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We check in with big thinkers and fascinating personalities from the worlds of academia, journalism, 

entertainment and the creative arts to hear about the books that mattered to them in 2022. 

 

Vivek Ramaswany 

The emerging religiosity in the climate-change debate obscures the 

diversity of questions at issue. Are global surface temperatures indeed 

rising to problematic levels? Are human beings principally responsible for 

this effect, and can they reasonably reverse it by altering their behaviors? 

Steven E. Koonin, in “Unsettled” (2021), has shown that the answers to 

these questions are far more complicated than we’ve been led to believe. 

Bjørn Lomborg has recently shown that rising global surface 

temperatures are likely not the unmitigated evil so many assume. The 

brilliance of Alex Epstein’s recent “Fossil Future” is that he writes not as a 

scientific expert but as a philosopher. Mr. Epstein delivers clarity of 

thought in a way that only an outsider can. He concedes that man-made 



climate change is real, but he recenters the debate around the question that matters: What is the best course of 

action to improve human flourishing? His answer is clear and unapologetic: more plentiful, reliable, abundant 

access to fossil fuels. The climate-disaster-related death rate, he points out, is 98% lower today than it was just 

a century ago—largely owing to innovations powered by fossil fuels. The right way to handle climate change 

isn’t to reverse it but to master its effects—a thesis that is as provocative as it is intuitive.  

--Mr. Ramaswamy is the author of “Nation of Victims: Identity Politics, the Death of Merit, and the Path 

Back to Excellence.” 

 

Deborah Cohen 

What was past doesn’t stay buried, but there’s no telling exactly what form the ghouls take 

when they climb out of their graves. Among my favorite books this year are two accounts that 

filter histories of political repression through the shades of family. In her captivating and 

darkly comical “Free,” a story of a Communist girlhood and its aftermath, Lea Ypi charts the 

disorientation that followed when history turned on its axis. Linda Kinstler’s “Come to This 

Court and Cry,” a tale of Holocaust reckoning that stretches from Latvia to Israel to Uruguay, 

is searching as well as surprising. Two books about the refugee crisis have stayed with me, 

each immersive and full of unforgettable detail: Matthieu Aikins’s “The Naked Don’t Fear the 

Water” and Sally Hayden’s “My Fourth Time, We Drowned.” Morally serious and well told, 

they make for essential reading. If the world’s weighing too heavily, how about escaping with 

five volumes on the travails of an English business family on the brink of World War II? The 

first of Elizabeth Jane Howard’s gorgeously observed Cazalet Chronicles was published in 

1990. As I wolfed down the Cazalet novels last summer, I wondered why I’d waited so long. 

--Ms. Cohen is a professor of history at Northwestern University and the author, most recently, of “Last Call 
at the Hotel Imperial: The Reporters Who Took On a World at War.” 

 

Jaap van Zweden 

“Beacon to the World: A History of Lincoln Center,” by Joseph W. Polisi, president emeritus of the Juilliard 

School, is a powerful work of nonfiction with the drama of a novel. It came out not long before the opening of 

the new David Geffen Hall in October, and chronicles the controversial history of Lincoln Center from the 

1950s, complete with decades of power brokers and challenges right up until the gut renovation of Geffen Hall. 



For the first decade of its existence, the venue was called Philharmonic Hall and then was known for more than 

40 years as Avery Fisher Hall. The transformation of this concert hall, which is home to the New York 

Philharmonic, comes not a moment too soon, as readers will appreciate from Mr. Polisi’s masterful book. 

--Mr. van Zweden is music director of the New York Philharmonic. 

 

Lincoln Perry 

 

On ascending to Mount Parnassus as quasi-deities, those we admire can lose their human traits, all but 

disappearing in the mists of an impenetrable fame. For many, Henri Matisse has ascended to a dismissible 

perfection, as well as an unaffordable price range. On a recent visit to Philadelphia, I saw certain lackluster 

works from the 1930s and ’40s that made me wonder why this manifestly wonderful painter ever let them out 

of the studio. If all Matisses (or all Picassos or Vermeers) are automatically “great,” we cease to look critically 

and therefore stop appreciating the genius that went into the artist’s masterpieces. Hilary Spurling’s two 

volumes, “The Unknown Matisse” (1998) and “Matisse the Master” (2005), helped me realize not only how 

mocked and reviled the man was at the beginning of his career, but how close he came to losing his gift in the 

uninspired efforts I encountered in Philadelphia. Ms. Spurling conveys the agonizing struggles and endless toil 

that resulted in Matisse’s early triumphs, as well as his crowning glory in the painted-paper cutouts done 

shortly before he died. In her expansive biography, Matisse returns to earth, an inspiration to us all. 

--Mr. Perry, a painter and sculptor, is the author of “Seeing Like an Artist: What Artists Perceive in the Art of 
Others.” 

 

 

Alma Deutscher 

I’ve read Frances Hardinge’s books “The Lie Tree” and “Fly Trap” so often that I almost know them by heart. 

Since imagination is such a vital part of my own life, I’m gripped by her combination of wildly imaginative 

fantasy with realistic characters, richly and wittily portrayed. Ms. Hardinge’s latest book, “Unraveller,” is a 

page-turner of a mystery story. Her characterizations make even the wildest fantasy seem utterly believable. 

The heroine is a girl who was once transformed into a heron and later turned back into a human. This may 

sound rather like a prince turning into a frog: flat as a folk tale. But once Ms. Hardinge has led us through the 

girl’s emotional pain on turning back into a “ground-trudger” (a human), once we have experienced her mental 

lapses into the predatory instincts of a heron, when she watches with uncanny stillness the silver ripples of the 

water, once we have relived the nightmares from her bird-years, her remorse about attacking helpless cygnets 

while their mother tried in vain to protect them, then the fantasy has become totally real. 



--Ms. Deutscher’s third opera, “The Emperor’s New Waltz,” will premiere in Salzburg in March. 

 

 

Danielle Allen 

My favorite books this year were David Herbert Donald’s 1995 

“Lincoln’’ and Thomas E. Ricks’s recent “Waging a Good War.” 

Donald’s Lincoln begins as an old-school Whig, but by the mid-1850s 

his party is moribund. On May 29, 1856, the new Illinois Republican 

Party meets in convention, and Lincoln delivers a party-defining 

speech. His message, that “the Union must be preserved in the purity 

of its principles as well as in the integrity of its territorial parts,” isn’t 

a geographical claim but a moral one—about the requirements of self-

government among free and equal citizens. The need to end slavery 

follows from it. “Waging a Good War” is a stirring after-action report 

on the 1960s civil rights movement. Like “Lincoln” it honors (among a 

dozen others) a citizen-hero who sought to reanimate democracy’s 

moral core—Bob Moses, architect of Mississippi’s Freedom Summer. 

Is it worth tracing Lincoln’s efforts to fashion a party fit for purpose in his times? Is it worth scrutinizing how a 

military-style discipline was fundamental to civil rights’ success? Yes—these are means by which power is 

forged and the world changed. How can any American seeking a healthy democracy not wish to understand 

that better? 

--Ms. Allen is a professor of political philosophy, ethics, and public policy at Harvard University. 

 

 

J. Kenji López-Alt 

As an author of cookbooks and children’s books, nearly everything I read in 2022 falls into these two 

categories. My 5-and-three-quarter-year-old Alicia struggles to carry her own backpack just like Tanisha, the 

protagonist of Pat Zietlow Miller and Jen Hill’s recent “Be Strong.” It’s a wonderfully layered story about 

community, leadership, kindness and how we’re strongest when we help others and let others help us. We 

loved Ryan T. Higgins’s first book in the Penelope Rex series, the hilarious and entertaining “We Don’t Eat Our 

Classmates” (2018), so we were delighted to discover its sequel, “We Will Rock Our Classmates” (2020). This 

story about a young T. rex longing to wow her human classmates at the school talent show reminds us that even 

big scary dinosaurs have fears, and sometimes we need our friends and family to help us rock out with 



confidence. Among this year’s cookbooks I really enjoyed “The Woks of Life,” a book full of practical recipes 

and techniques for Chinese home cooking, uniquely co-authored by the Leungs, a multigenerational Chinese-

American family. “Korean American: Food That Tastes Like Home,” by Eric Kim, is one of the most exciting 

and personal books I’ve read on the Asian-American experience and the way food transforms and can be 

transformed by it. 

--Mr. López-Alt is the author of “The Food Lab” and, more recently, “The Wok: Recipes and Techniques.” 

 

Marshall Jon Fisher 

Most of my favorite books this year were relics of the 20th century. I finally picked up the two Thomas 

Bernhard novels that had been taunting me from the bookshelf for years, “Woodcutters” and “Old Masters,” 

and enjoyed the dark humor lying within the curmudgeonly prose. Gerald Murnane’s “The Plains” was another 

absurdist delight. I also read two fine books about Israel. The first was Colum McCann’s novel “Apeirogon,” 

which blends the stories of an Israeli and a Palestinian who each lost a daughter to the region’s never-ending 

violence. Later I revisited Amos Oz’s “A Tale of Love and Darkness,” his memoir of growing up in Jerusalem 

and maturing alongside the new state of Israel. Rereading brought me the most literary pleasure. In the 1990s I 

was captivated by Peter Matthiessen’s three “Mr. Watson” novels, which explored the lawless world of Florida’s 

fin-de-siècle Ten Thousand Islands region. This year, I experienced them in their final form, fused into the 

magnum opus “Shadow Country.” The greatest reward of all, though, came from reimmersions into Virginia 

Woolf’s two masterpieces, “Mrs. Dalloway” (third time) and “To the Lighthouse” (fourth). No better novels 

have been written, and they yield more treasure each time. 

--Mr. Fisher is the author, most recently of “Seventeen and Oh: Miami, 1972, and the NFL’s Only Perfect 
Season.” 



 

Marshall Jon Fisher 

In spite of the current glut of blandly unobjectionable heroes, the 

protagonists of our best novels are more like difficult lovers. Their bad 

choices test our limits, but we can’t let them go, because they reflect our 

best and worst selves—our most shameful, ego-driven impulses and our 

most honorable principles. In spite of our disapproval we draw closer 

and empathize, recognizing long-buried desires in their scrabbling and 

clawing to squeeze more life out of life. In her debut novel, “Vladimir,” 

Julia May Jonas offers up the most seductively unapologetic narrator 

I’ve encountered in years, the kind of heroine you sleep with on a whim, 

marry the next morning, and regret fordecades to come. Her attraction 

to a younger colleague at the liberal-arts college where she and her 

husband teach becomes a receptacle for all of her thwarted professional ambitions, long-buried romantic 

aspirations and anxieties about aging. Like a cross between John Updike, Shirley Jackson and Elena Ferrante, 

Ms. Jonas, who is also an accomplished playwright, weaves together tenacity and longing, curiosity and horror, 

contempt and delirium into the conflicted DNA of a heroine who no longer has the will to play nicely with 

others. The result is an unforgettable tale about the impossible conundrum of wanting much more than you 

deserve—in other words, being human. 

--Ms. Havrilesky is the author, most recently, of “Foreverland: On the Divine Tedium of Marriage.” 

 

Matthew Continetti 

The ranks of conservative journalism suffered many losses this year. WSJ theater critic Terry Teachout, scholar 

of philanthropy Martin Morse Wooster, speechwriter and columnist Michael Gerson, critic and essayist Midge 

Decter, and humorist P.J. O’Rourke died within the past 12 months, leaving the world a dimmer and duller 

place. Writers, of course, are never really gone: Their voices remain on the page. And much of my reading in 

2022 was devoted to the work of these teachers and friends. I learned about the writer’s craft from Teachout’s 

“The Skeptic: A Life of H.L. Mencken.” I dipped into Wooster’s “The Great Philanthropists and the Problem of 

‘Donor Intent,’ ” mulled over the policy agenda outlined in Gerson’s “Heroic Conservatism,” and marveled at 

Decter’s combination of style and sense in “The Liberated Woman and Other Americans.” O’Rourke’s books fill 

up a shelf in my office, and the spines of “Parliament of Whores” and “Eat the Rich” are cracked from frequent 

re-readings. Just added to the collection is “The Funny Stuff: The Official P.J. O’Rourke Quotationary and 



Riffapedia,” edited by Terry McDonell with a foreword by Christopher Buckley. All these books are worth 

revisiting and remembering. Along with the men and women who wrote them. 

--Mr. Continetti is the author of “The Right: The Hundred-Year War for American Conservatism.” 

 

Moshe Safdie 

Moshe Halbertal and Stephen Holmes’s “The Beginning of Politics” examines the biblical Book of Samuel’s 

political and psychological intricacies and demonstrates it to be the first insight into the complexity of 

sovereignty and government. I reread Robert Fagles’s translation of “The Odyssey” during the Covid-19 

lockdown. Fifty years after first reading Homer’s epic poem, I returned 

to it with a broadened perspective, and consumed it as if watching a 

film—I found it more dramatic, and certainly more imaginative, than 

any space fantasy I have seen. “Memoirs of Hadrian,” by Marguerite 

Yourcenar, reflects on statesmanship, leadership, ambition, and the 

potential and limits of power. Richard Saul Wurman’s epic publication 

“The Notebooks and Drawings of Louis I. Kahn” (1962) expressed 

Kahn’s method, philosophy and poetic words. Recently republished, 

along with new anecdotes, photographs, and essays, the book shows 

why Kahn’s stature as one of the great American architects stands 

firm. 

--Mr. Safdie is the author of “If Walls Could Speak: My Life in 
Architecture.” 

 

 

Rafael Mangual 

Arguing about public policy issues can be fun, but it’s also serious business. On a good day, an argument you’ve 

made convinces those who make the rules and inspires them to act. This is no small thing–if you’re wrong, the 

results of any initiatives you’ve inspired could be disastrous. So most of my reading is geared toward helping 

me think as best as I can through the issues I write about. For me, this has meant two things: pulling from 

other disciplines, like psychology, that could inform my own arguments, and engaging with the work of those 

who come down on the other side of the questions I’m working to answer. The practical application of work by 

a scholar in another discipline may not immediately be clear, but it’s always interesting. A prime example for 

me is Heather Heying and Bret Weinstein’s “A Hunter-Gatherer’s Guide to the 21st Century: Evolution and the 



Challenges of Modern Life.” Reading something you know you’ll disagree with can be frustrating, but it can also 

better prepare you to engage with the other side in the marketplace of ideas. My latest such endeavor is Jeffrey 

Bellin’s “Mass Incarceration Nation: How the United States Became Addicted to Prisons and Jails and How It 

Can Recover.” In short, those in different fields as well as those you differ with both have something to offer. 

Read accordingly.  

--Mr. Mangual is a senior fellow at the Manhattan Institute and the author of “Criminal (In)Justice: What 
the Push for Decarceration and Depolicing Gets Wrong and Who It Hurts Most.” 

 

 

Timothy Potts 

After another year that has cried out for inspiring leadership, I grasped glimmers of optimism from Matt 

Waters’s “King of the World,” a biography of Persian king Cyrus the Great. Oct. 29 was in fact “Cyrus the Great 

Day,” named for his ascendancy 2,561 years ago as the new overlord of Babylon and “king of the world.” Having 

forged an empire from the borders of India and Uzbekistan to Turkey and Egypt, that title wasn’t hyperbole. 

Today Cyrus is revered as a model of pragmatic, benevolent rulership. His tolerant and ecumenical rule 

extended even to his wardrobe. The sole surviving contemporary image of Cyrus shows him wearing an Elamite 

robe, Egyptian crown, and the wings of an Assyrian demon. Only his hairstyle is home-grown Persian. (Think 

of King Charles III in a dhoti, wearing an Oba’s crown, and given the wings of the Algonquian thunderbird.) 

Life in ancient times was no cakewalk. But Cyrus imposed or forbade no religion, language, ethnicity, dress 

code or culture on his native Persians or the many other peoples he ruled. Would that this were the case for his 

descendants today. 

--Mr. Potts is the Maria Hummer-Tuttle and Robert Tuttle Director of the J. Paul Getty Museum. 

 

 



Annie Duke 

“All regrets aggravate. Productive regrets aggravate, then activate.” 

That’s one of my favorite lines from Daniel Pink’s “The Power of 

Regret: How Looking Backward Moves Us Forward.” Regret is a 

powerful force, both in its emotional intensity and how it can affect our 

behavior and how we think about ourselves and our lives. Because we 

view regret negatively, we frequently ignore or minimize it, and rarely 

try to focus on how to understand it—much less use it constructively. 

Mr. Pink argues that we can harness the power of regret to make a 

better life for ourselves. In addition to distilling the lessons from 

several decades of scientific research on the subject, he contributes a 

pair of his own massive research efforts, surveying more than 20,000 

people, to develop a taxonomy of regrets, a deep structure that offers 

insights into the human condition and advice for using regret to learn 

from and improve on past decisions as well as to make better ones. 

--Ms. Duke is the author of “Quit: The Power of Knowing When to Walk Away.” 

 

Toni Bentley 

In a time of great need—I know no other—I read only classics. While profound art cannot relieve my frequent 

revulsion to our unkind species, it can divert my gaze. I wish to sit at the feet of the magnificently superior, 

preferably on a red-velvet cushion, in total surrender to it—however dead or male. (I likely absorbed this 

proclivity from growing up in the world of a living genius, George Balanchine, where I experienced the 

advantages of unconditional receptivity.) I recently devoured, and adored, virtually all of Edith Wharton—her 

frequent commentary on marriage, for women in particular, is modern, witty and condemnatory. “Summer” 

and “The Reef” stand out for their sly, bold yet subtle consideration of the ever-pervasive, ever-avoided, 

undercurrents of incest. After Wharton, I returned to Henry James to avoid disappointment. I can think of no 

greater pleasure than getting lost, entirely lost, in the four-page paragraphs and half-page sentences detailing 

such layered minutiae of sensitivity and perception as make up “The Golden Bowl.” I feel more intimacy with 

the beautiful windings of James’s mind than I ever could with a mere human. It is like an adulterous love affair 

where I am willingly abducted into a tender complicity that includes frequent violation from my side with my 

Uni-ball 207: underlinings, boxes around words new to me, exclamation points and “Ha!”s of delight, the 

occasional Post-it note for easy revisitation of the transcendently wise. These are the scribblings of 

consummation, a guarantee that no one will steal my copy—and a great gush of gratitude floods me. It is 

thrilling.  



--Ms. Bentley is the author, most recently, of “Serenade: A Balanchine Story.” 

 

Allen C. Guelzo 

I am a historian and in love with history, so it will surprise no one that almost all of what I read is history or 

biography. This past year has held a bushel basket of good historical and biographical reading, starting at the 

top with Henry Kissinger’s “Leadership: Six Studies in World Strategy.” I did not expect “Leadership” to be a 

historical study. Yet its chapters are gems of historical inquiry into the lives of Konrad Adenauer, Charles de 

Gaulle, Richard Nixon, Anwar Sadat, Lee Kuan Yew and Margaret Thatcher, mixed in each case with Mr. 

Kissinger’s own long-lived interactions with them. I thought Gordon Wood’s “Power and Liberty: 

Constitutionalism in the American Revolution” teemed throughout with exceptional insights and 

understanding of the Revolutionary era. This was also a year for getting reacquainted with the music of Charles 

Ives, through Jan Swafford’s “Charles Ives: A Life With Music” and J. Peter Burkholder’s “Charles Ives: The 

Ideas Behind the Music.” Nothing, however, quite packed the punch of William Deresiewicz’s “The End of 

Solitude: Selected Essays on Culture and Society,” and especially the author’s account of why genuine 

intellectual life has been driven almost completely out of colleges and universities. 

--Mr. Guelzo is director of the Initiative on Politics and Statesmanship at Princeton’s James Madison 
Program. 


