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Cracking Up at The Smithsonian
By Jenny Feldman

“The Smithsonian is a huge, bureaucratic stew, with the art world, the science community, and the federal government stirred in,” says Mary Kay Zuravleff, who spent nine years as an editor of exhibition texts at the Freer and Sackler galleries of Asian art. With a new novel, The Bowl Is Already Broken, recently published by Farrar, Straus and Giroux, she offers an irreverent fictional account of goings-on-inside a museum of Asian art.


The more outlandish plot points involve a curator caught embezzling her travel funds for fertility treatments; and a priceless bowl, once owned by Thomas Jefferson, shattered during a ceremony.


The fictional museum’s acting director, Promise Whittaker, a pregnant mother of two with a specialty in 16th-century Islamic painting, is partly modeled after the author. “To her discerning eye,” Zuravleff writes of Promise’s encounter with the prized Chinese porcelain of the book’s title, “this bowl was just the right size for heating half a bag of frozen peas in the microwave.”

A more sober subplot involves the museum director, who is captured by an extremist group while digging in the Takla Makan Desert. Meanwhile, the museum staff spars with the board of directors, which wants to bring in food courts and blockbuster shows. “This novel is a love letter to museums, warts and all,” says Zuravleff.
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The Bowl Is Already Broken
By Marta Segal Block
Promise is having a bad summer. She is unexpectedly and uncomfortably pregnant with her third child. Her affable, activist husband smokes too much pot. Her house is falling apart. Her babysitter is trying to indoctrinate her already neurotic children. To top it all off, Promise has just been named acting director of the Museum of Asian Art, a museum the administration is trying to close. When her best friend, and fellow curator, breaks a porcelain bowl once owned by Thomas Jefferson, it may be the end of all of them, or their saving grace. This enjoyable novel touches on subjects from Asian art and philosophy to cancer and infertility. Although there are a few too many subplots involving characters the author doesn’t have time to flesh out, Promise Whittaker is so realistically written she makes those around her look good.
