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Reviewed by Jenni Potts

As the priceless bowl bounded down the stairs of the museum, gathering momentum and losing all value as it went, dropped in the inherent excitement of its purchase, all seemed lost to the Museum of Art’s staff.

Promise, the new director, had barely touched it, and even in her desperation to keep it safe from harm, could not prevent its inevitable destruction. Everyone who had worked so hard to acquire the bowl had a hand in its demise. That bowl should have saved the museum.
But the bowl was already broken…at least it was hypothetically. When Joseph, the museum’s former director, received a memo indicating the Museum of Asian Art was to be closed, its exhibitions scattered to other museums, he could think of nothing else. His wife, Emmy, reminded him of a story about a teacher who told his pupils that he would not get attached to anything that is breakable and essentially, everything can be destroyed. Theoretically, those things are already broken. Nothing lasts forever, and once that is realized, then it is easier to appreciate life on a daily basis.
In “The Bowl Is Already Broken,” Mary Kay Zuravleff does a masterful job of keeping her readers in suspense, although it is known from the first chapter that all is lost for the struggling museum staff.
With bold, human characters, Zuravleff begins her story with remorse and hopelessness and then begins to spiral upward into the light of redemption. Amazingly enough, we buy it. We begin to think there may be hope after all for these doomed people, although we have already seen the end.

Joseph, when he learns of the museum’s eventual closing, decides to turn his job over to Promise and go on an archeological dig with his wife, who, after battling cancer, must battle circumstances that could prove far more harrowing.

Promise is pregnant with her third child even as she struggles to maintain a normal, healthy lifestyle for her two existing children. Her husband, having one of the most depressing jobs one could think of, just adds to her stress.

Arthur, Promise’s favorite curator, actually is responsible for the attainment of the precious bowl, as much as he is responsible for its disastrous trip down the stairs. Arthur’s boyfriend, Monty, thinks he is being unfaithful and ponders leaving him. Arthur has a true love for art that will, in the end, almost destroy him.

The Museum of Asian Art houses some of the largest collections in the world, but it is not enough. People stand outside its doors, sweating with the heat, never thinking to walk the few steps through the doors of the museum to see a free and fabulous display of carefully chosen art. No, tourists want coffee shops and cheap fried food housed in the beautiful old Italianate building. And what tourists want, tourists get.

Promise, Arthur and Joseph all are passionate about their beloved museum. How to save it from the spoils of capitalism, if nothing ever really lasts?
“The Bowl Is Already Broken” is a beautifully sung tale of heroes and mistakes, of madonnas and demons. Zuravleff, who also wrote “The Frequency of Souls,” deserves the highest praise for bringing this educational and thought-provoking story to light.
Islander
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Novels about ordinary people living ordinary lives need something unusual to happen to make their story interesting. In the first two novels, something does happen, but it is not of cosmic proportions. In fact, their significant event is ordinary, special only in that it happens to them. And these novels are about loss—loss of a father, loss of a child, loss of the expectation that things are as they should be. The third novel [The Bowl Is Already Broken] has a very different tone and is about a woman frantically trying to keep from losing track of all the elements of her life and the last book is a sweet memoir about a man who loses a friend.


In The Bowl Is Already Broken by Mary Kay Zuravleff, published by Farrar, Straus and Giroux, the loss is not of a person, but of an object. Promise Whittaker becomes the acting director of the Museum of Asian Art on the National Mall in Washington, DC. While she is finding her professional way, her mentor is held hostage while on a dig in China, and she is also coping with a modern family life of small kids and an unexpected pregnancy. Meanwhile she is persuaded to stage an exhibition featuring a beautiful porcelain bowl which is droped during the opening. Then Washington politicians have decided that her Asian art museum is not American enough to be on the Mall and should be turned into a food court out of some weird sense of patriotism and practicality. How she saves the museum, her sanity, her co-workers from themselves is the plot, but the real story is how wonderfully the author captures the demands on the modern working woman and a sense of how tenuous our hold is on all the unraveling ends of our lives. And by the way, the book is funny and philosophical at the same time.
