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Well, we made it. After our time in the Purple Valley, we are 

about to enter the outside world. Most of you got through 

in four years; it took me 20. But then I’ve always been a little slow.

I trust that we are all well prepared to thrive in every way. 

Educators love to talk about critical thinking skills; the ability to write 

and to speak clearly and effectively; to be adept quantitatively; to be 

adaptable, creative and farsighted—all of these are hallmarks of a 

Williams education. You have met the challenges presented to you 

and taken advantage of the opportunities that have been available. So 

many of you took tutorials, wrote honors theses, worked in our science 

labs and prospered in our many small seminars. So many of you dem-

onstrated leadership in College Council, Lehman, Gargoyle, the Record, 

the MCC, as JAs and tutors, and in more clubs and organizations than 

I could possibly mention. So many of you devoted considerable hours 

to athletic success. And in this world where the ability to embrace new 

cultures and experiences is so important, you’ve been educated at a 

campus where diversity has become a cornerstone of what defines 

us. It isn’t easy to go outside your comfort zone, and you could have 

chosen a place that would have challenged you less, but you didn’t, 

and I’m confident that will pay dividends throughout your life.

As I think about my own Williams education, I’m so grateful to 

the 1,351 students I have taught here over two decades. (I counted.) 

You have pushed me to be a better teacher: to listen more closely, 

to question my beliefs and to work continuously to keep up with 

advances in my discipline. But even more importantly, you have 

reminded me that humility, service and empathy are three of the 

most important qualities in life. 

I trust that those attributes mean as much to you as they do to 

me. It’s humility that enables self-reflection; service that warrants 

the large investment that’s been made in our development; empathy 

that gives life much of its value.

I have great confidence in the Class of 2009. At convocation last 

September I applauded all that you’d achieved during your time at 

Williams and pointed to what you could accomplish during your 

senior year. I have not been disappointed. You are great representa-

tives of a magnificent new generation—one that doesn’t just talk 

about such things as inclusion and environmental awareness but 

makes them fundamental to your lives.

That fall day I introduced you to six men and women we honored 

as representatives of an alumni group you will shortly join. You might 

remember them. What a remarkable group—representatives ranging 

from the Class of 1946 to the Class of 2000. These magnificent folks 

went into nonprofit agencies, business, government service, law and 

the arts. Each has made a mark on the world.

History suggests that a handful of you may one day be recognized 

on this stage for similar achievements. But that isn’t the mark of a 

great class. The real question is how all of you do in the world. How 

many of you succeed in business, education, medicine, law—you 

name it. And by succeed, I’m not just talking about one day running 

your firm or agency, or even your college. I’m talking about living full 

and effective lives that include contributing to your local community; 

being a good friend, spouse, partner, parent or colleague; and inspir-

ing others to do the right thing.

You have been fortunate to get to where you are today—on the 

cusp of graduating from one of the world’s great educational institu-

tions. Tomorrow, you’ll have a chance to thank your teachers, your 

friends and most of all your family. Do it. Without the aid of so many, 

there is no way you would be here today.

But now I want to thank you. It’s not easy to extricate myself 

from a place I love so much, my home for 20 of my 55 years, where 

all three of my children have been raised. But I am very proud to be 

“graduating” with the great Class of 2009. It’s been a real privilege 

getting to know many of you personally and watching many more 

of you succeed so impressively. As we enter new worlds, I bet you 

share my apprehension but also my excitement at embracing new 

challenges, confident that this special place has prepared us well and 

left its indelible mark on us all.   ■

—Morty Schapiro

Saying Thanks
This is my final President’s View column. Thanks for reading 

these over the years. I thought it would be fitting to share 

here an abridged version of the remarks I made at this year’s 

baccalaureate service. As I bid farewell to the Class of 2009, I am 

hopeful that the friendships I have made with many of them will 

continue long after we leave campus. The same, I hope, will be 

the case with so many of you. I’ve loved virtually every minute of 

my presidency and will forever be grateful for having had such a 

magnificent opportunity. I can think of no greater honor.
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 In the fall of 1965, I was a sophomore at Williams for the second 

time. The year before, I had left to work as an organizer for 

Students for a Democratic Society (SDS). It was an exciting time 

to be in college. Black students in the South were at the forefront 

of the civil rights movement. Their courage had set an example 

for the world to admire. In the North, the (mostly white) student 

leaders of SDS had begun a movement of their own for social and 

economic change. The Port Huron Statement of 1962 was their 

manifesto. It described with passionate clarity the gap between 

America’s ideals and the realities of racism and poverty and 

summoned my generation of students—‘‘bred in at least modest 

comfort, housed now in universities, looking uncomfortably to 

the world we inherit’’—to close it. The war in Vietnam was on 

the horizon. The campuses of America’s colleges and universities 

were beginning to stir with an energy they had not seen since 

the 1930s. By the time the decade was over, these stirrings would 

grow into the most powerful student movement the country has 

ever known.

With my parents’ strained support I left Williams at 

Thanksgiving in 1964 and a month later was living with four 

other organizers in a small apartment in a poor white neighbor-

hood on the north side of Chicago, hoping to help start what we 

called ‘‘an interracial movement of the poor.’’

The work in Chicago was hard—long days of ringing doorbells 

and handing out leaflets, followed by evening meetings to take 

stock and make plans. Our goal was the creation of a union of 

neighborhood residents mobilized to press their landlords and the 

city for cleaner buildings, safer streets and, ultimately, a greater 

voice in their economic and political fates. Most of the residents 

were former coal miners from Kentucky and West Virginia who 

had come to Chicago looking for work when the mines gave 

out. They understood the value of a union. They were polite but 

suspicious of the well-spoken kids who knocked on their doors 

and tried to persuade them that a union of neighbors is the same 

as a union of workers and that a rent strike is no different from 

shutting down a mine.

After seven months, with not much more to show for my 

efforts than one failed rent strike and a sidewalk protest at the 

office of our city councilman (where my fellow organizers and I 

outnumbered the other protesters), I had begun to doubt whether 

my next 30 years of organizing would produce results to justify a 

lifetime of labor.

My parents never said “Go back to school,” but when I came 

home to Los Angeles that summer and told them I wanted to 

return to Williams, their relief was physical. I enrolled that fall in a 

seminar taught by Nathaniel Lawrence, who was then chair of the 

philosophy department. The seminar was titled ‘‘Existentialism.’’ 

Most of the other students were juniors and seniors, and I felt a 

bit over my head. We met once a week in Professor Lawrence’s 

home at the end of Main Street. Each session lasted three hours. 

We broke in the middle for tea, and there were always fresh 

cookies (courtesy of Mrs. Lawrence). 

The discussions were animated, often passionate. It seemed to 

all of us that much was at stake. At the heart of the seminar was 

the question of how best to live, of what to care about and why, 

the question of the meaning of life. I made a discovery in that 

class that has been a central conviction of mine ever since: The 

meaning of life is a subject that can be studied in school.

There are many things to study in a college or university. The 

question of what constitutes a life of significance and value is 

only one of them. What I discovered in Professor Lawrence’s 

seminar 40 years ago was that an institution of higher education 

is one of the places where the question of what living is for can 

be pursued in an organized way. I had left Williams looking for a 

place where the question has more reality than I thought it ever 

could in school. What I found when I returned was the place for 

which I had been searching. It has been my professional home 

ever since.  ■

Anthony Kronman ’68 is a professor at Yale Law School. This excerpt 

was taken from his 2008 book Education’s End.

The Meaning of Life by Anthony Kronman ’68

OPINIONS & EXPRESSIONS ■











When Morty Schapiro announced he’d 

be leaving Williams after nine years as 

president—and a total of 20 as an economics 

professor—good wishes and remembrances 

flooded in from every corner of Ephdom. There 

were also more than a few jokes about the 

weather (worse than Williamstown’s) and 

school colors (still purple) at his new gig as 

president of Northwestern University. With his 

departure for Evanston, Ill., on the horizon, we 

asked members of the Williams community to 

share their own stories about Morty.
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People reveal a lot about themselves on 
the golf course, and Morty Schapiro is no 
exception. The first time we played together, 

he greeted me with a broad smile and happily 
announced: “I’m terrible at skiing, but I’m much 
worse at golf.” Morty played with determination, 
but the ball stubbornly refused to bounce his way. 
Nonetheless, his spirits remained high throughout 
the round, and on the 18th tee he declared, with 
firm resolve: “I’m getting it done.” Before I could 
ask what he planned to accomplish, he answered 
my question: “I haven’t made a par yet. I’m mak-
ing a par.” He promptly launched his best drive of 
the day and strode down the fairway as if the U.S. 
Open were at stake. His second shot left him with 
a chance, but a wayward third dashed the dream. 
Disappointed but undeterred, Morty insisted, 
“Let’s play again next week!”

A few days later, I saw him taking a lesson from 
the pro, and afterward I congratulated him for get-
ting advice on his game. “Oh,” Morty replied, “I 
won’t be doing that again.” “Why not?” I asked. 
“Because I don’t like being told what to do!” And 
he burst into laughter. Morty the golfer is a lot 
like Morton Owen Schapiro, president of Williams 
College: focused, optimistic, resilient, proud, 
enthusiastic, independent and quick with a laugh 
at his own expense.

– Will Dudley ’89,  
philosophy professor  

My senior fall, I was lucky enough to nab one of the six spots in 
Morty’s tutorial “The Strange Economics of College.” During 
discussions—often of his own work—Morty would stop one of us 

and say, “Sure, that’s my argument, but isn’t there a chance that I’m wrong?” 
Questioning each other’s ideas was a two-way street, and the product of that 
openness was a challenging tutorial that I remember for its vibrant discussions 
and comfortable atmosphere. 

What added even further to our class—and what certainly isn’t captured in a 
course catalog—was Morty’s easy sense of humor. He poked fun at himself as 
often as he did at anyone else, and he pushed us to think seriously and engage in 
debate, but not to take ourselves too seriously. 

– Alexandra Roth ’08 
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Still Purple after All These Years

Having Morty as our president really means having the entire Schapiro 
family as part of our Williams experience. As Morty and Mimi open up 
their house to the College community, whether through hosting dinners 

or Halloween trick or treat, we have the privilege of getting to know his family 
and playing with their dog Cha Cha. Their hospitality has a trickle-down effect 
that has made Williams a more open environment.

Another thing that I love about Morty is how real he is. Perhaps that is why 
we feel at ease calling him “Morty.” When he agreed to speak at Story Time 
last fall, he opened up to us. When I accidentally arrived late to my first day of 
class with him, he did not hesitate to send evil stares my way and poke fun at 
me for the rest of the semester. And yet when someone made a good argument 
in class, he also let that person know immediately and encouraged more. When 
I approached him with College-wide or personal concerns, he always responded 
with compassion and a great deal of faith and support.

– Rachel Ko ’09

I first met Morty in 1980, when he came to teach at Williams. He and his 
family settled into a home on Prospect Street, which placed them as our new 
“back door” neighbors. They proved to be very friendly and cordial, and 

we were sorry to see them leave the area in 1991 for bigger and better things in 
California.

In 2000, when I sold my business on Spring Street and my wife planned an 
open house to thank our customers, lo and behold there he was on his very first 
day as president, with other William’s presidents, to pay his respects, wish us 
well and express how sorry he was to see the business close. 

When I joined the College buildings and grounds crew, I decided to make 
an appointment with him right away to solve a problem that I felt he might 
be able help me with. His secretary informed me he was leaving town for a 
week and was probably too busy, but she would give him the message and get 
back to me. I got a 15-minute appointment with him the next day. He and I 
ended up talking for an hour—with me answering many questions about his 
old neighborhood. I told him I ought to leave because I was only to have 15 
minutes. He said, “Art, we don’t take the time to just talk, and I enjoy it, so do 
not worry about it.” Typical Morty. 

– Arthur L. Lafave, former Williams custodian and 
longtime owner of the B&L Service Station

One of the first things that struck me about 
Williams as I arrived in the summer of 
2000 was the remarkable collection of 

sacred spaces that dot our campus. Before long I 
began to think we should consider another site a 
part of that collection: 936 Main Street.

It quickly became clear that the Schapiros’ 
annual invitation to the extended family of the 
Jewish community into their home to break the 
Yom Kippur fast would be just one of countless 
occasions of hospitality we’ve all come to associ-
ate with that house—and with Morty’s and Mimi’s 
embrace of the extended family of Williams itself. 
But when, in December of 2001, Muslims at 
Williams marked their first Ramadan fast since the 
catastrophe of 9/11, the Schapiros hosted not just 
an iftar (the joyful meal that comes at the end of 
each day of the month of daylight fasting) but also 
the maghrib, the evening prayer.

Since that evening, religious communities that 
had to wait a century or more to be welcomed into 
the Williams family have feasted on the bounty 
of the Schapiros’ soul-warming hospitality. We’ve 
almost, but not quite, come to take for granted the 
sense of welcome that Morty and Mimi embody. 
But I think the image of Muslim prayer rugs spread 
out in the president’s house—in the family room 
of a Jewish home—deserves to be remembered as 
a giant step that Williams took, following the lead 
of a faithful servant of this institution, into a very 
new century.

– The Rev. Rick Spalding, 
chaplain to the College and  

coordinator of community service

I have seen firsthand Morty actively listening to 
students on many different occasions. During 
College Council meetings, he would call out 

students by name and knew at least one activity 
each was involved in. While sitting on the floor 
of my entry with some freshmen during Sunday 
snacks, he listened to their suggestions on how to 
improve college initiatives. In his tutorial, when we 
were presenting our papers that he seemed ever so 
interested in, he would always ask us our opinion, 
even on research that he is an expert in. 

– Sura Tilakawardane ’07 

A classmate and I were in President 
Schapiro’s office for a Williams Record 
interview. At the conclusion of the inter-

view, I remember asking, “Mr. President, how do 
you feel about Krispy Kreme?” At the mention 
of the donut chain, Morty looked straight at us 
and said, “Kripsy Kreme will kill you! In-N-Out 
will inspire you.” Which begs the question—why 
hasn’t In-N-Out (a California-based burger chain) 
come to campus yet? 

– Sergio Espinosa ’02
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My first real understanding of who Morty Schapiro was as a person was at his inauguration in September 2000. I will never forget 
his words and the spirit he invoked to those gathered in Chapin Hall. He encouraged all in attendance to seize the moment, as 
it was an opportunity to move the College and community forward. Morty seized that moment and every moment for the next 

nine years as he opened the doors of Williams to the entire Northern Berkshire community. His fingerprints are on so many great things 
that have happened in my city of North Adams.

– John Barrett, North Adams mayor

When I walked into President Schapiro’s office for a tutorial my 
senior year, little did I know that the next four months would 
be one of the most defining and pivotal moments of my time 

at Williams. His probing questions truly challenged me, his thought-
ful comments on my writing enriched me, and his interest in my entire 
experience at Williams was refreshing. He had a flawless memory for 
the results of my crew race from the weekend before, and he was always 
eager to know how it was going to go the coming weekend. He valued 
the education of the whole person, as he encouraged my academic and 
athletic pursuits with equal enthusiasm. His passion about his subject 
matter, the economics of higher education, was so infectious that I sought 
out opportunities after graduation to work in the college endowment 
investment industry. What I most remember is that during those after-
noons in his office it felt as if there was nothing more important to Morty 
than the paper in front of us and what the four of us were going to learn. 
And in that way, Morty personified what he loved most about Williams: 
the power of a professor at one end of a log and a student at the other.

– Abigail Wattley ’05

It was midsummer; the sun hot in the sky, a perfect July day. My son was going to camp, and so was 
Morty’s. They were born a month or so apart. Their moms had bonded over the exhaustions of babyhood; 
the boys had been friends their whole lives. What could be more innocent fun, piling in Mort’s car and 

taking them to camp?
Here is the lesson: the Mort Effect is a Powerful Effect, and it turns out the Mort Effect is amplified to posi-

tively overwhelming levels if it is encountered in an enclosed space.
The trip over there, about an hour and a half, was just a warm-up. 
On the way back, Mort stealthily advanced his secret agenda. “Gee,” he said, “I was talking with our mutual 

friend Nancy Roseman the other day about the possibility of teaching a class together. Kind of a neat idea! It 
would be about society and disease.” What did I think of that?

“Oh,” I said, not really focusing. “Sounds great! A lot of work, though…”
“Well,” Mort said, his voice getting that special Tone, his eyes developing that special Glint, “would you like 

to get involved?”
The rest of the trip is a blur. Suffice it to say that when we arrived back in Williamstown I was not only team-

teaching a class called “Culture, Society and Disease” with the president and the dean of the College, but I had 
also—and I swear I have no idea how this part happened—volunteered to be secretary to the faculty, a position 
which is way less impressive than it sounds.

The Mort Effect! That’s how all this great stuff happened at the College over the last nine years. It’s irresistible.

– Peter Murphy, chair and professor of English

Last fall the president sent a message to students 
about the financial crisis’ toll on Williams’ 
endowment. The next day, my College Council 

co-president, Peter Nurnberg ’09, and I decided the issue 
warranted a town-hall meeting in which students could 
ask questions about the College’s financial situation. 
We e-mailed President Schapiro at 11 p.m. asking if he 
would lead one. He responded within a half hour saying 
he would.

At the meeting, not only was he willing to go off script 
and take questions on a difficult topic, but he was able 
to reduce the complicated economics of college financing 
to a 15-minute explanation that was clear, informative 
and surprisingly entertaining. A friend on the school 
newspaper warned me that President Schapiro would 
never share the exact amount the endowment had 
shrunk with students—let alone with an entire assembly 
of them. He was wrong. The president gave its current 
size without a flinch and mollified concerns about how 
the College would respond. Without a doubt students 
left that meeting considerably calmer and more assured 
than when they came.

– Jeremy Goldstein ’09
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e didn’t have to travel far—literally 
across campus. But when Steve 
Birrell ’64 decided to leave his job 
as director of teacher education at 
the University of New Hampshire to 
take over corporate and foundation 

relations there, the gears were set in motion. At a 
conference in Boston, he ran into Jim Briggs ’60, 
Williams’ director of alumni relations and develop-
ment, who shared plans for a major fundraising 
effort to mark the College’s bicentennial. Steve 
was lured back to the Purple Valley as director of 
the 25th reunion program and parent giving and 
has since made an indelible mark on the Office 
of Alumni Relations and Development, serving 
the past 14 years as VP. (We’ll try to ignore the 
four years in the early ’90s when he temporarily 
“defected” to Amherst.) On the eve of his retire-
ment on June 30, Steve discussed the changes 
he’s witnessed in an area of College life critical to 
Williams’ continued success.

Alumni Review: Let’s get the toughest question out of 
the way first: What, in your experience, is the biggest 
difference between Amherst and Williams alumni?

Steve Birrell: [Laughing.] One of the things that 
really surprised me was that Amherst alumni feel 
every bit as strongly about their school as Williams 
alumni do. I had assumed that Williams cornered 
the market on this kind of loyalty. It’s not unique 
in higher education, but I think the attachment of 
Williams and Amherst alumni to their schools is 
unusually strong. The competition between our 
schools brings out the best in each. But there are 
noticeable differences in institutional cultures. At 
Amherst, for example, the relationship between the 
faculty and the administration is more adversarial. 
And there’s the geography. The enforced intimacy 
born of our rural location fosters a strong sense of 
community and encourages a high level of civility.

AR: You mentioned the attachment and affection Williams 
alumni feel toward their alma mater—something you’ve 
coined Williams’ “Second endowment.” that’s not a com-
mon term in the field of alumni relations and development. 
Can you explain how you thought of it and what it means? 

SB: After I came back to Williams from Amherst, 
the Executive Committee of the Society of Alumni 
was meeting in Naples, Fla. They were discussing 
their mission, and I thought, you know, there is this 
other endowment that we have, and it’s an extraor-
dinary resource. Basically, it’s a way of objectify-
ing the collective loyalty, affection, love, devotion, 
generosity and goodwill that Williams alumni, and 

to a certain extent parents and friends, feel for this 
place. The alumni relations program is particularly 
responsible for making sure that this endowment 
grows and is protected. The point I make often, and 
it’s proving to be only too true at the moment, is 
that the financial endowment can take a hit, but you 
can bring it back. The Second Endowment is dif-
ferent. If that ever sustained a serious hit, it would 
be much more difficult to rebuild that trust. So it’s 
the role of the Executive Committee and the alumni 
relations and development office to be the principal 
stewards of the Second Endowment.

AR: Your office oversees alumni volunteers numbering 
in the thousands who give generously of their time and 
expertise. In what ways do Williams alumni participate in 
the life of the College, and why is that so important?

SB: We rely heavily on volunteers for all of our 
alumni relations and development programs. Their 
support has always been essential in terms of pro-
moting Williams in the high schools. They’ve been 
absolutely indispensable to generating financial 
support for the College. But our alumni also serve 
in untold other ways. They act as class officers 
and leaders of regional associations and affinity 
networks. They organize Williams-Amherst game 
telecasts in 50-some locations every year and wel-
come faculty to their cities and towns for seminars 
through Williams’ RoadScholars and other regional 
programs. They gather Class Notes for Williams 
People and offer career mentoring to undergradu-
ates and fellow alumni. They serve as trustees and 
community service volunteers. The value of this 
service to Williams is incalculable.

What a difference 25 years makes

The alumni body has grown significantly over the past quar-
ter century, So, too, has the Office of Alumni Relations and 
Development in terms of its size, scope and capability.

     1984  2008

ToTal alumni 15,388 25,522

% male/female 83/17 66/34

alumni funD VolunTeeRS 500 1,600-plus

YeaRlY alumni gifTS* $12,921,130 $53,702,981 

ToTal aR&D STaff 22 72

----------
------------
------------
------------

*cash in hand
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AR: Why has the number of volunteers for the Alumni 
Fund, in particular, increased so dramatically from about 
500 when you arrived in 1984 to more than 1,600 today?

SB: In the mid-1980s, the average undergraduate 
class size doubled to more than 500, so it became 
too much for one class agent, even with associate 
agents, to keep up with fundraising among all his 
or her classmates. Another factor is the rise of two-
career families and the hectic pace at which most 

of us live. Our alumni have less time to offer the 
College, so we need more volunteers. 

AR: the number of employees in alumni relations and 
development also has increased since 1984.

SB: Yes, the work of our office has increased dra-
matically, in part to better assist the growing pool 
of volunteers, as is the case with annual giving. 
We also support new programs. For example, in 
1986, as we were heading into the Third Century 
Campaign, I became director of major gifts. It was 
the first formal fundraising program at the College 
dedicated exclusively to large gifts, and it was labor-
intensive—more reliant on staff than on volunteers. 
Our staff also work with an alumni body that is 
much more widely dispersed geographically and dis-
proportionately younger. Younger alumni tend to be 
much more mobile, which makes it more challeng-
ing for our office to keep in touch with them.

AR: technology must play a larger role than it ever has.

SB: Here’s just one example. Let’s say you’re a class 
agent, and you want to make some fundraising 
calls to your classmates on a Saturday afternoon. 
But you don’t know if Mary has made her Alumni 
Fund gift yet. You can log in to our secure system 
and find out the answer, in real time, along with 
her contact information and the amount of money 
she’s given in years past. We developed these online 
tools after discussions with the Alumni Fund vice 
chairs, who pushed us in a very positive way to get 
better, and now other schools are emulating them. 
I should add that the highly personal requests 
volunteers make of their classmates have kept us 
among the top in the nation in terms of percent-
age of alumni making at least one gift per year to 
the College. We’ve consistently been in the 60-plus 
percent range, and more than 75 percent of alumni 
made at least one gift to The Williams Campaign 
that just ended. There are only about four or five 
schools in the country that can claim that level of 
support. The national average is about 20 percent.

AR: What challenges might your successor face in main-
taining that level of participation—not just in regard to 
fundraising, but also in terms of volunteerism?

SB: We’re already seeing demographic and tech-
nological changes that affect how alumni relate to 
the College. With the advent of social networking, 
for instance, we no longer play an exclusive role in 
keeping alumni connected to one another. So we’re 
developing an application to allow us to engage 
them through their own Facebook profiles, and 

------------
------------
------------
------------
--------

     
In 1984, Williams was just transitioning from keeping 
biographical and financial information on thousands of index 
cards to a computerized system called Advance. Advance 
streamlined alumni record-keeping and donor tracking for 
the Office of Alumni Relations and Development, and the 
software the company developed at Williams has gone on to 
lead the industry.

  1984 2008

alumni RecoRDS 
 paper files, in linear feet 280 620 
 Computerized, required disk space 300MB 20GB

elecTRonic RepoRTS  
aVailable To VolunTeeRS 0 38

elecTRonic financial  
TRanSacTionS N/A 26,515 

elecTRonic alumni  
conTacT RepoRTS N/A 59,974

career at a glance

1964:    Bachelor’s degree with honors in American history & literature, 
Williams College

1966:  Master’s in teaching, Wesleyan University 
1967-69: U.S. Navy lieutenant, junior grade
1969-77:  Administrative positions in the Master of Arts in Teaching 

Program, Brown University
1977-82:  Director of teacher education, University of New Hampshire
1980:  Master’s in public administration, University of New Hampshire
1982-84:  Assistant director of development for corporate/foundation 

support, University of New Hampshire
1984-86: Director of the 25th reunion program & parent giving, Williams
1986-91: Director of major gifts, Williams
1991-95:  Director of development (and later alumni relations and public 

affairs), Amherst College
1995-2009: VP for Alumni Relations and Development, Williams

measurable Results
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“Violent” is a word frequently used to describe the content of Laylah 

Ali’s ’91 artwork. But the Williams professor dismisses that charac-

terization: “Given what sort of violence is commonplace in popular 

culture, I think what happens in my paintings is relatively calm.”

Perhaps it is more accurate to say that her paintings and drawings, 

though straightforward and intense, are informed by complex emo-

tions and ideas. Her body of work is comprised of contemplations of 

race, power, gender, ambition, human frailty and murky politics. Pieces 

that at first appear cartoonish quickly lay bare their weighty concerns.

Her bold choices both of topic and technique have earned Ali solo 

shows at MoMA in New York, ICA in Boston, 

MCA in Chicago and the Contemporary Art 

Museum in St. Louis as well as international 

recognition at the 2003 Venice Biennale and 

2004 Whitney Biennial.

A dual major in English and studio art, Ali 

found herself increasingly engaged by her 

art coursework during her undergraduate 

study at Williams. “I could bring my other 

interests—whether they were literary, politi-

cal or personal—into my studio work,” she 

says. “That combination worked for me.”

Ali’s career took flight with her long-

running series the Greenheads, completed 

between 1996 and 2005. Typical of her dis-

tinctive amalgam of medium and message, 

its nearly 90 paintings depict a variety of what she calls “emaciated, 

brown-skinned superhero types with large, green heads.” Their comic-

strip features belie their serious subject matter.

While many aspects of her personal life have informed her art over 

the years, Ali doesn’t discuss the particulars. “I ask questions or make 

commentary about stories that I understand to be happening in the 

world,” she says. “The things that are from me and my history work 

together with the larger narratives. Hopefully the work gains by having 

a personal resonance as well as an energy that’s focused outward.” 

From time to time, however, she does pull back the curtain ever 

so slightly.  Ali says she was strongly influenced by both the physical 

and social environment of her native Buffalo, N.Y. The daughter of an 

African-American father and a white mother living in an all-white, 

working-class neighborhood, she became attuned to social and racial 

dynamics at an early age.  And the city’s brutal winters left her shifting 

between “the harsh reality of dealing with the cold and an inner 

refuge of the mind,” she says. “What does one do for those seven 

months? I developed a kind of elaborate indoor creativity.”

That inventiveness was on full display in her recent “Notes/

Drawings/Untitled Afflictions,” an exhibit of 40 drawings that 

incorporate text in her work for the first time in over a decade. 

The pieces were shown in fall 2008 at the DeCordova Museum 

and Sculpture Park in Lincoln, Mass., 

accompanied by the catalogue Note 

Drawings. In an interview with Ali prior 

to the exhibition, the Boston Globe called 

the words and lists she employed “as 

odd and provocative as the characters 

Ali depicts,” citing one drawing where 

an androgynous figure with a beard and 

blond ponytails bolts across the page 

over written lines such as “Women 

who have been burned up” and “Those 

who previously had a knife held to their 

throat.” The bullet-point items—both the 

inflammatory and the innocuous—have a 

variety of origins, Ali explains. Some are 

bits of overheard conversation and news 

from strangers or the media, while others are random thoughts.

The common thread throughout all of Ali’s works remains the 

underlying tension. “I am more interested in what leads up to a 

violent act and the aftermath than in the violent act itself,” she says. 

“More than anything, I think my work has been focused on the 

witness—those who witness violence and what is done with that 

kind of horrible knowledge.”

She currently is working on a series of paintings for 303 Gallery 

in New York, which represents her along with Miller Block Gallery in 

Boston. However, she isn’t quite ready to reveal her latest undertaking. 

When asked what she has planned next, Ali is as cryptic as she can be 

on paper: “Landscapes, maybe.”  ■
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“I lIke the IntImacy of paper. I usually work on a draftIng table so my 

relatIonshIp to the paper can be scrIbe-lIke at tImes. It probably has to do 

wIth my love of readIng and wrItIng.”

Untitled, 2005, gouache on paper
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LINgua FraNca
by Jim Mulvihill

Like most great nonfiction writers, Michael Erard ’90 has a knack 

for making readers care about topics that aren’t even on their radar 

screens. In the case of his first book, Um…: Slips, Stumbles, and 

Verbal Blunders, and What They Mean, the topic is verbal miscues 

that are often so minor, most of us don’t even register them. Yet he 

and other linguists make a strong case that these missteps can be 

as revealing as people’s intentional words.

In Um…, Erard explores studies of verbal blunders throughout 

history, “from Freud’s fascination with the slip to Allen Funt’s 

Candid Camera,” Publisher’s Weekly writes. But what keeps 

readers moving through the book’s nearly 300 pages are the frank 

stories of Erard’s own struggles with language woven throughout 

the narrative.

One endearing example of his openness comes early in the 

book, when he describes proposing to his girlfriend “as a blathering 

mess.” Though a smooth, rehearsed delivery might have sounded 

better, he says, it also might have obscured honest emotions that 

communicate feelings more effectively—a linguistic Catch-22.

His willingness to put himself at the fore, warts and all, makes 

Erard all the more effective at “trying to communicate academic 

ideas to non-academic audiences.” And yet, “The things I put in 

like that were things that I had to fight for,” he says. “The editor … 

was really very adamant that people weren’t interested in me and 

that I shouldn’t be writing about my own errors.”

Erard’s passion for words comes through not only in the lovely 

arrangements on paper but also in the time and effort he puts into 

the process. “The nonfiction writers that I admire are people who 

do long, ‘hang-out’ style kinds of reporting,” he says, noting that 

Lafcadio Hearn and Joseph Mitchell are two of his favorites. “That 

was not only the tradition I wanted to honor but the kind of writing 

that I wanted to do.”

Erard has been writing since around the age of 7. When 

he was 14, he started contributing to The Haverhill Gazette in 

Massachusetts. He majored in American studies at Williams and 

received a master’s degree in linguistics and a Ph.D. in English, both 

from the University of Texas, where he wrote for the Iowa-based 

North American Review and The Texas Observer, among other 

publications. Though he was offered an assistant professorship at 

University of Texas upon completing his doctorate, he made the 

difficult choice to turn it down.

Since then, Erard has built a career writing strictly about the topics 

that most interest him. His contributions to The New York Times have 

covered everything from an obscure linguistics blog (Language Log) to 

science-themed rock music (inspired by the band Artichoke, fronted by 

Timothy Sellers ’90). Recently Erard won a prestigious Dobie Paisano 

fellowship from UT-Austin, which awards two writers a full academic 

year of rent-free living in a secluded cabin on a 254-acre ranch as well 

as a healthy stipend. The fellowship, Erard says, is one more way he is 

able to preserve the autonomy he prizes “most of all.”

A desire to not be bound by the word counts of periodicals led 

Erard to pen Um…, and now he’s at work on a second book, about 

“the upper limits of the human ability to learn and speak languages.” 

Erard again is at the heart of the narrative, on a personal quest to 

meet the world’s most prolific language learners and understand to 

what extent their ability is inherited versus developed. 

“That’s the hardest question to get at and one that presents the 

biggest challenge for Americans in general,” he says. “We have this 

natural distrust of aristocracy and this belief that anyone can do 

anything they want, so talking about some people being more gifted 

than others is a problem for us.”  ■

for me, It’s always been a challenge 

to try to conquer tIme and make 

my Ideas come across In the best 

language possIble In the faster 

demands of conversatIon.
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