience and time. The wonderful thing about 
the young, adolescent undergraduates is that they have this terrific 
arrogance where they think they can identify and solve all of the intellectual, 
political, and social problems, and fix them—and that’s great! It’s 
wonderful. The graduate students have a little more experience and realize 
that things are a little more intractable than that. But there’s a wonderful 
joy in the graduate students, because they’re making this time for 
themselves to live the life of the mind, and realizing that there is a wonder 
and preciousness about it that I don’t think the undergraduates appreciate 
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as much. Because they haven’t have had as much experience of the world 
and what a harsh place it can be, for the most part. So that’s, I think, the 
major difference, but they’re both delightful groups of people. 

CQ: You mentioned that part of what you see the College’s mission as 
being is to educate for values-based leadership. Do you see the Graduate 
Institute as participating in this project? 

DT: Yes, I do. I think that anybody who can tell you what the world is 
going to look like in five years is blowing smoke. We’re in such a revolution, 
a revolution of technology and information and globalization. Nobody 
knows what’s going to be. Most institutions are going for specialization and 
more emphasis on job training, and I think that’s unfair. I don’t think it’s 
going to work, because you don’t know what the jobs are going to be in 
five years. Some technology could come along that blows out a whole 
discipline and no one does it anymore. It’s like learning how to make buggy 
whips—we don’t make them anymore.  

— 

The competitive advantage a St. John’s student has [as] an entrepreneurial 
leader is [that] you’re going to find yourself with a group of people from 
very different backgrounds, who probably fundamentally disagree on many 
things, but they’re all going to have to come together and come to some 
common understanding, and reach a decision that has the utility to move 
the business forward, to move whatever the goal is forward. This is what 
we do. In that room, the St. John’s graduate is going to understand how to 
get people talking, how to get them focused on some outcome that makes 
sense, based on the information that they have. So it’s the gathering of 
information, the data, it’s the interpreting of the information, and then it’s 
trying something out, and then going back to the data and interpreting, and 
trying something out. That’s what McKinsey [&Company] or one of these 
leadership organizations teaches you, right? We do it in a better way, in the 
sense that we do it in terms of ideas and the text as well. 
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CQ: It sounds very Baconian, what you’re describing in terms of gathering 
data. 

DT: I think I just described what McKinsey or one of the leadership groups 
would teach you to do, in a glib, quick way. 

CQ: But we’re doing more at St. John’s. There’s something deeper. 

DT: Oh, for sure. Yeah, I don’t mean to sell it short. I’m just saying [that] 
in terms of competitive advantage, I think what you get here—because of 
the ability to have conversations with one another—what we get good at 
is conversations with other people. We live in a time where you don’t have 
a conversation, you figure out whether you agree with someone first and 
then you make the conversation. That’s a real tragedy. Democracy will not 
work that way. I think we recognize that, no, we don’t have to agree with 
someone to talk with them, we can talk with anybody. So we have that 
competitive advantage. I think that’s a real advantage in business and in the 
world. 

CQ: You wrote an article for the Capital Gazette that was part of a series 
that they had commissioned from community members on what Annapolis 
could mean. And you said something that seems very relevant to what 
you’re saying now—about seeing St. John’s and the way that St. John’s 
could be incorporated into the city of Annapolis as a way of showing 
America how to be citizens again. 

DT: Yes. 

CQ: Do you still feel that could be true? 

DT: I think that’s what our founders were after. In Stringfellow Barr’s 
words, “how do you become citizens of the world?” What’s your 
responsibility as a citizen? I think America is an experiment and it’s a meta-
nation. It’s beyond national boundaries. It’s a new vision of the way human 
beings can be, and [the way] communities can be. I think the founders 
understood that—Barr, Buchanan, Adler, Hutchins, and other people very 
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interested in St. John’s were interested in this project. So let’s train real 
citizens.  

CQ: Are there ways that we’re obstructing ourselves in this project? 

DT: It’s hard to say. I think one could get diverted from it by—there’s a 
lot of pressure to become an academic institution like other academic 
institutions, so that’s the market and how do you get your market share? I 
think we’re doing something bigger than that, but if we lose energy or get 
scared then we might revert back to the tried and true academic traditions, 
which in fact are not working very well in these small institutions which are 
all under economic threat. It’s the belief in the capacity of the soul—the 
power of the human soul to come forth—and I think that’s what we do. It 
goes back to Book VII of the Republic: the power and capacity of learning 
exists in the soul already. It’s believing that that really is true about human 
beings, and that the difference between freedom and slavery is allowing 
that to emerge, or enabling it to emerge, or getting out of the way. Yeah, I 
think that’s what we’re really doing. And the more we recognize that and 
just own it, the better [of an] institution we become. 

CQ: I have found at the Graduate Institute that there’s a startling diversity 
in terms of the kinds of students there are here. I’ve been around a lot of 
graduate students and for most traditional kinds of graduate programs, you 
get a much more typical kind of student body. There might be a diversity 
in age range, but here it’s really significant. We have older students, much 
older students, we have students that have already found a career and then 
they’re doing this in addition. So, in a way, it feels like the Graduate 
Institute is a very democratic institution, pulling people from all these 
different areas of life. Are there ways in which that affects the conversation 
in the classroom that you think are important to note? 

DT: I certainly think that having life experience makes a difference—and 
I don’t mean just bringing personal anecdotes into the classroom, because 
I don’t think that works particularly well. But I think awareness of the real 
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effects and the utility of ideas, and the consequences of ideas—I think 
graduate students understand better that ideas have consequences and that 
you’re going to be living what you believe, what you think is true. And the 
diversity is great. I’m all for diversity, but it’s instrumental and can’t suffice 
as the goal, the telos, or end we’re aiming at. I mean it’s not the be-all and 
end-all—we’ve got to figure out where we’re going with our diversity, but 
I think it’s a good thing. 

CQ: You’ve been involved in quite a few non-profit organizations or 
institutions. Would you speak to the programs or institutions you feel tied 
most closely to, and what the work you’re doing there is and why you’re 
doing it. 

DT: I guess Aspen Institute would be the one that I was involved with the 
longest—over two decades. I was recruited to run seminars there, they 
were looking for a seminar person. Again, these were very fortunate things 
that happened to me—and I got to do some of those with Mortimer Adler 
while he was still alive. Adler founded the Aspen Institute and he was 
instrumental in founding St. John’s. He never taught here, but he did give 
lectures every year. It was Stringfellow Barr and Scott Buchanan who 
became the officers, but he was very much one of the intellectual fathers 
of the college and he was very much for outreach. The college itself was an 
outreach—it was a way of trying to reach out and change [things].  

— 

So I’d be thinking about how that’s going to happen. What is the way that 
pulls us all together, rather than thinks about how we’re divided and divides 
us into different groups? Again, I’m all for diversity, but you can’t build a 
nation or a citizenship based on what particular politically correct group 
you’re a member of—it’s just not going to work. So I think that’s where 
we are, I think we’re in a huge technological revolution and this goes back 
to the earlier conversation about job training. I mean it’s true about 
government and politics. And that’s where St. John’s has the advantage, 
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because we have the long view and we know what ideas are in competition, 
and [which] are really working. So we know about values like equality and 
liberty and community and prosperity. 

CQ: There’s also a risk inherent there, that the college—however relevant 
it might continue to be—might no longer be desired, as an institution, by 
the society it exists within. Do you feel optimistic that that’s not going to 
happen? That there will always be enough people who want to receive the 
kind of education they can receive at St. John’s, that we won’t go out of 
business, as it were? 

DT: Yeah, you gotta pay the bills. But I think the college has untapped 
opportunities. People are dying to understand what’s going on. They’re 
dying for a liberal education, as it were. And we have such a national 
platform to talk about that right now that I think we should do that. We 
should just get ourselves out there, which we’ve been doing some of in the 
last couple of years. I think that’s a good thing. 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

David Townsend has been a tutor at St. John’s College since 1974. He has moderated 
seminars for the Aspen Institute, the Federal Executive Institute, and Weidenfeld 
Scholars at Oxford. A previous member of the board of the Touchstones Discussion 
Project and the Baltimore City Commission on HIV/AIDS, Mr. Townsend has also 
coordinated the Corporate Council on Africa’s HIV/AIDS Task Force. He has 
taught at Jessup Prison and the Baltimore Police Academy. He has been blessed with 
four wonderful daughters and six grandchildren.  
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The Death of Creusa and the Gift of Grief 
Christine Mooradian 

 

The death of Creusa and the tremendous distress it caused Aeneas made 
me curious about the role her death plays, and the role of grief in general 
in The Aeneid. The questions I asked were: why did Virgil write so much 
grief for Aeneas into the story of the founding of Rome? What role does 
grief play in the life of Aeneas? And what can we learn about grief in our 
own lives from Virgil’s story? 

Grief is clearly a central theme in The Aeneid, as the story begins with a 
flurry of disasters. In one day, Aeneas is left completely homeless and 
burdened with a tremendous responsibility. His city, Troy, is overrun and 
burnt to the ground, most of his fellow citizens are killed, and his own 
father and mother are brutally murdered in front of him. And when he 
finally seems to be making an escape with his family, a crueler grief is 
imposed—his wife, Creusa, is taken from him. Aeneas tells of his pain at 
losing her saying: 

Out of my mind, whom did I not accuse, 

What man or god? What crueler loss had I 

Beheld, that night the city fell?1  

Aeneas is not only left without house, homeland, and wife, he is laden with 
the responsibility to care for the survivors and admonished by the shade of 
Hector that he is to go and found a new Troy. So we find Aeneas very early 
in the story left without support, with an aging father, a boy, and a band of 

                                                             
1 Virgil, The Aeneid, trans. Robert Fitzgerald, 2.969-971. 
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needy refugees—and shaky knees. A recurring theme of grief coupled with 
responsibility is introduced. 

Virgil presents many circumstances of grief and responsibility to Aeneas 
during his travels. While perhaps not the most dramatic, the most poignant 
incident might be the loss of the helmsman Palinurus. A helmsman is a 
vital person on a ship—second only to the captain—directing and guiding 
the ship using a handle or a wheel. Palinurus was not only Aeneas’ 
helmsman, but seemed to be a friend and confidant. One night, Aeneas’ 
helmsman is swept overboard and dies. Virgil describes Aeneas’ grief in the 
lines: 

Hard hit by his friend’s fate / And sighing bitterly, he said:  

“For counting / Overmuch on a calm world, Palinurus, 

You must lie naked on some unknown shore.”2 

And directly after, Virgil describes Aeneas’ new responsibility as not only 
captain but now also helmsman of his ship: “So grieving, and in tears, he 
gave the ship / Her head before the wind[...].”3 With the death of Palinurus, 
we see Aeneas take another step toward leadership. Virgil writes of Aeneas, 
“And he himself took over, holding course/ In the night waves.”4 This 
particular story of grief might be the most melancholy, the most lonely, in 
all The Aeneid. The leader, working so hard to take care of his people, giving 
up love and comfort, enduring loss upon loss, in a life filled with moments 
of joy and long days of hardship, now sits in the dark, in tears, alone, with 
a new responsibility in his hands. Some of us might identify with a point in 
life like this one. 

As each grief unfolds, Virgil shows us Aeneas’ transformation, bit by bit, 
into a higher, more noble character—a character more able to fulfill the 
burdensome role of founding a new Troy, which would become Rome. 
                                                             
2 Ibid., 5.1137-1141. 
3 Ibid., 6.1-2. 
4 Ibid., 5.1136-1137. 
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Aeneas, who at the beginning of the book was called “weak kneed,” is, by 
the end, referred to as Lord Aeneas, the Father of the Roman race, and 
Aeneas the god-fearing. Virgil seems to be telling us that great leaders are 
born of trials—a simple concept, but hard for us to accept when we are 
the ones being “born of trials.” Perhaps grief can in some way be 
considered a gift—a gift of growth in honor, responsibility, and piety. 
Perhaps we can imagine that same gift in our own lives. And when we are 
grieving and in tears, with a weighty responsibility, perhaps Virgil will 
remind us of the gift, and we too can hold course in the night waves. 

 

Christine Mooradian owns and operates Greystone Academy, LLC, a hybrid school for 
high school students. She also works for the Circe Institute. The essay above is adapted 
from a paper written for a Fall 2017 preceptorial on the Aeneid, led by Tutor David 
Townsend. 

 

 
Andrew Dorchester  
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Three Poems by Louis Petrich 
 

ARGUMENTS WE COULD HAVE HAD 

Not, as before, do I know your questions  
and thoughts, what you’re reading many a day.  
As appearances go, nature’s ok  
with motions departing. Here’s fall, whose leaves  
turn colors, but curl inwards, failing needs,  
while even bright sun diminishes reign,  
like every subject under his domain;  
as for us, who almost became in sense  
pagans, worshipping their perfect heavens,  
we knew better, booked with experience,  
how summer’s argument, which convinces  
by light minds that merely see, doesn’t evince  
we can live that way, no rays but golden,  
since in our deserts we’re more beholden  
to mirages than to life-giving clouds  
that empty full their earth’s rain. So our shrouds  
hide away looks for friends no more knowing,  
until skies admit new comings, and goings. 
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LITTLE THINGS, LIKE WORDS 

The little things bathe you. Life’s clean unfair:  
Achilles’ ankle, after all that grief,  
and who took aim?—pinchy fingers, nails pare;  
Othello, damned in a spotted handkerchief— 
“Keep track of your linens”—now there’s a moral!  
Oedipus, the road clear back to Corinth—  
“good news, messenger, his father mortal,  
happy feet needn’t die dirty, foreign!”—  
and more good news expects still more to gain  
by licking love’s coupling fearless to sleep,  
‘till words let slip immeasurable pain— 
mother, son-wedded, swings; pierced eyes, blood weep.  
Even if kings, at your feet, carpeted lie,  
off braves you bare—too little, loud, let cry.  
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Andrew Dorchester  
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MY PENELOPE 
  
As for your proposal, dear one,   
I do not think I would enjoy   
that arrangement (eclipsed, my sun).   
Pardon, please, my touchy envoy   
this time—this skin that cold news burns.   
I’ve tried to amend old caution   
by practicing my color turns,   
but rearrangement for auction   
of inside stuff tolls hard on me;   
so for interim I’ll try leasing   
myself as circumspect Penelope:   
she endures presence of feasting   
suitors she’d like wiped clean away.   
If that gamesome virtue of hers   
appeals not to you as man-played,   
then, once-called-mine, call us losers   
twain of joy in this proposal.   
All mine—displeasure, disposal!  
 

 

 

 

I've been reading poetry for forty years. That makes the writing of it a common 
enterprise. The company I much enjoy. My poems usually get started with a line 
of feeling that sticks in me, around which my muse goes dancing. They are acts of 
imagination and collective memory, not mere biography, as the vulgar think. - Louis 
Petrich 
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               Anna E. Kaminski, Murmurations, 2016, Lead, Steel, and Ash.  
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Origami cranes constructed of lead hanging in a soaring, ten-foot open 
steel structure invite viewers to step outside of the gallery and into a new 
space, to contemplate what flies above and what lies beneath their feet. 
Three inches of grey ash cover the floor of the built environment. 
Evocative of crematoria ash, nuclear fallout ash, or the forest floor after a 
wildfire, viewers exploration of the two materials—lead origami cranes and 
ash—what they should be made of versus what they are made of, and their 
inherent oppositional materiality makes performers out of participants. As 
bodies enter the space, their juxtaposition within the environment, and 
their destruction of patterns raked in the ash, hint at a personal 
responsibility after destruction. The artist’s presence within the work, 
embodied in a Zen garden rake, delegates responsibility for re-raking the 
ash into pattern. This work captures the fascination with repetition, war, 
and labor embodied in much of Ms. Kaminski’s work, evoking through its 
title the constant balance we seek between order and chaos.  
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The Poetic One:  
An Introduction to an Essay about W.B. Yeats’s Several Stances 

 

Geoffrey Young 

VI 

Under bare Ben Bulben’s head 
In Drumcliff Churchyard Yeats is laid, 
An ancestor was rector there 
Long years ago; a church stands near, 
By the road an ancient cross. 
No marble, no conventional phrase, 
On limestone quarried near the spot 
By his command these words are cut: 

Cast a cold eye 
On life, on death. 
Horseman, pass by! 

 
(from “Under Ben Bulben” by William Butler Yeats) 

 

W. B. Yeats is a man, drained now of animal blood, and he lies under sod 

and gravel in the churchyard of St. Columba’s Church in Drumcliff, County 

Sligo, Republic of Ireland. A thing locally laughed about is the possibility 

that the bones buried there are not those of Yeats’s body but those of 

Yeats’s horse. Perhaps it is too much, to stand over a great poet’s bones. 
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W.B. Yeats is a poet, perhaps Ireland’s greatest. He put his country’s history 

in his poetry, he put his epitaph in a poem. Tourists swarm the sweet old 

church under Ben Bulben to stand over its famous resident. They might 

ask a companion, “what is it to cast a cold eye?” Perhaps they wonder who 

the horseman is.  

The man died in France and was interred there, but his country wanted 

those equivocal bones. Much toil, though for the poet probably no great 

burden. The gravediggers “but thrust their buried men / Back in the human 

mind again.” Meanwhile the swarming tourists at Drumcliff are wondering 

what of him is here, apart from that epitaph. 

The rector inside (Yeats’s great-grandfather once played the role upon that 

church’s stage) could provide an answer. It would involve words like soul 

and God and afterlife. And the tourist—tired of touring—might reduce 

such theology to He isn’t Here, he is There, a good cue to head to the café, 

just there. Perhaps it is too much, to wonder about what’s There. 

Once, Yeats wrote (he’d had a vision): “ultimate reality… falls in human 

consciousness… into a series of antinomies.” Cue Kant! “Ultimate reality” 

as a term feels like what might fall in a series with soul and God and 

afterlife, only blander. Some curtain divides the here and the there.  

Something is butting up against our logic. 

Beneath the gravel and sod at Drumcliff is a spirit’s sloughed off hindrance. 

Some spirit’s anyway. A horse’s? A man’s? A poet’s? In the poem, Yeats 

asks of artists an art that opens Heaven, like that of Ireland’s forefathers. 

Oh, but Heaven is one of those words, too, only… 
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Don’t we feel the truth of the word, the reality of the word, in thinking on 

the minds of our foreartists, in thinking on all they painted and sculpted 

and sang and wrote? Does not the fruit of their toil in its beauty and order 

likewise order our souls? 

A tourist can accept the orientation. The poet’s poem, history-laden and 

beauty-laced, meter-measured and in context placed, is etched in limestone 

and in air, a living thing, an echo of ancient sages in the graveyard of St. 

Columba’s Church in Drumcliff, County Sligo, Republic of Ireland, where 

thought can be poetry, all unknowing, where Heaven can open for a 

glimpse, 

and Ben Bulben’s overlooming mist 

offers more than just a gist— 

where, upon Yeats’s stage, the poetic stance stands one where curtains are 

parted, antinomies solved, and the Here and the There are one. 

(Cue the mist). 

 

 

 

 

Geoffrey Young (AGI ’18) lives in Annapolis with his wife, Joanna. He helps her run 
her gorgeous antique shop on Maryland Avenue, Evergreen Antiques. He reads and 
writes and cooks, and he looks for reasons to dress up. The essay above is adapted from 
a Master’s Essay Mr. Young is currently writing on W. B. Yeats’s A Vision. He will 
offer an oral defense of his Essay in Spring of 2019.  
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Adam Hurwitz, Cosmic Seascape – Mushroom, 2018, Micron Ink, Linen 
Colored Paper, and 24k Gold Foil on Premium Cotton Rag, 9"x12". 
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Forming Deeper, More Open Human Beings 
A Conversation with Geoffrey Young  
Interviewed by Jenifer Trovato   
 

Jenifer Trovato: What brought you to the Graduate Institute in the first 
place? Was it a longtime dream of yours to come here? 

Geoffrey Young: It wasn’t a longtime dream. When I graduated [from] 
high school in 1996, I had a friend who, I think she came to St. John’s as 
an undergraduate—and I remember her telling me about it over Christmas 
break that year and I thought, “this place sounds ridiculous.” She was 
telling me she was thinking about writing an essay for her own pleasure, 
and telling me about the things that she’s reading, and I said I don’t know 
what kind of crazy place you’ve ended up in. Then I forgot about it and 
lost touch with her.  

— 

I had been living in New York for a long time. I met my wife there, and 
then we moved here because this is where she’s from. Then one day she 
just threw it out there: “do you know about St. John’s?” And I said, “I 
know about St. John’s—it’s that ridiculous place my friend went to!” In the 
interim, I’ve become a struggling novelist, a person who loves to write, and 
a person who loves to read. And I thought, with that in mind, I thought 
that acquiring a broader knowledge base and a systematic way of 
approaching reading was what I was missing in my writing life.  

— 

And that’s panned out well. A lot of the things in the curriculum I’ve read 
before, but it’s totally transformed in the context of how we approach it as 
a group, the different ideas from fellow students. Just the fact of getting 
into a class and a discussion-based environment, the pressure of that really 

30 



   
 

alters the way you approach the text. Instead of just one day you decide 
you’re going to read a little Old Testament, then decide it doesn’t matter 
that you don’t get that part—but St. John’s very beautifully asks you to 
keep trying to get that part you don’t really get. 

JT: You used the word “pressure”—I was wondering if you’d talk about 
what you mean by that? 

GY: The environment is very laid back, so I’ve never felt any pressure to 
perform in terms of what the styles of the seminars are, but I just feel the 
pressure from being in a room of people and it comes from wanting to do 
well for my peers, from wanting to share ideas. Throughout my time here 
I've been so impressed by the other students, and impressed by the depth 
of their thought and how well they so often master the readings. When I 
started here I was a little behind in that. Yes, I read the reading but during 
or after [I] thought “did I really read it?” I’ve gotten much better at that in 
my two years here. I read more closely, and more openly, and with a far 
greater discipline than when I started. 

JT: What do you think about the variety of people here? Do you think it’s 
wide and broad, or do you think there’s a similarity between types? 

GY: That’s a tough question. I do think there’s a concentration of people 
who have interest in philosophy. I think that philosophy definitely seems 
to be a draw for a lot of people—I think people want to talk about Aristotle 
and Plato. And they want to think about Descartes and Kant, and certain 
others. My experience has been, in talking to fellow students, that literature 
can be a challenge for them—and that’s where I feel most comfortable. Of 
course, everyone’s nervous about math and science, and most people say 
that’s the best [segment]. We let go of that type of thinking, especially if we 
have a long gap. Who just thinks about Euclid during normal life? Whereas 
you might keep yourself engaged with Shakespeare. If you’ve been away 
for a while from formal schooling, [Euclid] comes as a great surprise, a 
pleasure. 
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JT: In what ways are you a 
different person than you 
were when you entered the 
Graduate Institute two years 
ago? Who are you now? 

GY: I suppose I alluded to 
this earlier, but I am a more 
disciplined reader—that’s 
true, that’s definitely true. I 
think I’m a more open reader 
too. If you’ll allow me to turn 
a phrase, I think I’m a better 
listener when I’m reading. I 
think that I was always 
approaching a book of any 
kind to confirm for me what 
I thought was going on, or 
confirm for me what I thought the book was going to be—and now I’m 
much better at taking a piece for what it is, in terms of what the words 
mean. I think I have a rounder and more encompassing approach to 
reading something now than I did when I started, now I might bring 
different pieces of myself. And not to get corny about it or anything, but 
that has served me well in life too. 

— 

You know, I’m in a new city after being in New York for 16 years. This 
has been a big change, living in Annapolis now for two and a half years. I 
think this has helped me really look at things that are around me, really 
listen to the people around me, and not to force myself on them—not to 
force my ideas on them or on anything I encounter in life. I feel more 
mature in that way. The process [of the Graduate Institute] has helped me 
get there. 
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JT: Which class, book, or experience had a profound effect on your 
thinking and your life?  

GY: I’m doing my Master’s Essay on Yeats, and last spring I did a 
preceptorial on Yeats with Mr. Townsend and that was really meaningful. 
I had a little bit of experience of Yeats, but I hadn’t looked at him as closely 
as we did and I’d never written about him. It’s very helpful to write in order 
to get to know an author. My first preceptorial was on Milton’s Paradise 
Lost, and that was wonderful because I just love Milton. But I think the 
most surprising and changing class was the tutorial on Euclid and 
Lobachevsky, and our particular class really lingered on Euclid. We got to 
Lobachevsky at the end and didn’t do as much as other classes did. We 
really wanted to take Euclid from every possible point of view, and the 
conversations got very philosophical.  

— 

To get to a point in your mind, to encompass a proof with your mind in a 
way that isn’t “well I see what the steps are: you do this and do that”—
that’s important. But to have the feeling that you can understand that this 
succession of steps as a whole—in the sense that the sum is greater than 
its parts—is part of what the experience of approaching Euclid is. Even 
though his method is very analytical and very rational, there is still a 
different type of knowledge or a different faculty in yourself that comes to 
play. And it’s very magical and it starts right in the beginning: a point that 
has no parts. It starts with something your reasoning self can’t process. 

— 

You start with a contradiction and it’s sort of like your mind is jumping in 
from another realm, and you say “ok, this is where we’re operating”—and 
I’ve taken that thought with me into all the classes I’ve had since. I’m 
stepping into this room with this writer, and the writer has built the four 
walls and the floor and the ceiling of this room, and I’m happy to live here. 
I’m also happy to know [that] there is a world outside these four walls, 
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outside this room, and Euclid helped me be more satisfied in the way I 
approach these ideas. I’m in the room that they built and I’m taking a look 
at it. 

JT: How would you describe the St. John’s community, particularly the GI 
experience? In what ways do you think it is unique and fosters growth, and 
in which areas do you feel it needs improvement? 

GY: I think the community, I would say, is intimate but reserved. I think 
that there are so many wonderful dynamics that can come of different 
people from different backgrounds engaging in this program together. 
Especially after a year, or year and a half, where you’ve read what most of 
the others are working on—you really start to appreciate the way all those 
modes of thought are interweaving with each other. 

I do feel sometimes that it is hard to get to know people on a personal level 
because it’s graduate school, because everyone has busy other lives—unlike 
being an undergraduate. It is a little difficult to get to know other people. 
There are so many classmates I have genuine affection for, but I still don’t 
even know their first names because I just know them in this very specific 
environment. I don’t even know if that’s a criticism. It’s partly how I am. 
I’m a very reserved guy, and I don’t even know if that’s a good or a bad 
thing. To address fellow students in a very formal way makes it feel like the 
conversation that we were having in class can continue, because I’m Mr. 
Young and you’re Ms. Trovato and there’s something about that formality 
that lets the conversation spread out into normal life. Sometimes I do 
wonder if I’m being too reserved, if I’m not accepting a more casual social 
relationship that could be interesting. More than anything, I think it’s very 
fertile, this community. It’s just [that] everyone is always very well-watered 
and ready to grow together, and interact and find new ways of thinking. To 
do that with other people is very special. 

JT: Please talk about what you see as the art of the opening question. 
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GY: Well, different tutors do it [in] different ways. Some of my tutors have 
had that approach that just says, “alright, here’s a general idea that I think 
we need to figure out. Why did the writer say such and such? What is their 
angle? We need to clarify this.” And the conversation will start from that 
point. Let’s say in simple terms, in ways we can all understand, what the 
writer is getting at. Then there are other tutors who just pose a question, 
and it can be incredibly specific sometimes. It can be funny. I think 
sometimes I like opening questions that will require a stance or a 
position—like if you’re talking about Antigone, you might say: “is Creon a 
villain?” And someone will surely just say, “yes, Creon is the worst,” and 
someone else will say, “I think he’s kind of an anti-hero”—and that will 
spur a great conversation. I think that’s useful. 

— 

The texts are so dense and so laden with meaning, many meanings, and 
often confusing—and it can be really hard to get started and no one wants 
to say that first thing. No one wants to volley their loosely thought out idea. 
That's very scary. So I think a good opening question does break the ice—
the kind that breaks the ice is a good thing, but also serves [as] a launching 
pad for a few different perspectives, because those perspectives will come 
back together. You actually feel the pieces clarified for you, even though it 
went in many different ways than you thought [it would]. 

JT: Have you ever thought about becoming a tutor yourself? What do you 
think is important to bring to that role, what attitude would you bring to 
that task?  

GY: I would certainly strive to be the most expert and economical question 
asker and, surely, I would fail at it every day, but I would [also] get better 
at it. I’m just so impressed with so many of the tutors here and how good 
they are at asking the opening question. I think that asking the opening 
question, that’s great, that’s a good skill. But the tutor who has held in their 
mind the direction of the conversation and its varied sources, and can ask 
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a question that takes all those ideas together and sends them in a new 
direction—[that’s] a really great skill to have and [that] I would like to have, 
and I think about it at length in class. 

— 

When tutors do that so well, they make you feel like you and your 
classmates have come to a new idea on [your] own—which, really, [you] 
have—but [you] might not know [that you] have that new idea. So the tutor 
will ask a question that maybe verbalizes or condenses for [you] what no 
one’s quite said yet, and I imagine the tutor might anxiously be on the edge 
of their seat: “are they going to get there? I think I know what they’re going 
for.” How are you going to ask a question that doesn’t give an answer but 
helps a class or a student arrive at a fuller concept—or a fuller 
understanding based on their own line of questioning, their organically 
produced line of questions—that is the goal. And sometimes tutors do that 
brilliantly and, being human beings, sometimes they don’t, and sometimes 
the class itself makes it hard for them. That’s where I would have my mind. 
How can I help a class arrive at their understanding of the text based on 
the path that they’ve cleared for themselves up to that point, to find it on 
their terms? 

JT: It seems that the ultimate goal of pursuing this type of education is to 
live an examined life, to really learn how to do that. I’m wondering how a 
St. John’s education contributes to the whole of life, and how it alters your 
moral and ethical perspective going forward. 

GY: That idea of a moral and ethical element to our studies here—and I 
may be even speaking more broadly of exploring the ways in which we 
know things, the ways we know [anything], each other, or the ways we 
know concepts or nature or our sense of the divine—it’s a very beautiful 
thing about this program. Especially in this time we’re living in, when it 
seems that higher education is so strongly about specialization, is a very 
narrow pursuit. I think to join the idea of education back to humanity, back 
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to who you are in the world, what you give to your community, how you 
interact with the people you see every day—I think that’s incredibly 
important. And I’ve been worried for a number of years about the humane 
element in higher education. I think that St. John’s, in being old-fashioned, 
now maybe finds itself on the forefront because it’s creating richer, deeper, 
more empathetic, more open human beings who are going to take that 
finely honed skill out into the world. And that’s why I'm very proud to have 
been here, I love it so much. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Ms. Trovato is a first-semester graduate student. She is a writer, reader, and 
artist. 

— 

Following pages: Anna E. Kaminski, Murmurations, 2016, Lead, Steel, and Ash.  
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Don Quijote, or the Book of Changes 

Alejandro Ehrenberg 

 

A metamorphosis lies at the heart of Cervantes’ masterpiece—Alonso 

Quijano, a rundown hidalgo, reads so many books of chivalry that he 

decides to become Don Quijote de La Mancha. He dresses up 

anachronistically and leaves his village determined to right wrongs, repair 

grievances, protect the poor, and defend maidens in danger. He wants to 

become a knight-errant in an age where this noble profession is only read 

about, not lived out in the real world. Don Quijote’s ambition is to raise 

life to the level of literature. Life, however, stubbornly insists on remaining 

what it is. Throughout the narrative, Don Quijote learns just how difficult 

it is to fully become who he wants to be—he struggles not only against the 

indifference and malice of the world, but also against his own doubts. In 

turn, this struggle produces a series of transformations in his identity.  

It must be noted that, in fact, there are two Quijotes, one written in 1605, 

the other ten years later. These books are read as a single work today, but 

the differences between them are the most natural starting point for my 

essay’s purpose. In the earlier novel the reader witnesses Don Quijote’s 

maturation—he is a work in progress, slowly growing into the man he 

wishes to be. From a certain point of view, this transformation is a success: 

Alonso Quijano becomes Don Quijote de la Mancha. But the Quijote of 

1615, completed just a few months before Cervantes’s death, presents a 

different Don Quijote, one possessed with heightened self-awareness and 
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self-doubt. The reader of the second Quijote observes a sort of deflation of 

the protagonist’s persona, which culminates in a disquieting deathbed 

conversion.  

Thus, the developmental arch seems to be as follows: Alonso Quijano 

effectively turns himself into Don Quijote, and then shrinks back into the 

same man he used to be. But how accurate is this description? To be quite 

honest, I hope that the second Alonso Quijano is fundamentally different 

from the first—I want to be able to say, with Sancho Panza, that, despite 

all the beatings reality has given him, Don Quijote has achieved a victory 

over himself. But, of course, I am open to let the text teach me something 

else instead. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A native of Mexico City, Mr. Ehrenberg (AGI ’19) first became interested in Cervantes 
when, at a thrift store, he found a mirror with a quote by the Spanish author engraved 
on the frame: “Tres cosas hacen a un hombre discreto—letras, edad y camino.” The 
essay above is adapted from a Master’s Essay Mr. Ehrenberg is currently writing on 
Don Quijote. He will offer an oral defense of his Essay in Spring of 2019.  
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                 Jaime Marquez  

42 



   
 

 

It’s Never Too Late to Continue Learning:  
A Conversation Between Joe Coelho and Andrew Dorchester 

  

Andrew Dorchester: Attending graduate school is not what one usually 

expects a 72-year-old to undertake. What made you decide to pursue a 

master’s degree at this stage in your life? 

Joe Coelho: My mother died when she was 100 and I had turned 70. If I 

have another thirty years to live, the question is, what am I going to do with 

those years? So, I was trying to think through physically dealing with getting 

older. If I become constrained at some point in my physical abilities but 

not my mental capacities how do I want to then live my life? What brought 

me to St. John’s was a small book by Cicero called How to Grow Old: Ancient 

Wisdom for the Second Half of Life. In that book he has some interesting ideas. 

One is that no matter what age you are, you don’t stop learning and you 

don’t stop changing, unless you choose not to learn, you choose not to 

change. People make that choice all the time and at all ages, and what 

they’re saying is: “I don’t want to explore myself.” It takes courage to 

choose the learn and try to change as you grow older.  

AD: How did the Graduate Institute program appeal to you? 

JC: The world is changing very rapidly around us. How do I want to 

prepare myself to understand that change? I’ve met a lot of elderly people 

who withdraw from the world in confusion, withdraw from the world and 

become bitter. I don’t want to live that kind of life. I want to live an 
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examined life. St. John’s affords me the discipline and structure—not to 

begin tying up parts of my life, but a structure to allow me to examine my 

life by pulling it apart. Thinking differently about myself and others. As I 

talk to people attending the Graduate Institute, it is clear they are here to 

learn to understand themselves. St. John’s has been helpful in allowing me 

to address some of those questions of internal and external change. 

AD: How do you see the St. John’s program as differing from other 

graduate programs? 

JC: I have some fancy graduate degrees and I can tell you those are mostly 

just training programs. Go to law school, it’s vocational education. Go to 

medical school, it’s vocational education. The whole push in medical 

school is to make doctors more humane—well, why is that? Because 

they’ve reduced specific technical/professional knowledge to a mechanical 

endeavor. Even divinity schools, social work schools and various schools 

of education—it’s the same thing. Their focus is on professional 

qualifications. Now, I want to be treated by a competent medical doctor 

and represented by qualified attorney so programs like this are necessary 

for our society to function effectively. But is this education in its broadest 

sense requiring one to address the deepest and fundamental questions? No. 

— 

Where St. John’s steps out from the mass of education institutions is that 

if you appreciate genuine thought, I think this program can really change 

your life, in some significant ways. It won’t be apparent right away, like 

most things. It is slow, but it really does change your way of thinking. Prior 

to coming to St. John’s, my education was very stovepipe, and everything 
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was very linear in terms of a specific academic discipline. What St. John’s 

has done is forced me to think across the disciplines. I now think differently 

about relationships between people and issues. St. John’s gives you those 

tools. 

AD: Has the St. John’s program affected your writing? 

JC: The program has given me the freedom to write to express my thoughts 

in a different way. My writing has changed. How I start my papers is that I 

start with a question. I write it out and let it sit for a day. The next day I 

either crumble it up and start over again, or that begins the paper. I then 

write three or four pages and let it sit for a day, come back, three or four 

more pages, layering on the work that I did from the previous day. It’s a 

process of reflecting and layering. 

AD: What differences do you see between the undergraduate and the 

graduate students? 

JC: One of the key things is that the graduate students are already formed 

by previous educational and life experiences in some way maybe 

malformed but formed. It is the responsibility of a graduate student to 

shape his or her own life. An undergraduate student is in a more passive 

mode, they will be shaped—some take it into their own hands, some don’t. 

For the graduate student coming here to be successful, he or she first has 

to ask, why am I here? Second, they need to realize their education is not 

going to be done for them. There is more freedom to the learning. You get 

from the program what you put into it.  

AD: What process do you follow in preparing for class? 
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JC: Every time I go into a classroom, I think I’m well prepared. Every time 

I come out of a classroom, I realize that I was not prepared at all. 

Something happens invariably in class that brings to my attention 

something that I missed in the reading, something that I had not thought 

about. That is the genius of the educational experience here. 

— 

When I first started at St. John’s—it may sound silly, here’s a guy who has 

spent thirty years in the Navy and taught Midshipmen and merchant 

mariners—I was the guy with the answers. Thus, I was anxious about how 

to prepare for these classes. I was scared that I might not be ready. All my 

adult life I have been the officer in charge. So how do you go into class and 

not know everything? I started at St. John’s preparing for the class by 

reading the assignments twice, three times, or more. After four semesters 

here, I now read the text once, but thoroughly. After I have finished 

reading, I put the book down and ask myself a single question, did I 

understand it? Not did I understand the meaning of the text, but what did I 

understand? If I cannot answer that question, then I will begin again. I 

don’t take notes, but I do write down questions and underline passages. I 

also tie the assigned readings to readings from other classes and segments. 

The other aspect of my preparation is this: I don’t want to come into class 

and let these my classmates down. 

AD: What does it take to succeed at St. John’s? 

JC: To be a successful GI, you must set aside whoever you were and 

approach the program as though you don’t know anything. That unnerves 

a lot of people. But let the tutors and let the program guide you during your 
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four semesters here. If you can’t do that, you will not be successful. You 

cannot be curious without courage. To be curious, you have to step outside 

yourself. You have to let go. You have to ask, “how does that work or how 

does something hold together?” If you don’t have that courage to be 

curious, you’re never going to be able to discover anything new about 

yourself or about what all else around you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mr. Coelho (AGI ’18) is a fourth-semester Graduate Institute student. He is a retired 

US Naval officer and a former faculty member at the US Naval Academy.  

Mr. Dorchester (AGI ‘19) is a first-semester Graduate Institute student. He is a 25-
year veteran of the economics & litigation profession. 

The conversation has been condensed and edited.  
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Freedom and Obedience in Thomas Carlyle’s  
History of the French Revolution 

Gregory LaMontagne 

 

If you ever find yourself shuffling through the Main Reading Room of the 

Library of Congress (and I hope that you do find yourself there, and that 

you do shuffle, slowly and respectfully), make sure to crane your neck until 

you discern the ring of twelve figures, entitled Evolution of Civilization, 

painted by Edwin Howland Blashfield. Eye the first Pharaoh, read the 

summary of Egypt's contribution to the West ("Written Records"), pass on 

to Judea and Greece, then Rome and Islam, past the vague but pertinent 

Middle Ages, through Italy, Germany, Spain, England—all anthro-

pomorphized and posed atop their culture's succinct contribution. By now 

you've reached the eleventh figure, the one preceding America and his 

claim of especially furnishing the West with "Science." This woman, girded 

with a red, white, and blue sash, thrusts out a Declaration and sits above 

"Emancipation." This woman is France.  

As you linger on her radiant face, imagine Thomas Carlyle himself appears 

beside you, his three-volume history of the French Revolution held in both 

hands. Imagine that he too cranes his neck to find her countenance, but 

imagine that he breaks the reverent silence: "It is the deep commandment, 

dimmer or clearer, of our whole being, to be free. Freedom is the one 

purport, wisely aimed at, or unwisely, of all man's struggles, toilings and 

sufferings in this Earth." I think this woman would keep her face radiant 
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until the speaker said "unwisely." Her brow might furrow or her lips purse, 

or perhaps she'd point her eyes to some down-left corner while conceiving 

a riposte. But before she makes one: "Obedience," Carlyle starts up again, 

is "properly, if he knew it, the prime want of man." 

Could you refute him? I don’t know how I would. How can I reconcile my 

American, my French, my human craving for freedom with this Scotsman's 

tempting critique? There are historical figures in Carlyle's French Revolution 

that he describes as "realities." Realities in the sense that they've tapped 

into the one truth we should all obey? In that they’ve freed themselves 

from the whirl of civilization? Can Carlyle's heroes pose the correct way to 

balance what we think we want with what we truly need? 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Gregory LaMontagne, (AGI '20), is a transplant from Houston, Texas, who thwarts 
his natural desire to tell you everything about himself by way of keeping all 
autobiographical writings to a one-sentence maximum. The essay above is adapted from 
a paper written for a Fall 2018 preceptorial on Thomas Carlyle’s The French 
Revolution: A History, led by Tutor Mark Sinnett.  
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Stars and Smokestacks 
Jordana Rozenman (AGI ’20) 

 

Smokestacks against a pink sky 
Slightly orange 
Or blue with undertones of light  
Beckon 
 

With the same force 
That jet trails from airplanes  
Soothe and stir 
 
Everywhere things are  
Happening, now 
And above 
Things remain as still  
And silent  
As they have ever been 
Dark and bright  
 
We are made of stars 
The science tells us this.  
 

We are made  
Of stars 
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Adam Hurwitz, Portal to the Multiverse, 2018, Micron Ink and 24k Gold 
Foil on Premium Cotton Rag, 9"x12".  
 
Adam Hurwitz's work combines nature with mathematics and biology 
using a distinctive minimalistic and playful technique. "We are all at once 
large and small, connected through the depths of our skies and seas, 
hearts and spirits," Hurwitz suggests. Using Micron Pigma black ink, 
vivid colors, and Giclée printing, Hurwitz's work explores the miracles 
of nature, love, and music under the lens of an artistic microscope.  
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Emerging from the Darkness 
 
Patricia Harden (AGI’ 88) 

 
As though, as in Plato’s Republic, eventually we seek reality— 

Emerging from the darkness of the womb, into the light of life 

And cyclically, in due time, returning to the darkness, 

This time— the eternal darkness of death. Lest, 

our unbridled spirit denies even this reality and rises 

to dance among the ever-changing, vibrant, majestic formations of clouds. 

 
 

 
                                         Jaime Marquez  
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A Scarcity in the Program 
Jaime Marquez 

 

The Great Book missing from the St. John’s College curriculum is The 

General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money, written by John Maynard 

Keynes and published in 1935. Keynes’s work revolutionized the role of 

the government in economics: it is on par with Freud’s theory of the 

unconscious and Darwin’s theory of natural selection.  

To be sure, undergraduate Johnnies are engaged in conversations with the 

founders of economics, such as Adam Smith, David Hume, and Karl Marx. 

Those conversations revolve around property rights, the right to self-

determination, and the extent to which governments have a genuine role 

in limiting those rights. But Keynes’s work is not part of that 

conversation. And a conversation about economics that excludes Keynes 

is as fulfilling as a conversation about rainbows that excludes water.   

That Keynes is St. John’s material is evident from Mortimer Adler’s book 

The Great Conversation. Adler notes that Keynes’s work is rooted in Euclid, 

Hume, Marx, Smith, and Voltaire—all of whom are studied at St. John’s. 

So a conversation that included Keynes will link us to conversations from 

that distant past. And we would then realize, as Keynes noted, that 

“Practical men who believe themselves to be quite exempt from any 

intellectual influence, are usually the slaves of some defunct economist.”1 

                                                             
1 John Maynard Keynes, The Collected Writings of John Maynard Keynes, Vol. VII: The General 
Theory of Employment, Interest and Money, (Cambridge University Press, 2013), 383. 
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Jaime Marquez is a Senior Lecturer at the John Hopkins School of Advanced 
International Studies and a student in the Graduate Institute at St. John’s College in 
Annapolis, Maryland (AGI’19). He was a Senior Economist on the Federal Reserve 
Board from 1983 to 2013 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
       Andrew Dorchester 
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You can find more work by the artists featured in Colloquy at: 
 
Adam Hurwitz : spacewaves.me 
Anna Kaminski : annaekaminski.com 
Jaime Marquez: jaimemarquez.com 
 
 
The Colloquy Editorial Board is sincerely grateful to Ms. Anna Kaminski, 
Ms. Toni Lambert, Ms. Emily Langston, Mr. Louis Petrich, Mr. David 
Townsend, Mr. Brandon Wasicsko, the staff of the Greenfield Library, and 
the Graduate Council at St. John’s College, Annapolis. 
 
 
Colloquy is made possible by the generous support of readers like you. If 
you would like to participate in the mission of Colloquy, consider donating. 
Checks may be mailed to the following address: 
 
ATTN: Colloquy 
The Graduate Institute 
St. John’s College 
60 College Avenue 
Annapolis, MD 21401 
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