SENIOR COLLEGE BOOK CLUB PROGRAM

2026-2027

September 8. 2026, (Tuesday) 2-4 pm - Fellows and External Fellows

Please note: Because Monday, September 7 is Labour Day, this meeting will
occur on the following day.

Permanent Astonishment: Growing Up Cree in the Land of Snow and Sky by
Tomson Highway (2021)

Discussion Leader: Meg Fox

Shortlisted for the Hilary Weston Writers” Trust Prize for Nonfiction, Permanent
Astonishment is a memoir like no other. Cree novelist and playwright, Tomson
Highway tells the story of his first 15 years, from being born (literally) in a snowbank
in the remote sub-arctic to attending the Guy Hill Residential School near The Pas.
While that description might set up an expectation of trauma, this memoir offers a
different (personal) story to sit alongside the current dominant narrative: it is humour
and joy, not pain and suffering that dominate. There is joy in the beauty of the vast
northern landscape, in the love of his large family, in the mind-expanding discoveries
of learning, especially language and music. The book’s tone is playful, lyrical, and
very funny, threaded through with the Cree language and worldview. As one reviewer
said: “The book’s epigraph is a quotation from Highway’s brother René [a dancer
who died of AID-related illness in 1990]: ‘Don’t mourn me, be joyful.” It is a dictum
Highway seems to have observed in both writing this book and in the life it recounts.”
(Available in all formats; 344 pages)

October 5. 2026, 2-4 pm — Fellows and External Fellows

Paris in Ruins: Love, War, and the Birth of Impressionism by Sebastian Smee
(2024)

Discussion Leader: Lisa Steele

From the summer of 1870 to the spring of 1871, famously dubbed the “Terrible Year”
by Victor Hugo, Paris and its people were besieged, starved, and forced into surrender



by Germans — then imperiled again as radical republicans established a breakaway
Commune ultimately crushed by the French army after bloody street battles and the
burning of central Paris.

Edouard Manet, Berthe Morisot and Edgar Degas were trapped in the city during the
siege and were deeply enmeshed in its politics. Others including Pierre-August Renoir
and Frederic Bazille joined regiments outside of the capital, while Claude Monet and
Camille Pissarro fled the country just in time. In the aftermath, these artists developed
a newfound sense of the fragility of life. That feeling for transience — reflected in
Impressionism’s emphasis on fugitive light, shifting seasons, glimpsed street scenes,
and the impermanence of all things — became the movement’s great contribution to
the history of art. At the heart of it all is a love story; that of Manet, by all accounts
the father of Impressionism, and Morisot, the only woman to play a central role in the
movement from the start.

Smee, a much decorated art critic, brings to life the shifting passions and politics of
the art world, revealing how the pressures of the siege and the chaos of the Commune
had a profound impact on modern art. (Available in all formats; 368 pages)

Note: Beginning July 7, 2026 the Art Gallery of Ontario is offering The Impressionist
Revolution: Monet to Matisse. This sweeping overview of impressionism illustrates
the origins of the movement and its considerable impact on two successive
generations of avant-garde painters. Drawn from the extensive holdings of the Dallas
Museum of Art, the exhibition includes key works by Claude Monet, Pierre-Auguste
Renoir, Edgar Degas, Berthe Morisot, Vincent van Gogh, Henri Matisse, Piet
Mondrian, Edvard Munch and more.

November 2. 2026, 2-4 pm — Fellows and External Fellows

The Gene Machine: The Race to Decipher the Secrets of the Ribosome by Venki
Ramakrishnan (2018)

Discussion Leader: Eaton Lattman

The Gene Machine is part scientific memoir, part history of molecular biology, and
part insider account of a fierce scientific race. It has an almost gossipy tone in places.
Written by Nobel Prize—winning structural biologist Venki Ramakrishnan, the book
tells the story of how scientists uncovered the atomic structure of the ribosome — the
cellular machine that reads genetic information and builds proteins. The book spends
a lot of time on the uncertainty and insecurity of science— the author was not a



prodigy marching confidently toward a Nobel Prize. In fact, one of the book’s
strengths is how honestly he describes confusion, professional rivalry, failed
experiments, and sheer luck.

A major theme is the tension between the myth of the lone genius and the reality of
modern science. Ramakrishnan repeatedly emphasizes that breakthroughs emerge
from large communities of researchers building incrementally on one another’s work.
He is skeptical of heroic narratives, even while acknowledging that awards like the
Nobel Prize inevitably personalize discovery.

In chapter 3 and other sections, the author works hard to explain the technique of x-
ray crystallography, which is used to make 3D pictures of molecules both small and
large. These can be skipped without taking the reader off the storyline. (Available in
all formats; 288 pages)

December 7, 2026, 2-4 pm — Fellows and External Fellows

Between Two Rivers: Ancient Mesopotamia and the Birth of History by Moudhy
Al-Rashid (2025)

Discussion Leader: Martin Klein

This is a wonderful, engaging book that takes a thematic not simply chronological
approach to Mesopotamian history. The author begins with objects found in what may
have been the world’s earliest museum, a room in the 6th century BCE palace of
Princess Ennigaldi-Nanna whose objects reveal its history much as museums do
today. Here lay clay tablets showing the invention of writing, while exposing so much
of the life of the civilization and its people:

“schools and students, kings and slaves, traders and pub-keepers, astronomers and
diviners), science, the role of women, art and war...including not just regal
pronouncements, poetry and mathematical treatises but letters, receipts, schoolboy
exercises and lullabies: the stuff of everyday life.” (Peter Gordon, Asian Review of
Books.)

Moudhy, a citizen of Saudi Arabia and teacher at Oxford, succeeds in bringing ancient
Mesopotamia to life in ways we moderns can readily understand. (Available in
hardcover, paperback and e-book formats; 336 pages)



January 4, 2027, 2-4 pm — Fellows and External Fellows

Garbage by A. R. Ammons (1993)
Discussion Leader: Malcolm Woodland

At last, a selection that allows you to say without offense that your book club is
making you read garbage! Widely acknowledged as one of the masters of the modern
(or postmodern?) long poem, the American poet A. R. Ammons (1926-2001) was
inspired to write this, his fourth entry in the genre, by a mountainous waste disposal
site that he passed on a road trip to Florida. Published in 1993, Garbage earned
immediate critical acclaim and won that year’s National Book Award for poetry.
Ammons’s characteristically restless yet plain-spoken style and freewheeling structure
bring the work as close as possible to his ideal of a “poem every bit assimilated / into
motion”— a significant attainment what with motion and change being the
fundamental facts of reality for the scientifically-minded Ammons, and Garbage
being a self-proclaimed “scientific poem.” Still, such supposedly scientific ideas also
inform one of Garbage’s most intensely personal features, namely the series of
informal elegiac meditations on ageing and death—his friends’, his family members’,
his own—even a chipmunk’s. This recurring motif is one of several—e.g., poetry and
poetics, the sacred and the profane, order and disorder—that help shape the book’s
ostensibly digressive progress. As funny as it is moving, Garbage enacts an ongoing
struggle to find belief, love, and meaning in the face of mortality and an uncaring
universe—"to get” both reader and poet “around to where [they] can say [they’re]
glad [they were] here, / even if [they] must go.” (Available in all formats: 128 pages)
(free audiobook download: https://www.bookey.app/audiobook/garbage )

February 1. 2027, 2-4 pm - Fellows and External Fellows

The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an
Epidemic of Mental Illness by Jonathan Haidt (2024)

Discussion Leader: John Yeomans

In The Anxious Generation, NYU social psychologist Jonathan Haidt describes the
epidemic of teen anxiety, depression, and self-harm that hit many countries in the
early 2010s at the same time as iPhone use increased. He then shows how “play-based
childhood” began to decline in the 1980s, to be replaced by “phone-based childhood”



in the early 2010s. Building on data from experimental psychology and elsewhere, he
suggests more than a dozen mechanisms by which this has interfered with children’s
social and neurological development. He then reviews evidence that internet
companies have designed algorithms that disrupted the lives of vulnerable children,
and that the companies are aware of their culpability. He explains why social media
damages girls more than boys and why boys have been withdrawing from the real
world into the virtual world. Haidt also considers how Al is likely to cause further
harm. Finally, he suggests how parents and schools can improve the social lives of
children, teens and adults.

Controversial in places, Haidt's strong and clearly stated views on social phenomena

stemming from technological developments are sure to spark discussion. (Available in
all formats; 293 pages)

March 1, 2027, 2-4 pm — Fellows and External Fellows

The Human Condition by Hannah Arendt (1958)
Discussion Leader: David Milne

As the title suggests, this book looks at what constitutes our lives— our work, laboring,
and free activities — and the values we have attached to these over the centuries. The
story in the Western world begins in ancient Athens where the polis defined the
boundaries of the private and public realms, and the conditions under which humanity
live. Greek philosophers lay the foundations of the story and set off a long tradition of
thinking on these fundamental questions into modern times. Writing in 1958, a year
after sputnik, Arendt, a philosopher refugee from Nazi Germany, boldly makes her
case for the human condition in our time. (Available in all formats; 348 pages)

April 5. 2027, 2-4 pm — Fellows and External Fellows

There Are Rivers in the Sky by Elif Shafak (2024)
Discussion Leader: Mary O’Connor

This beautifully written novel, with inventively interwoven narrative strands, begins
in the ancient city of Ninevah on the Tigris River in 640 BCE. There it introduces us
to a legendary library, the home of a tablet recording part of the epic story of



Gilgamesh. The novel then moves to 1840s London on another river, the (stinking)
Thames, and a poor (but gifted) boy who becomes obsessed with Ninevah and the
Gilgamesh story. Later (like the actual Assyriologist George Smith), working at the
British Museum, he travels to Ninevah to investigate the story’s ancient
archaeological artifacts. The next part of the novel moves back geographically to the
Tigris River but forward in time to 2014 where a 10-year-old Yazidi girl faces
personal persecution and cultural loss as ISIS destroys her people’s ancestral lands,
even as she struggles to learn and retain their ancient traditions. And then the action
shifts to 2018. We are again in London, England but this time with Turkish-British
Zaleekah, a newly divorced hydrologist studying climate issues, who moves into a
houseboat on the River Thames.

We promise that we’ll provide you with a dramatis personae and a time/space-
line for this long-ish but gripping novel. Take our word for it that this dazzling
storytelling manages to intertwine the lives of these various “outsider” figures through
the themes of memory, power and knowledge. It achieves this in part through a single
image: that of water, specifically a drop of water, which re-appears across the
centuries and cultures, showing how a drop that falls today as rain is the witness to
everything from the rise and fall of ancient empires to the traumas of modern history
(including environmental ones). This unifying motif also binds together the novel’s
two structuring rivers—the Tigris and the Thames—that are repeatedly shown to be
sources of both life and death. As Shafik puts it: “Water remembers. It is humans who
forget.” (Available in all formats; 464 pages)

May 3. 2027. 2-4 pm — Fellows and External Fellows

Strata: Stories from Deep Time by Laura Poppick (2025)
Discussion Leader: William Logan

Why is Earth not like other bodies in our solar system? Or is it? Has it always been
this way? What has influenced its evolution from a fiery sphere to its present state?
Laura Poppick, a science writer with a background in geology, outlines how the
stratigraphic study of rocks and rock layers can provide evidence for or against
various theories of Earth's historical evolution. The author divides the past into eras of
air, ice, mud and heat and presents the fossil and geological evidence supporting the
remarkable characteristics of each and how one transformed into the next. She travels
to a number of sites around the world which are rich in geological findings and
introduces us to researchers who have made and are making discoveries that help our
understanding of how the earth evolved. She goes on expeditions with some of them



and describes the kind of field work they do and techniques they use. She also
introduces us to some of the early pioneers who made the early discoveries. Strata
allows us to observe how the planet has responded to past periods of environmental
upheaval and shows how Earth’s ancient narratives could hold lessons for our present
and future. Nominated for several science writing awards and full of fascinating
information. (Available in all formats; 288 pages)

June 7., 2027, 2-4 pm - Fellows and External Fellows

The Highest Exam: How the Gaokao Shapes China by Ruixue Jia and Hongbin
Li (2025)

Discussion Leader: Peter Alberti

The Gaokao is a tournament, set up by the centralized Chinese government to make
educational competition the basis for social and economic advancement. The results
of the tournament determine admission to the country’s hierarchical, tiered system of
university and college education. The Gaokao looms large over the life of students
and their families throughout China, seen as making or breaking the future of a
family’s children. The authors are economists who experienced the Gaokao firsthand,
before studying and teaching abroad. Their research on its role and impact shed
valuable light on modern China. (Available in hardcover, e-book; 256 pages)

July 5. 2027, 2-4 pm - Fellows and External Fellows

Gods of the Upper Air: How a Circle of Renegade Anthropologists Reinvented
Race, Sex, and Gender in the Twentieth Century by Charles King (2019)

Discussion Leader: Susan Pfeiffer

No discipline is ever likely to have as entrancing an introduction as Charles King
provides here for the new science of cultural anthropology early in the twentieth
century. At its centre stands Professor Franz Boas of Columbia University, the mentor
of a band of intrepid female students like Margaret Mead and Zora Neale Hurston.
Their field work overturned eugenicist thinking on race and gender, dismissing these
as biological fictions. The sheer exuberance of his students’ lives blew away
stereotypes, ushering in a freer, more fluid, modern understanding of sexuality and
gender. (Available in all formats; 448 pages)






