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The Bowl Is Already Broken
Mary Kay Zuravleff

Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 424 pp., $25

You’ve probably never wondered what it might feel like to be the reluctantly pregnant acting director of a struggling Asian art museum located in a mall in Washington, D.C., where the budget director has recently decreed that your space be reallocated to become the mall’s food court, on the morning that a hideously expensive 18th-century Chinese porcelain bowl that’s been donated to the museum—part of a huge effort on your part to fight the food court decision with some publicity for the museum—is dropped to the ground and smashed to cinders—yes, cinders!—during its public dedication ceremony.

No, right? Well, now you don’t have to.

Mary Kay Zuravleff, author of “The Frequency of Souls” and former editor of texts for the Smithsonian Institution, has imagined all this and more, in a novel so sweetly goofy and gently warm that you’ll be falling in love with the central character, Promise Whittaker, and her creator, before you’ve turned the first page.
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THE BOWL IS ALREADY BROKEN.
By Mary Kay Zuravleff

Reviewed by Barbara Dickinson


Museumgoers and art lovers will welcome this whirlwind trip through the intricacies and politics of Washington’s museum world. “The Bowl Is Already Broken” is pure delight. Consider the opening sentence: “When the dust settled, there was only dust, and the Chinese bowl rested in pieces at the bottom of the museum steps.”


As the bowl breaks into a zillion shards, so do all the onlookers: the museum director who dropped the prize piece that once belonged to Jefferson, the conservators, curators and ancillary directors. Promise Whittaker, the diminutive and decisive acting director, looks to her mentors for direction. Alas, there is none. Her predecessor has fled the scene for a dig in Mongolia. Another colleague is embezzling from The Castle (as in the Smithsonian Castle). The bureaucracy has decreed that the Asian Art Museum get rid of all art and remake itself into a food station for the tourists passing through the mall.


Author Mary Kay Zuravleff was a former staffer at the Freer Gallery of Art in D.C. and knows the turf and tunnels of the museum world. Though it is often difficult to keep identitities clear among the many strong characters who populate the pages, there is no mistaking Promise’s leadership at home and at work. She is both original and genuine, a brain and a charmer. And also, pregnant. Again. It is Promise who sorts out the confusion and finds enough pieces to get things functioning once again. “Picking up the Pieces” is the name of the subsequent (and final?) exhibition in the Asian building.


The sheer hilarity of the situation here makes the book immensely readable. It also lends truth to the statement that managing a museum is a lot like mud wrestling: difficult and dirty. As Promise looks at the outcome of the disastrous breakage of the priceless porcelain bowl she things: “Admit there is loss, and all can be treasured.”


Would that all of us were that wise! Would that all of us would enjoy this book!
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Reading the Iowa summer away
By Jenna Sauers — The Daily Iowan 

Care to spend a few days in the company of a 23rd-century lizard and a robot in search of his maker? Or do you harbor an interest in the great Persian Sufi poet Rumi? Keep a journal? Would you prefer to read about a suicidal rock star? Why not a peremptory Victorian children's author?
Whether to escape the sweet torpor of the hot months or because the sunshine is fantastically revitalizing, reading is always a popular summer activity. That unmistakable urge to celebrate with a little recreational book use is completely natural - dipping into something satisfying, something that provokes and pleases. The current crop of new books - which incorporate all the diverse elements above and more - is ripe with works ready to remind us why we read in the first place.

The Bowl Is Already Broken by Mary Kay Zuravleff (Farrar, Straus, & Giroux, $25)

Zuravleff's second novel is perhaps best described as ambitious. The book is set in a prestigious Asian art museum not dissimilar to the Smithsonian's Arthur M. Sackler gallery (where the author worked for nine years before writing this novel). The busy plot - which centers on Promise Whittaker, the museum's acting director, and involves an unplanned pregnancy, a terrorist kidnapping, and the Dalai Lama - and the themes, which explore the continuum between patriotism and xenophobia, the value of art, and the nature of parenthood and love, together smash like the titular bowl any preconceptions about the "placid" world of museology. The book is exciting, surprisingly cohesive given its multifarious plot concerns, and unashamedly erudite, with its wealth of bookish characters unafraid to speak with the conviction of true believers about 13th-century Persian poetry or ancient Chinese history.

