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tures the back of my head quite nicely 
(white shirt, just to the left of the stand-
ing audience member). As the cartoon-
ist for The Chicago Maroon at the time, 
I had the additional honor of sketching 
Ted as his doppelgänger Alfred E. Neu-
man (of MAD Magazine fame) for the 
issue after the taping. 

Keith Horvath, AB’83, MD’87
CHARLESTON , SOUTH CAROLINA

Regarding the Reg
How did the Reg change my time on 
campus (“Day of Reg-oning,” Alumni 
News, Fall/25)? A lot! Then and later.

As an undergrad in 1968 I enjoyed 
skulking about on the Regenstein’s con-
struction site—a practice I had perfected 
while growing up in the mid-century 
housing developments in Libertyville, 
Illinois, and then continued in the steam 
tunnels between Rockefeller Chapel and 
International House. 

I came upon a set of the Regenstein 
construction documents on a worktable 
and absolutely marveled at their beauty 
and precision. I noted the initials “WT” 
in the “Drawn By” box on the Skidmore 
Owings & Merrill (SOM) sheets and 
filed that information away for later 
use, as it turned out.

I soon left the U of C for two years 
of swing shift work at US Steel South 
Works, doing wet chemistry assays of 
steel coming out of electric furnace 
No. 2. My second year chem class defi-
nitely paid off there.

Back at the U of C for my final year in 
1971, I again enjoyed skulking around 
in the Regenstein, by then completed 
and opened. Books of guitar music and 
archaeological history drawings were 
my favorites in its collections.

After graduating from the U of C 
and getting another degree in archi-
tecture, I walked into SOM and met 
Walter Netsch and started working for 
him. And I met the mysterious “WT”—
Wayne Tjaden—who had made those 
lovely drawings a decade earlier. I say 
“mysterious” because Walter loved 
Wayne’s work so much that he let 
Wayne take occasional leaves of ab-
sence from SOM to go repair organs 
across the Midwest.

A high point of my work in Wal-
ter’s studio was visiting Algeria and 

achieved a ceasefire to the loud music 
and clutching a large glass of freshly 
pulled keg beer.

Mr. Sally sometimes smoked during 
class. One time he confused the chalk 
with his cigarette and took a drag from 
the piece of white chalk. He didn’t real-
ize his mistake until he tried to write on 
the board with the lit cigarette.

Ian McCutcheon, AB’91
CHICAGO

I was a student in the very first Moore 
method calculus class in fall 2004, 
which was taught by Paul Sally and 
Diane Herrmann, SM’76, PhD’88. I 
believe it was Mr. Sally who called 
it “Public Humiliation Calculus.” It 
was an apt name, because many of my 
clearer memories are of times when I 
was trying to prove something on the 
blackboard and got it wrong. That said, 
I might not have been a math major if it 
weren’t for that class. I can share a mix 
of some episodes and some of his more 
memorable quirks.

First, yes, he had a great distaste for 
cell phones. Over the Summer Quarter 
he was an instructor in the program 
where undergraduates taught Chicago 
Public Schools teachers, SESAME 
(Seminars for Endorsement of Science 
and Mathematics Educators). His rules 
about phones in the classroom even 
extended to these teachers. He was a 
bit more lenient; instead of destroying 
their phones, he confiscated them until 
the end of the day. Even other teachers 
had to follow the rules. Further, and I’m 

not sure I trust my memory here, I be-
lieve that if you answered a text during 
one of his lectures and he caught you, the 
punishment was that he (or a TA) would 
read the text or email to the class.

To my memory he never used the 
term math, always mathematics. 

He had a habit of licking chalk before 
writing with it on the blackboard.

Since he was a basketball fan (and 
played in college, if memory serves), he 
would occasionally reward good ques-
tions, observations, or proofs by saying 
they were worth two or three points. 
These didn’t translate into real points 
for grades, sadly.

For a long time, he taught the noto-
riously difficult Honors Analysis in Rn 
class (MATH 207-208-209). I didn’t 
take the class, but while I was there, 
he assigned a proof equivalent to the 
Riemann hypothesis as an extra-credit 
problem. The thing was, he didn’t tell 
the students that it was equivalent to 
the Riemann hypothesis (and therefore 
likely impossible for them to prove), and 
so some of them spent a lot of time try-
ing to get it.

He was the only person I’ve ever 
known to say “Bingo bango.” When 
walking through a particularly elegant 
proof, he’d say “Bingo bango!” at the end 
to signify that it was complete. This one 
has stuck with me all these years and 
is something I occasionally say myself.

Brian Taylor, AB’08, SM’18
ROCK VILLE , MARYL AND

Viewpoint viewpoint
I attended the taping of Ted Koppel’s 
Viewpoint TV show that was held in 
Mandel Hall (“Campus Views,” Alumni 
News, Fall/25). Your recent photo cap-
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MUSIC

From console to 
concert hall
The Game Music Ensemble 
performs music for the  
digital era.

BY BR ADY SANTORO, CLASS  
OF 2027

College orientation, in all its exhilarat-
ing newness, is highly disorienting. An 
incoming first-year at the University 
of Chicago is greeted upon arrival by 
an expansive, almost overwhelming 
range of ways to spend time. In addi-

tion to a broad array of on-campus jobs 
and events, there are majors (68) to 
declare, intramural sports (36) to play, 
and Recognized Student Organiza-
tions (400-plus) to join. In light of this 
somewhat dizzying list, you could say 
that the University is where fun comes 
to die—of exhaustion. 

Ethan Koroma, Class of 2026, and 
Matthew Ahmon, Class of 2027, ran the 
gauntlet of academic and social op-
portunities and came out academically 
overcommitted and extracurricular-ly 
burned out—until they spotted a poster 
for a new student group that performs 
music from video games. Koroma, a cel-
list and pianist, and Ahmon, a violinist 
and pianist, both wanted to play music 
in college but hadn’t previously seen 
any outlets they connected with. 

For Ahmon, just seeing the poster 

gave him hope that he would continue 
down a musical path. He and Koroma 
showed up at a rehearsal and found 
themselves profoundly moved by the 
music they heard—soundtracks they 
had lived with for years but never per-
formed with others. They, in turn, felt 
motivated to share this musical subcul-
ture with others. Two years out from 
their first encounter with the Game 
Music Ensemble, Koroma and Ahmon 
are now its codirectors.

Founded in 2023 by student- 
musicians of various backgrounds and 
gaming abilities, the Game Music En-
semble stands out from other student 
performance groups, such as the Jazz 
Ensemble or the University Symphony 
Orchestra, for its serious commitment 
to music from digital media. Program-
ming from its twice-yearly concerts 

Photography by Jason Sm
ith 

“Hey! Listen!”: The Game Music Ensemble’s most recent concert featured music from the Final Fantasy series, Hollow Knight, and 
Clair Obscur: Expedition 33. 
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might feature scores and songs from 
video games, films, anime, and tele-
vision, played in front of substantial 
crowds by a roster of 20 to 30 amateur 
and professional musicians from clari-
netists to keytarists (a portmanteau of 
keyboard and guitar, a keytar is a por-
table keyboard synthesizer).  

The codirectors are clear about their 
mission: They are freeing up orches-
tral music to be, plainly, fun, 
while simultaneously trying 
to correct the assumption that 
game music “is just a bunch of 
bleeps and boops,” as Koroma 
puts it. In reality, video game 
and film composers have long 
been respected within the 
contemporary classical music 
community, and there’s not a 
stark line between those com-
posing for the concert hall and 
those working in other media. This 
is serious music that just happens to 
come from video games.

Indeed, the ensemble sits in sections 
around a conductor, often performing 
in concert black attire on a formal stage, 
though they may be joined by charac-

 
 

 
 

ters like Mario or Pokémon projected 
on a screen behind them. Incorporat-
ing the influences of folk, big band jazz, 
rock, modern pop, and other genres, 
the group’s musical repertoire from 
previous seasons—with selections 
taken from media including the game 
Super Mario Galaxy and the TV show 
Only Murders in the Building—ranges 
from minimalist piano music to epic 

orchestral pieces in the style of Wagner 
and Mahler, complete with thundering 
percussion and an onstage choir. 

Koroma hopes this translation of dig-
ital media to the stage will change how 
video game music is perceived—and ap-
preciated. He believes the ensemble is 

Private equity 
impacts

Hundreds of hospitals around the country are owned by private equity 
firms, but studies on how these acquisitions affect hospital staffing and 
patient outcomes are relatively few. A new paper coauthored by Joseph 
Dov Bruch, assistant professor of public health sciences, published in 
September in Annals of Internal Medicine, compares the emergency de-
partments and intensive care units of hospitals acquired by private equity 
firms (the treatment group) to those of otherwise similar hospitals that 
did not change ownership (the control group). The researchers focused on 
changes to staffing and patient outcomes over a six-year period—the three 
years before and after hospitals in the treatment group were purchased 
by private equity firms. They found reduced staffing and staff alaries, 
increased patient transfers to other hospitals, shortened stays in the 
intensive care unit, and increased emergency department mortality after 
treatment group hospitals were acquired. The research suggests that cost-
cutting measures such as staff reductions and salary decreases contribute 
to negative patient outcomes.—C. C. ◆
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in “a unique position” to bridge the gap 
between video game music and its more 
established antecedents.

For Ahmon, the role of the ensem-
ble on campus is to “contribute to the 
community in a way that hasn’t been 
done yet, … as part of a greater move-
ment, a shift toward recognition for 
these genres.” And they have found 
a loyal audience for game music in 

both the student body and the 
broader community. The en-
semble has been invited to play 
in dormitories, at UChi-Con 
(the University’s yearly anime 
convention), and at a gaming 
event at the Harold Wash-
ington Library downtown. 
They’ve also been approached 
by the steering committee of 
the Year of Games, a Univer-
sity-wide celebration of play 

over the 2025–26 academic year, to add 
to the festivities. For the codirectors, 
this rise in interest in digital media is 
“only natural” in a digitally oriented 
and music-loving world. In their view, 
says Ahmon, “this is just where music 
is right now.”  ◆

The codirectors are clear about 
their mission: They are freeing up 

orchestral music to be, plainly, fun, 
while simultaneously trying to correct 

the assumption that game music “is 
just a bunch of bleeps and boops.”
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Syed Ahmad and Elisabeth Snyder, AB’25, are dedicated to organizing student-
focused events that encourage free expression. 

Fostering free 
expression
The Chicago Forum Student 
Board engages Maroons in dif-
ficult onversations through 
relevant, approachable events.

BY CHANDLER A . CALDERON

“I think the biggest indicator of suc-
cess is when the conversation contin-
ues after the event ends,” says Elisabeth 
Snyder, AB’25, a first-year Law School 

Photography by Jason Sm
ith

student and copresident of the Univer-
sity of Chicago Forum for Free Inquiry 
and Expression Student Board. 

Snyder and copresident Syed Ahmad, 
a graduate student at the University of 
Chicago Harris School of Public Policy 
and at Chicago Booth, share responsibil-
ity for organizing student-focused events 
that foster free expression on campus. 
When the Chicago Forum was founded 
in fall 2023, Snyder and Ahmad reached 
out to see how they could participate. By 
the end of the Chicago Forum’s first year, 
the two were helping build the student 
board from the ground up.

The copresidents complemented 
each other well. Ahmad, a consultant 
who aspires to run for political office 
one day, was excited about the “oppor-

tunity to design an organization from 
scratch” and remembers early conver-
sations with Snyder as very practical 
ones about defining roles and report-
ing lines. Snyder, who wants to do legal 
work related to civil liberties and the 
First Amendment, was especially in-
terested in how they would structure 
events to bring together different per-
spectives. The two worked with Talla 
Mountjoy, MBA’18, the Chicago Forum’s 
director of programs, to develop a plan 
for student engagement that prioritizes 
representation from across the Univer-
sity and events related to various fields 
of study.

“The mission of the forum [is] to 
promote the understanding, practice, 
and advancement of free and open 
discourse,” Ahmad says. Fostering 
this kind of dialogue, he and Snyder 
realized, required a multifaceted ap-
proach. In the more than 50 events 
they hosted for students in the 2024–
25 academic year, the board aimed for 
a mix of programming that responded 
to current affairs or that allowed stu-
dents to delve into niche topics re-
lated to their areas of study. 

Ideas for field-specific events come 
from the 40 students who, along with 
the copresidents, make up the board, 
which includes representatives from 
each school and division plus a few spe-
cial interest groups. Members are all 
responsible for pitching and planning 
events related to their areas of study. 
Ahmad and Snyder, with the four other 
students who make up the executive 
board, provide oversight on all pro-
gramming. Board members “always 
have an ear to the ground for what folks 
might be itching for the opportunity to 
talk about in their school or division,” 
says Snyder. 

Last year, for example, students in 
the Biological Sciences Division and the 
Pritzker School of Medicine collabo-
rated on an event about what, ethically, 
ought to be done with human remains. 
Another conversation, organized by the 

UCHICAGO VALUES
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This past quarter, events 
organized by the Chicago 
Forum Student Board increased 
in number and scope. They 
covered wide-ranging topics 
including national security 
reporting, the ethics of genetic 
engineering, the New York City 
mayoral election, and academic 
freedom in the age of artificial 
intelligence.

Events in the 2024–25  
academic year

50+
Events in Autumn  

Quarter 2025

30
Attendance at events in the  

2024–25 academic year

1,300+
Approximate attendance at events 

in Autumn Quarter 2025

987

Divinity School and the Crown Family 
School of Social Work, Policy, and Prac-
tice, had to do with free speech in the 
therapeutic space.

Understanding that not all students 
might be comfortable throwing them-
selves into difficult conversations, the 
board tries to ensure their events model 
the kind of respectful, curious debate 
the forum supports in general. They’ve 
discovered a few especially successful 
approaches, like prioritizing panel dis-
cussions that highlight speakers with 
diverse backgrounds and opinions, hav-
ing students moderate conversations, 
leaving plenty of time for questions, and 
hosting small group dinners. 

To give students more chances to de-
bate and hone their own ideas, a board 
member from the Division of the Social 
Sciences came up with the idea of “in-
tellectual speed dating,” in which stu-
dents in small groups discuss a given 
question for a few minutes at a time and 
then rotate. Ahmad describes the atmo-
sphere of these events as “electric” and 
says he hopes to put on more events that 
allow students to interact with their 
peers in this way. 

In addition to involving the broader 
student body in the mission of the fo-
rum, Ahmad and Snyder make sure that 
their fellow board members come away 
from their leadership roles with ful-
filling professional experience gained 
by organizing events from start to fin-
ish. They point out that planning these 
events is an opportunity for the stu-
dents, who might otherwise have little 
interaction with those outside their 
school or area of study, to collaborate 
across fields.

The copresidents are getting a lot 
out of this too. Ahmad plans to return 
to consulting after graduation and be-
lieves events such as intellectual speed 
dating have helped him build more con-
fidence in sharing opinions on challeng-
ing topics. The business world benefi s, 
he says, when there are “employees 
who are willing to say the difficult thing 

QUICK STUDY

Ostrich 
origins 

PSYCHOLOGY

If you’ve ever deliber-
ately steered clear of 
knowledge that might 
cause you discomfort, 
you’ve exhibited what 
psychologists call the 
“ostrich effect.” But 
when do ever-curious 
children become 
head-in-the-sand 
adults? A study led by 
postdoctoral scholar 
Radhika Santhanago-
palan, AM’25, PhD’25, 
PhD’25, examined 
the emergence of 
information avoidance 
in children. Across 
several experiments, 
older children (ages 
7 to 10) were more 
likely than younger 
children (ages 5 to 6) 
to strategically avoid 
knowledge that might 
have negative effects 
on their emotions, 
self-perceptions, and 
preexisting beliefs. 
For example, older 
children were more 
likely than younger 
ones to opt out of 
watching a video 
about their favorite 
candy being bad 
for their teeth—but 
showed no such 
qualms about a similar 
video focused on their 
least favorite candy. 
The researchers found 
evidence that as 
children grow they are 
better able to consider 
how new information 
may affect their future 
emotional states. The 
study was published in 
June in Psychological 
Science.—S. A. ◆ 

when it needs to be said.” 
Snyder has valued learning from the 

forum’s staff members about how to 
work in a professional environment to 
create successful programming. “It’s 
so wonderful to observe events that we 
put on, and after the event is done, as 
the conversation is still going between 
students, to listen in on what they’re 
saying and hear the passion with which 
they’re speaking, but also the respect,” 
says Snyder. “It makes me hopeful for 
the future of political discourse.”  ◆
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A
s millions of acres of Canadian for-
est burned in the summer of 2025, 
the second-worst fire season in the 
country’s history, smoke drifted 
south, settling in the Upper Midwest, 
prompting air quality alerts from lo-
cal regulatory agencies. For several 
hours on the last day of July, Chicago 

had the dirtiest air in the world, a scumble of 
smoke dimming the tall-towered skyline.

During these hazy days, David Keith, profes-
sor of geophysical sciences at the University of 
Chicago, was completing the move into his new 

office on the ground floor of Ryerson Hall. It is a 
high-ceilinged space with pale wood floors and 
old doors large enough to ride a horse through. 
Keith had been recruited to the University from 
Harvard just over two years earlier, in April of 
2023, and charged with establishing the Climate 
Systems Engineering Initiative.

Keith is tall, narrow, bearded, bespectacled; a 
loping walker; and a warm and engaged conver-
sationalist. When he alights upon a topic of acute 
interest, he hunches in his chair and begins to 
expound while gazing at the floor.

He is a controversial figure in the field of cli-
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 CLIMATE

TO THE SKIES 
David Keith believes geoengineering 

deserves serious consideration 
as a tool to combat climate change.

  

BY DYL AN WAL SH , AB’05
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mate science—and in the broader world of en-
vironmental policy and activism—because he 
has devoted nearly all of his academic career to 
studying methods by which humans might delib-
erately intervene in the climate system to miti-
gate the effects of global warming. Much of this 
work has focused on adding sulfur to the strato-
sphere to reduce the amount of sunlight that 
reaches Earth—a skywide umbrella of aerosols 
to cool us just a bit, just enough.

Keith came to this work sideways. He studied 
physics as an undergraduate at the University of 
Toronto. After graduation he worked odd jobs, 
lived in a 12-person co-op, and spent time rock 
climbing in New York’s Shawangunk Mountains. 
He then went on to a doctorate in experimen-
tal physics at MIT where, under the guidance 
of David Pritchard, he helped build one of the 
world’s first atom interferometers. The work was 
“a thrill,” Keith has written, but, in some ways, 
hollow. If it sated his intellectual appetite, it did 
little else. He was troubled, too, that the Office 
of Naval Research funded the work: One of the 
interferometer’s immediate applications was 
improving the locational accuracy of submarines 
carrying ballistic missiles.

Keith was doing this work in the late ’80s, as 
global environmental catastrophe gained a public 
audience. The British Antarctic Survey reported 
on a large hole in Earth’s ozone layer. NASA 
s c ient i s t  Ja me s 
Hansen test if ied 
before the Senate 
about the warming 
effects of green-
house gas emissions. 
These were topics 
that Keith engaged 
with, vigorously, in 
an informal group 
of students from 
Boston-area colleges 
who met to discuss 
environmental sci-
ence and policy.

The topics en-
t h r a l l e d  h i m , 
drawing on a deep 
personal connection 

to the natural world. His father was a field biolo-
gist researching toxic chemicals for the Cana-
dian Wildlife Service. As a teenager Keith was 
a member of the Macoun Club, the youth arm of 
the Ottawa Field Naturalists’ Club, alongside a 
handful of bookish biology students who liked to 
camp. He hiked the Appalachian Trail solo from 
Maine to Vermont as a 17-year-old, and shortly 
after skied alone across Ontario’s Algonquin Pro-
vincial Park. Climate change, as he began to learn 
about it, inspired complex questions in precisely 
the way atomic interferometry did not. It raised 
policy implications of the largest magnitude; it 
was rich with intriguing and contentious scien-
tifi  uncertainties.

Through a family connection, Keith met and 
talked with Hadi Dowlatabadi, a professor who 
was studying climate change in Carnegie Mel-
lon University’s Department of Engineering and 
Public Policy. It was a productive chat. In 1991 
Keith moved to Pittsburgh, leaving interferom-
etry behind to begin a postdoc with Dowlatabadi.

K eith published his first paper on geoengineer-
ing one year later. The general idea had been 
around for decades. A 1965 report to Presi-

dent Lyndon B. Johnson—which, notably, spends 
a good deal of time fretting over human-induced 
climate change—discusses the potential of blan-

keting oceans in 
reflective particles. 
Soviet and American 
scientists in the ’70s 
wrote about creat-
ing a “stratospheric 
smog” to deflect sun-
light. The idea sur-
faces and sinks, again 
and again, in aca-
demic literature, in 
government reports.

Geoengineering is 
a catchall term for 
a set of technolo-
gies and processes 
that range from 
planting trees to 
launching a quilt of 

CLIMATE CHANGE, AS 
HE BEGAN TO LEARN 
ABOUT IT, INSPIRED 

COMPLEX QUESTIONS 
IN PRECISELY 

THE WAY ATOMIC 
INTERFEROMETRY DID 

NOT. ... IT WAS RICH 
WITH INTRIGUING 

AND CONTENTIOUS 
SCIENTIFIC 

UNCERTAINTIES.
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Saami Council, an Indige-
nous group, raised concerns.

This experience spot-
lighted a widespread vis-
ceral repulsion to the 
technology—acidifying the 
sky above everyone, every-
where. Keith considers this 
repulsion healthy. “Delib-
erately adding one pollu- 
tant to temporarily counter 
another is a brutally ugly 
technical fix,” he wrote in 
2013. He openly disdains 
the cultural impatience, ra-
diating from Silicon Valley, that mistakes techno-
logical gadgetry for well-researched and strongly 
reasoned solutions to serious problems. But he 
balances such circumspection against a single 
unyielding fact: The scale of the problem of cli-
mate change is proportional to the accumulated 
amount of carbon dioxide emitted. If the world 
collectively performed miracle upon miracle 
and brought global carbon emissions to zero in 
the next decade, we would not have solved the 
problem of climate change. Rather, we would 
have stopped making it incrementally worse. We 
would remain, for the next several millennia, 
citizens of a fundamentally altered planet, one 
transformed by the estimated 1.5 trillion tons 
of carbon dioxide we have emitted, nearly all of 
which remains in the air and oceans.

The value of SRM “is an aspect of climate that 
is so profoundly important because so many 
people don’t understand it,” says Harvard’s Jim 
Anderson. “In fact, a lot of people directly in-
volved in climate and energy research don’t seem 
to understand it.”

However, Keith insists that SRM cannot and 
should not substitute for cutting emissions. This 
conviction underlies his greatest concern with 
SRM, which is unrelated to the technology it-
self. He fears that research into the subject and 
its eventual deployment could give policymakers 
cover to avoid the difficult and often expensive 
work of emissions reductions. Instead he whole-
heartedly endorses the vast majority of today’s 
resources being spent on decarbonizing the econ-
omy. Still, he thinks SRM could be used to supple-

ment these efforts.
Suppose, for example, the 

world has found and agreed 
to a pathway for getting 
net emissions to zero. It is 
on track to hit an average 
temperature of 2.5 degrees 
Celsius above preindustrial 
averages. Suppose, also, that 
some novel governing body 
has decided to use SRM to 
turn the global thermostat 
down by one degree, keep-
ing the temperature in-
crease to 1.5 degrees using 

sulfur injection in the stratosphere. This pro-
cess, according to several models, would lead to 
roughly 10,000 additional deaths per year from 
ground-level pollution and ozone loss. These 
same models predict that the reduction in tem-
peratures worldwide would mean one million 
fewer heat-related deaths every year. For every 
theoretical death caused by sulfate pollution, 
SRM would prevent one hundred.

Model after model demonstrates similarly fa-
vorable outcomes. If executed properly, “I think 
the scientific evidence that the benefits are quan-
titatively much larger than the harms, measured 
in human lives or environmental impacts, is 
strong,” Keith says. “And I think the evidence 
that the benefits would tend to go more to poor 
people in hot countries is strong.”

Keith emphasizes that, in the end, there are 
no risk-free choices. Adapting to our unknown 
future climate without the buffer of geoengi-
neering is risky. A world in which planes release 
sulfur in the stratosphere is risky. The job of a 
voting public and its policymakers is to decide 
which path is more tolerable. One step removed, 
Keith offers his research as a way to avoid making 
such consequential decisions in darkness.

T here is widespread recognition that roughly 
20 percent of the global economy cannot be 
decarbonized. It’s either technologically 

or economically impossible on any reasonable 
timescale. Aviation falls into this category, as 
do agriculture and steelmaking. For these emis-

THERE ARE 
NO RISK-FREE 

CHOICES. ... THE 
JOB OF A VOTING 
PUBLIC AND ITS 

POLICYMAKERS IS 
TO DECIDE WHICH 

PATH IS MORE 
TOLERABLE.
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person, a deeply ethical person,” says Julio Fried-
mann, chief scientist at Carbon Direct, who first 
met Keith at a conference in 2003. Friedmann 
went on to say that Keith did not begin research 
into SRM because he was a mad scientist. He did 
it because he recognized and wanted to explore 
the technology’s potential to minimize human 
suffering. He did not start Carbon Engineering 
to cash in on corporate greenwashing—an accu-
sation Keith has faced—but because he considers 
it a moral imperative to clean up the mess that 
humanity has made and preserve the world’s 
natural splendor. “All of his work is grounded in 
this moral sensibility,” Friedmann says. “To not 
understand that is to misunderstand the person.”

Keith now splits his time between Hyde Park, 
when he’s teaching, and Canmore, Alberta, a 
hamlet in the Canadian Rockies shadowed by 
sheer stone walls. He continues to rock climb. 
He adventures in the wilderness. 

The central paradox of geoengineering is that 
it suggests we must alter the world to preserve 
it. It is easy to imagine the ways in which this 
goes wrong, and many people spend time doing 
this imagining very publicly. SRM, in particu-
lar, is readily painted as a radical and dangerous 
idea. But Keith would have us consider, on the 
other side, where we are right now, digging up 
hydrocarbons at an astonishing rate, burning 
them, dumping the product into the global at-
mospheric commons, changing the world in ir-
reversible ways for a hundred generations, and 
leaving those generations unprotected from the 
very real risks of human-amplified harms: fire, 

drought, flood, famine. In 
his view, an unwillingness 
to face the terrifying truth 
of our failure and our lim-
ited options, a self-imposed 
blindness to technological 
pathways that could lead to 
a better future—that, too, 
is radical, and that, too, is 
dangerous. ◆

Dylan Walsh, AB’05, is a 
freelance journalist based in 
Chicago who covers criminal 
justice and the environment.

sions, capturing carbon is the only way to offset 
what gets released.

After six years as a research scientist at Har-
vard, in 1999 Keith returned to Carnegie Mellon 
as an assistant professor and embarked on an 
academic exercise to estimate the cost of pull-
ing carbon out of the atmosphere with existing 
technologies. The work held a kernel of promise, 
so he continued to refine the design, innovating 
within the constraints of what he could buy off 
the shelf. In 2009, five years after he had moved 
to the University of Calgary, Keith invited a fel-
low engineer, Robert Cherry, to tell him all the 
reasons his approach was foolish, to highlight all 
of the challenges he was overlooking. Cherry did 
as asked, but he also suggested there was no rea-
son Keith couldn’t turn the idea, which was far 
from unviable, into a business.

Despite having no experience in the private sec-
tor, Keith followed Cherry’s advice. He founded 
Carbon Engineering in 2009. The company 
grew and, through the continual refinement of 
its carbon-stripping process, the technology be-
came reasonably economical. In 2023 Occidental 
Petroleum acquired the company for $1.1 billion.

This was the first company in the carbon se-
questration space to sell for over a billion dollars, 
and, as Ken Caldeira, a climate scientist at Gates 
Ventures who has known and collaborated with 
Keith for decades, points out, it made Keith a very 
rich man. “One of the things about David that I 
find super admirable is that he made a shitload 
of money selling Carbon Engineering and he 
doesn’t have to do work for anybody anymore. 
He could sit on the beach in 
Saint-Tropez if that’s what 
he wanted to do. He has the 
resources to do anything, 
but what he wants to do is 
run a research center and 
be a university professor.”

Not only that, but Keith 
and his wife have promised 
to donate most of their earn-
ings to a range of concerns. 
They have already pledged 
$10 million to climate solu-
tions across Canada. 

“David is a deeply moral 

ALL OF HIS WORK 
IS GROUNDED 
IN THIS MORAL 

SENSIBILITY. 
TO NOT 

UNDERSTAND 
THAT IS TO 

MISUNDERSTAND 
THE PERSON. 
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F
or 44 years UChicago’s Division of the 
Humanities set aside one Saturday each 
autumn to show off its intellectual and 
creative riches in an expansive set of talks 
and tours open to the public. In 2025 both 
Humanities Day and the division got 
updated names and broader ambitions 
to match. The latter became the Divi-

sion of the Arts & Humanities, and it struck up a 
new partnership with the organization Chicago 
Humanities, itself recently transformed from the 
annual Chicago Humanities Festival into a year-
round celebration of art, literature, performance, 
culture, and more. The Magazine was among the 
day’s more than 4,000 attendees, and brings you 
these dispatches.—L. D. 

GARDEN VIEW 

I n conversation with UChicago associate profes-
sor of English Benjamin Morgan, Amitav Ghosh 
peppered his reflections on his prize-bedecked 

body of writing with contrarian thinking and the 
hard, bright currency of historical detail.  

In more than 15 novels and essay collections, 
the Calcutta-born Ghosh has examined the fate 

of the natural world at the hands of colonial and 
capitalist incursion, and the fates of human be-
ings living at the incursion sites. (Mentioned in 
Morgan and Ghosh’s conversation were West 
Bengal, Bangladesh, and the Amazon rainforest.) 
Those abiding concerns are also at the heart of 
Ghosh’s latest book, Wild Fictions: Essays on Lit-
erature, Empire, and the Environment (University 
of Chicago Press, 2025). 

The book title’s wordplay connotes Ghosh’s 
conviction that, at least when taken to be distinct 
from the human world, “the wild” is a fiction, 
sometimes an instrumental one. He pointed to 
German forest policy in the 19th century, which 
he said reflected a view of forests as “a machine 
for creating timber”—a view that also influenced 
how the English treated India’s forests and how 
the United States has treated its own. But the Am-
azon rainforest, for example, “is supposed to have 
had a population of nine million people, so in fact, 
it’s not a forest,” Ghosh said. “It’s a garden. There 
is no forest. They’re all gardens of one kind or an-
other. Humans are interacting with those forests.” 

The midday event in Breasted Hall wasn’t 
Ghosh’s first UChicago rodeo. His 2016 non-
fiction book, The Great Derangement: Climate 
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On UChicago Arts and Humanities Day 2025, 
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Change and the Unthinkable (University of Chi-
cago Press), began life as the 2015 Randy L. and 
Melvin R. Berlin Family Lectures at the Univer-
sity. In that series of talks and the resulting book, 
Ghosh explored why so little contemporary lit-
erary fiction had grappled with climate change, 
concluding that the scale of the crisis seemed too 
vast and improbable to effectively treat in the 
form of the novel.  

Morgan asked Ghosh whether his perspective 
had changed in the succeeding 10 years, when 
climate change has become harder to overlook. 
“If I were writing that again,” Ghosh replied, “I 
wouldn’t focus so exclusively on climate change, 
because it’s not just climate change. As Margaret 
Atwood famously said, ‘It’s everything change.’” 
That is, biodiversity loss, species extinction, and 
other interlinked crises of the environment. 

Ghosh also named notable omissions in his ear-
lier indictment of fiction for turning a blind eye to 
climate change. Octavia E. Butler, Ursula K. Le 
Guin, and Doris Lessing (in her later works), he 
said, are some of the writers who have long dealt 
with it in their fiction—but their work has been 
marginalized by literary “gatekeepers” dismissive 
of science fiction and fantasy. Part of the problem, 

he now thinks, “is with the wider ecosystem of 
what we call literature.”—L. D. 

THE STATE OF FEMINISM

I wanted it to feel like a time capsule, like, look at 
how bad things were,” Roxane Gay said about 
her essay collection Bad Feminist (Harper Pe-

rennial, 2014). In the book, the writer, cultural 
critic, and Rutgers University professor explored 
a new idea of feminism that embraces contradic-
tions. She reflected there on her own attempts to 
live as a feminist while enjoying pleasures seem-
ingly at odds with the uncompromising feminist 
ideal she had learned—coming home to a caring 
partner, misogynistic music, the color pink. 

But 11 years on, Gay told her interlocutor, Daisy 
Delogu, Howard L. Willett Professor of French 
Literature, it is bitter to consider the progress 
society has failed to achieve for women. “We’ve 
allowed this to happen,” she said, calling it 
“shameful,” and later reflected that “our cultural 
memories are far too short.” If she wrote the book 
today she would add a discussion of accountabil-
ity mechanisms: “What do we do to get better?”  

Gay’s reflections on the years since Bad Femi-
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nist included critiques of how women and race are 
being represented in media and pop culture. On 
the tradwife, a conservative avatar of femininity 
that has arisen in recent years: “As a feminist, I 
support your choice,” said Gay in a measured tone. 
But ultimately, “it is not empowering to choose to 
disempower yourself.” On the layered depiction of 
race and history in Ryan Coogler’s 2025 film Sin-
ners: “Well done, Ryan. Gold star.” 

There was a noticeable rustling as people hur-
ried to scan the QR code projected onscreen to 
submit questions for Gay. Most asked for advice: 
An immigrant asked how they could take politi-
cal action when they were afraid to go to protests 
(the suggestions: phone banking, sharing infor-
mation with friends). Another attendee asked 
how we can pop the information bubbles people 
live in (Gay advised reminding people that facts 
do exist, and if a friend is watching Fox News, 
“snatch the remote and change that channel—to 
Lifetime”). Someone else asked how Gay finds 
peace (family and her Maltipoo, Max). 

And what gives her hope? She took issue with 
the word—“hope is just deferring responsibility 
for creating change”—but she highlighted young 
people’s political engagement. “The way forward,” 
she said, “has to be cross-generational.”—C. C. 

HOW FREE IS CAMPUS SPEECH? 

S aturday morning in the Max Palevsky Cin-
ema, Law School professor Tom Ginsburg sat 
down with Law School alumnus and presi-

dent of Princeton Christopher Eisgruber, JD’88, 

to talk about something on a lot of college and 
university leaders’ minds right now: free speech.

Both came to the discussion with bona fides. 
Ginsburg, the Leo Spitz Distinguished Service 
Professor of International Law, is the inaugural 
faculty director of the University of Chicago Fo-
rum for Free Inquiry and Expression, launched 
in 2023. Eisgruber, Princeton’s president since 
2013, had just published Terms of Respect: How 
Colleges Get Free Speech Right (Basic Books, 
2025) in September. 

Ginsburg began by floating a micro summary of 
the book: “The kids are all right.” In other words, 
Eisgruber seemed to him to be saying that despite 
how much higher education gets lambasted for 
unfree expression and other failings, universities 
are “actually getting a lot of things right.” 

Eisgruber agreed but added context: “What 
I say in the book is that we are committed as a 
country and on college campuses to promote both 
free speech and equality, and to promote them 
together in a way that contributes to civil discus-
sions. … That is a very demanding set of ideals, but 
we can’t give up on either free speech or equal-
ity.” Under the circumstances of extreme po-
litical polarization exacerbated by social media, 
promoting both is a hard challenge. In his eyes, 
higher education institutions are “getting it much 
more right than they get credit for.”

Yes, Eisgruber acknowledged, students and 
faculty say things that are inadvisable. But col-
lege campuses are supposed to be “places where 
students are learning and making mistakes.” 
Such places require “extraordinary freedom and 
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intellectual speculation, … and that means some-
times things are going to go wrong.”  

Social media posts about “a professor who has 
said an outlandish thing or a student who has 
done something silly” get thousands of clicks. 
Less conspicuously, “we’ve got 2,500 colleges 
or universities in the country and millions of 
conversations, events, lectures going on at those 
places, most of which end up going very well.” 

That said, the challenges persist and they’re in-
trinsically not easy. “We’ve got to protect disre-
spectful speech. We’ve got to protect even hateful 
speech. That’s important,” Eisgruber said. “But 
at the same time, we have to build a community 
where people are respecting one another.” 

Later the two addressed institutional speech, 
about which UChicago and Princeton take dif-
fering views. Ginsburg reminded the audience 
of UChicago’s 1967 Kalven Report on the much-
discussed principle of institutional neutrality, 
whereby universities refrain from taking posi-
tions on most issues of the day in deference to 
students’ and faculty’s freedom to have their say. 

Princeton, Ginsburg said, “has taken an alterna-
tive formulation,” which Eisgruber calls institu-
tional restraint. 

Eisgruber said that he finds a lot to like in the 
Kalven Report but has reservations too. Some of 
the good: “It is saying universities are going to be 
highly upsetting institutions.” Less so: the idea 
that this “is a good reason for me and other uni-
versity presidents to refrain from taking political 
stands.” To him, the report seems here to duck, 
since such position taking will “attract all sorts 
of incoming fire, and we’ve got enough incoming 
fire already, right?” 

But universities are not neutral, Eisgruber said, 
quoting a predecessor, former Princeton president 
William G. Bowen: “‘Universities are value-laden 
institutions, and my job as a university president is 
to speak up for those values.’”  

That, Ginsburg countered, speaks to the ex-
ception made in the Kalven Report for occasions 
when the University and its mission of free in-
quiry are under threat. “And I don’t think there’s 
any doubt that we are in such a moment.”—L. D. 
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PHOTO REALISM 

H ow do you know good art, and then what is 
art good for?” Laura Letinsky, a photographer 
and professor in the Department of Visual 

Arts, challenged Sally Mann. The renowned 
photographer and writer is best known for her 
black-and-white images of her children, some-
times pictured nude, on and around the family’s 
Appalachian property. “Your gut will tell you 
what’s a good picture,” Mann responded. As for 
the second part of the question: “Roiling your 
gut, maybe.”

The feeling that a picture you’re making is real 
art is “a minor form of ecstasy,” added Mann.  
Letinsky agreed, saying she struggles to find the 
words to describe the sensation—for her it mostly 
involves a lot of expletives. Mann found the words, 
and poetic ones at that, describing the awareness 
that she’s about to take a great photograph as com-
ing from “a little tuning fork in my viscera.” 

This instinctive recognition of art is different 
from artistic talent, though, which Mann said 
she doesn’t really believe in. If there’s no such 
thing, Letinsky wanted to know, then “can art 
be taught?” Mann described becoming an artist 
as a gradual stripping away. Just as one tries and 
moves away from different kinds of jobs, so too a 
budding artist will study the work of others and 

try different styles. “As you discard things, what 
you do want to do becomes clear”—and it’s essen-
tial for artists to master a technique before they 
can break from it. “I think I can make a good pic-
ture,” she said, “but I often allow myself not to.”  

With respect to her tools, Mann had a big reveal. 
She has begun using a digital camera—and pho-
tographing in color. The audience and Letinsky 
gasped. All leaned in to hear about the new cam-
era and the vintage screw-on lens that Mann said 
“can’t take a bad picture,” the lens adding mystery 
to the already “mystical” light in the Mississippi 
Delta, where she’s been working recently.

Aside from giving you a feeling in the pit of 
your stomach, Mann was sure that the purpose of 
good art is to challenge you and make you think. 
She’s faced the consequences of such provoca-
tion—her pictures of her children were caught 
up in culture wars in the 1990s and again today. 
Despite the controversy, she has stuck to her vi-
sion: Art is good if it digs into difficult topics and 
“makes your gut sing, in the nicest way.”—C. C.  

OUT IN THE OPEN 

S aturday evening in Mandel Hall, Harvard 
psychologist Steven Pinker was in conversa-
tion with Jason Bridges, associate professor of 

philosophy at UChicago, about Pinker’s 12th and 
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latest book, When Everyone Knows That Everyone 
Knows … Common Knowledge and the Mysteries of 
Money, Power, and Everyday Life (Scribner, 2025). 
They began by distinguishing the book’s sense of 
“common knowledge” from the term’s everyday 
meaning: things that are widely known.

The kind of common knowledge examined in 
the book is more reciprocal. “In the technical 
sense, from philosophy, game theory, and eco-
nomics,” Pinker said, common knowledge refers 
to “something that is known to be known.” In 
other words, “I know something, you know it. I 
know that you know it. You know that I know it. 
I know that you know that I know it.” And so on, 
sometimes mind-bendingly far. 

A handy example, he said, is the story of the 
emperor’s new clothes. Everyone in the story pre-
sumably knows the emperor has no clothes on, 
but when the child says it out loud, everything 
changes. As an example of common knowledge 
from everyday life, he offered the signing of con-
tracts, where “part of that very event is that it’s 
being perceived by everyone.” 

After knowledge has become so public, “you 
can’t take it back,” Pinker elaborated. “The 
beans have been spilled. There’s an elephant 
in the room.” For Pinker this kind of common 
knowledge—he also called it “joint attention” 
and “triangular awareness”—forms the basis 
for our social relationships, which depend on 
coordination. 

And it may shed light on certain mysteries of hu-
man behavior. Although language is the primary 
way we establish common knowledge, we also use 
facial expressions, eye contact, and even involun-
tary body language like blushing and crying to sig-
nal what we know and to understand what others 
know. “Why did, presumably, evolution see fit to 
add a signaling system as weird as our eyes over-
flowing with tears,” Pinker asked, “something that 
is not found, apparently, in any other organism?” 

His surmise: to make important emotions plain 
to see. “It’s mysteries like that that I invoke the 
notion of common knowledge to explain,” he said. 
“Namely, there are some signals that have to be 
perceived from both the inside and the outside, 
together with the knowledge that they are being 
perceived by the other party.”—L. D.   

GET YOUR FREAKONOMICS ON 

L ast year marked the 20th anniversary of 
Freakonomics: A Rogue Economist Explores 
the Hidden Side of Everything (William Mor-

row, 2005) by UChicago economist Steven Levitt, 
William B. Ogden Distinguished Service Profes-
sor Emeritus, and Stephen J. Dubner. Deborah L. 
Nelson, dean of the Division of the Arts & Humani-
ties and Helen B. and Frank L. Sulzberger Professor 
of English, sat down with Dubner for a freewheel-
ing chat about the runaway bestseller. The follow-
ing excerpts have been edited and condensed.
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Nelson If you’re celebrating a 20th anniversary, 
you must tell an origin story. 

Dubner I’d left The New York Times and I was 
on my own, a freelancer, essentially, and I had 
a couple other books under contract. I was 
probably a chapter or two into writing one 
when my editor at The New York Times Maga-
zine, where I used to work, said, “There’s this 
guy at the University of Chicago named Steve 
Levitt who just won this award called the John 
Bates Clark Medal.” 

Do you all know what the Clark Medal is? The 
econ people know. It’s a big, big, big deal. It used 
to be called the Junior Nobel. I actually turned 
down the assignment like two or three times be-
cause I was already working on a book. 

Then I happened to be in Chicago for some-
thing else, and I decided, let me look at Levitt’s 
papers. I downloaded them all and started to 
read them—like, oh my god, he’s just so weird 
and interesting. 

As I was reading them, my first thought was 
oh, he’s doing in economics what I want to be 
doing as a writer, which is finding areas that are 
less trod than normal and going deep on them. 
So anyway, I came out here. He tells a story that 
I promised I’d only be here for two hours, and I 
stayed for three days. I think that’s slightly exag-
gerated. I probably told him four hours and it was 
four days. But anyway, I just loved his brain. 

Nelson I have to notice that you’re a musician 
and a writer and an editor, and you’re doing none 
of that without the kind of work we teach in the 
Arts & Humanities Division. That tool that Ste-
phen Levitt built is still useless unless you have 
a way to use a story to explain what it does and 
how it works. 

Dubner Levitt said this to me when I first met him. 
He said that economics is a science with a bunch 
of great tools to answer difficult, challenging, un-
usual questions—but a paucity of good questions. 
And Levitt came up with very, very interesting 
questions and then used the tools of economics, 
that are typically applied to much more normal 
things like unemployment and the market, and 
applied them to small, weird micro environments. 

Nelson So how do you know what an unusual 
question is? 

Dubner For me, the secret is just curiosity. I’m 
just this dime-store curious person, like a child. 
I’m basically a child. And, you know, all children 
are scientists. If I drop this, what happens? Oh, it 
breaks. Then I get yelled at. So I just learned two 
things there, gravity and punishment-reward.

I think that we all need to give ourselves per-
mission to exercise natural curiosity and see 
where it leads you. It will lead you to places that 
everybody else isn’t already thinking about. ◆
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counting the slice of Chicago) is Gary, Indiana. 
Seen from the Chicago Skyway, the landscape is 
defined by steel mills—a few still operational, but 
most long shuttered—and other heavy industry. 
When the mills closed, the slag was left, a perma-
nent reminder of a more profitable time, with less 
environmental oversight.   

In the Chicago section of the Calumet Region, 
some of these brownfields (a general term for for-
mer industrial sites) now belong to the Chicago 
Park District. The challenge for land managers is 
turning them into green spaces for people to enjoy. 
So how do you clean this mess up? 

According to Anastasio and her research col-
laborators—Laura Merwin, SM’12, PhD’15, and 
Lauren Umek, who earned her doctorate at 
Northwestern—sometimes the answer is simple. 

You don’t. 

A round 2018 Anastasio came up with the 
idea of forming a volunteer research group 
of urban ecologists, “a dream team of people 

I wanted to work with.”
She knew Laura Merwin from UChicago; they 

had overlapped briefly in the lab of Joy Bergelson, 
then the James D. Watson Distinguished Service 
Professor and chair of the Department of Ecology 
and Evolution. Anastasio had met Lauren Umek, 
a project manager for the Chicago Park District, 
through local ecology groups. “Somewhere some-
day,” Anastasio says. “We can’t really remember.”

She invited them to brunch to pitch her idea to 
research plants growing on slag. Not for any obvi-
ous career goal, just out of pure curiosity.

Anastasio had prepared a spreadsheet—“Because 
she knew our love language,” says Umek—that out-
lined which skills each person could bring to the 
project and how each might benefit. She didn’t 
need the spreadsheet. Merwin and Umek were ex-
cited to join her “reverse side hustle,” as Anastasio 
calls it. (It involves a lot of work, but rather than 
bringing in extra money, it brings extra costs.)

At the time Anastasio was teaching environ-
mental and urban studies at UChicago; among 
other classes, she taught in the College’s Calu-
met Quarter. Merwin was teaching in the biology 
department at Concordia University. And at the 
park district, Umek’s responsibilities included 

two sites—Big Marsh Park and Marian R. Byrnes 
Natural Area—where slag had been dumped. 
With Umek in the group, they would have access 
to these sites to conduct research. 

Anastasio had called her spreadsheet “Slag Re-
search Group.” No one can remember who came 
up with their subsequent name, the Slag Queens. 
“You have to call the group chat something,” says 
Umek. Later they discovered it’s also the name of 
a post-punk band in Australia, where slag means 
something different.

O utside the group chat, the three are better 
known as Merwin et al. Their first paper, 
“Urban Post-Industrial Landscapes Have 

Unrealized Ecological Potential,” was published 
in Restoration Ecology in 2022. 

The Slag Queens (SQs for short) call this pa-
per Slag 1. It included “very little data,” Merwin 
says, almost apologetically. Like Cowles and 
other early ecologists, their primary task was to 
describe what they saw—namely, “considerable 
extant biodiversity,” as the paper puts it. 

Slag 1 makes a bold claim: These slag fields have 
ecological value in and of themselves. They’re not 
just a problem. They’re also a possibility. 

When public agencies end up owning brown-
fields, they sometimes intervene, either by excavat-
ing the slag or by capping it and putting new soil on 
top. Both options—especially excavation—are ex-
pensive, and they wipe out anything valuable that 
might already be living there. “Rarely is the current 
ecological quality of brownfields preserved or even 
considered,” Merwin et al. write, “despite the com-
mon presence of volunteer species” (species that 
just show up) “and ongoing ecosystem processes.” 

The paper makes the case for thinking of cer-
tain brownfields as novel ecosystems.

A novel ecosystem is an artifact of the Anthro-
pocene; it’s an ecosystem transformed by human 
activity, replacing whatever ecosystem was there 
before. According to the paper, there is a “grow-
ing realization” among ecologists that these sites 
have value. Maybe they provide shade, or habitat, 
or plants that pollinators like. 

They might help with stormwater manage-
ment, slowing the flow of water to prevent flood-
ing. Incredibly, these sites might help sequester 

Lauren Umek (left) and Alison 
Anastasio, SM’05, PhD’09, search for 
a rare sedge in the Marian R. Byrnes 
Natural Area. Below: The many colors 
of slag, a byproduct of steelmaking.   
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UChicago English professors Edith Rickert, PhD 
1899, and John Manly published an ambitious eight-
volume edition of The Canterbury Tales based on 
more than 80 extant manuscripts.

initial curiosity moved her to become Rickert’s bi-
ographer, and in 2024 she published The “Lives” 
and Writings of Edith Rickert (1871–1938): Novelist, 
Cryptologist, and World-Class Chaucerian (Pal-
grave Macmillan). 

The book reveals an accomplished scholar 
and writer who was also partly responsible for 
what has been considered the most important 
act of American code breaking in World War I. 
Rickert’s scholarly and cryptographic achieve-
ments are sometimes not given the same credit as 
those of her male collaborators, an oversight von 
Nolcken’s biography seeks to rectify. 

R ickert was born in 1871 and grew up first in 
the small Ohio town of Canal Dover (a place 
that later inspired her fir t published story, 

“Among the Iron-Workers,” which won a compe-
tition for short fiction by college students in 1890) 
and later in Chicago. Her early life was happy 
but punctuated with tragedy—three of her six  
younger siblings did not survive to adulthood, and 
her mother died when Rickert was 21. 

When she matriculated at Vassar on a full 
scholarship in 1887, Rickert was the firs  in her 
family to go to college. She graduated in 1891 as 
valedictorian. She then returned to Chicago to 
teach high school and pursue a PhD in Middle 
English at the University of Chicago. Dissertation 
research called her abroad, and on her 25th birth-
day she set sail for Europe to explore the British 
Museum’s collection of medieval romances. It 
was in London that she met medical student Kate 
Platt, later a distinguished physician and always 
Rickert’s friend.

Rickert’s time abroad influenced her as both a 
novelist and a scholar. On an 1897 trip to the Scot-
tish island of Barra, she collected local stories that 
she later spun into fiction. By this point she had 
been publishing her creative writing for several 
years, but her reimagined regional lore gave her 
more recognition and some small compensation. 
Other writers would later receive more attention 
for folklore-inspired fiction, but, von Nolcken 
says, “Edith was out there on the cutting edge for 
this sort of thing.” 

Back in the United States, Rickert was ap-
pointed to an instructorship at Vassar in 1897. The 

summer of 1899 took her to Chicago to defend her 
PhD. Among her examiners was John Manly, the 
“brand-new whiz kid at the University,” as von 
Nolcken describes him, and the first head of the 
English department. Right away Rickert “fell des-
perately in love,” von Nolcken says. But she nev-
ertheless decided to rejoin Platt in England and 
establish herself as a writer. 

Rickert and Platt moved into Tibbles, a “tum-
bledown house” in Kent, where they integrated 
themselves into the local community and adopted 
a cat and dog. Rickert published five well-received 
novels, several works of scholarship, and many 
short stories. Although Rickert “was always han-
kering after the guy,” von Nolcken considers those 
years in England the happiest of Rickert’s life. 

In 1909 Rickert returned to America to financ  
the educations of her three younger sisters. Then, 
when the United States joined World War I in 
1917, she followed Manly to Washington, DC, to 
become a code breaker. She had gained some code 
breaking experience that same year from her work 
on the Voynich manuscript, a 15th-century docu-
ment written in a (still uncracked) cipher, and she 
had picked up German at Vassar and on her firs  
post-Vassar trip to Europe. The US Department 
of Justice’s Bureau of Investigation (now the Fed-
eral Bureau of Investigation) had reached out to 
Manly to head the Code and Cipher Section of 
the US Army Military Intelligence Division (also 
called MI-8 or the Black Chamber), and Rickert 
was eager to make use of her own talents. 

Information about Rickert’s code breaking is 
hard to come by because the 1917 Espionage Act 
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