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“And to let every word every chapter speak for itself has been one of the biggest 
ways I've changed with patience, kindness, and openness.”
What is a St. John's Education?, pg 4
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From the Editor’s Desk:CONTENTS
As the year crawls to a close, changes abound. Seniors graduated last 
Sunday, and this is the final day of classes for freshmen. 

The first part of this issue is a regular Gadfly. We pondered the 
passage of time with graduating seniors, and reported on Mitchell 
Gallery happenings. There is, of course, the usual motley of opinion, 
poetry, and musings. 

Notably, within the second half of the issue, we have printed the 
Badfly. Lovingly crafted just once a year, the Badfly is the only satire 
publication of St. John’s. Some advice: if you count yourself a sensi-
tive soul, proceed with caution. Like that one person in seminar, we 
don’t hold back. 

Our multitude contains multitudes. In these pages, members of the 
Polity rejoice, lampoon, and reflect. As in the Athens of Pericles’ 
funeral oration, there’s something for everyone. 

Sincerely,
Lysithia Page

P.S. Everytime a Polity member submits something to sjca.gadfly@
gmail.com, a gadfly sprouts its wings. So do that!
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Logos holds news reports and narratives of 
immediate relevance to the Polity. The purpose 
here is to develop a shared reservoir of informa-
tion relating to campus life and the community. 

Symposium offers the opportunity for our read-
ers to thoughtfully consider contrasting opin-
ions regarding a particular topic. 

Polis serves as a platform for elevating voices 
in our community. Here we find letters to the 
editor, columns, cartoons, and submitted pieces. 

The Badfly is a satirical reflection of the regu-
lar Gadfly operations, providing members of 
the staff and Polity with an outlet for comedic 
expression.
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Art with a Heart
{community}

Johnnies hold community art exhibition
by Jonah Donis, ‘23

The end of spring semester brings 
many milestones in its wake: 

graduation, Don Rags, fair weather, 
and community art. For the past 
31 years (barring pandemics), the 
Mitchell Gallery has showcased the 
artistic endeavors of the community 
by showcasing Polity art on the walls 
of the gallery. All artistic mediums 
are welcome and this year there was 
a dynamic range of artwork, ranging 
from resin statues to painted rocks, 
black-and-white photography to oil 
paint on canvas. Particularly exciting 
is what the seniors submit, not only 
concluding their time on campus, 
but also vying for the Charles Vernon 
Moran Prize. 

Since opening The St. John’s 
College Community art exhibition 
31 years ago, the Charles Moran Prize 
has been  a highlight of the exhibit. 
The award goes to the senior who 
“exhibits a mastery of technique and 
original thought.” There were many 
contenders for this year's prize from 
Adam Schulman’s painted sketches of 
his animated work, Virginia Deaver’s 
loose painted canvas titled Armor, 
Sera Johnson’s Bedford landscape, and 
Sophia Cote’s ceramics and drawings. 
The prize was awarded to Sophia 
Cote’s Tea Set, a 7-piece ceramic tea 
set made with found wood, wire, and 
of course, clay. Although there can be 
only one winner, every senior deserves 
a round of applause for the work and 
dedication they put into art. Looking 
forward, the new academic year will 
no doubt bring many new student 
creations through the plethora of 
resources available in the dark room, 
pottery, and art studio.

Sofe Cote (A21)
Tea Set, 2021

Ceramic, found wood, wire
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When a senior at any institution 
looks back on their education, 

they may reflect on things like classes, 
grades, social life, or job prospects. 
While it is certain that St John’s seniors 
do partake in these sorts of thoughts, 
there is an aspect to their reflection 
that takes on the spirit of inquiry 
fostered at the College —  What is the 
Program? What does it do for us after 
4 years? The straightforward response 
may be “a liberal arts degree,” but the 
seniors with whom I spoke did not 
once provide this answer. Instead, 
what ensued was a conversation that, 
by virtue of its existence, encapsulates 
what the Program does for people who 
have finished it. 

I first spoke with Rachel Gordon 
(A’21) and Elsa Ordahl (A’21). They 

came onto the call teary-eyed following 
their final Sicut Sing and last day of 
tutorials. Funnily enough, the first 
response to the question “How would 
you define a St John’s question” was 
“one long therapy session” followed 

by emotionally-packed laughter. Of 
course, they had more to share.  

Gordon spoke to the general change 
she experienced over the four years: “It 
was a transition from thinking about 
the world and how all of these books 
may be applied to the world or applied 
to outside situations. And then by 
the end of senior year, I think about 
myself and my identity and who I 
am, and the books, they guide me in 
understanding that. And I think about 
myself in relation to others, rather than 
just myself in relation to the world.”

“I think for me, it's like a long 
instruction in openness and letting 
things penetrate into you, and how to 
completely open up to other people 
and other people's ideas and the books 
that you're reading, and letting it just 
become part of you,” Ordahl added. 

This sort of openness was also 
mentioned in my discussion with 

Rediet Worku (A’21), who spoke 
about it in relation to approaching the 
texts. “I remember ferociously taking 

notes in freshman seminar, but now 
I just allow myself to completely be 
immersed with the text, and not judge 
the text be it positively or negatively 
before I encounter it,” Worku said. 
“And to let every word every chapter 
speak for itself has been one of 
the biggest ways I've changed with 
patience, kindness, and openness.” 

The final senior I spoke to 
mentioned this openness anecdotally. 
“I've learned to be less demanding of 
others. One thing that happened in 
a freshman seminar, this was not my 
seminar, but what I heard was that 
someone brought up Percy Jackson, 
during the Illiad seminar or the 
Odyssey seminar. And you know, 
if you heard that as a freshman or 
sophomore, you would say, ‘Oh, that's 
ridiculous, why would you do that?’ 
But then you start to consider it, well, 
maybe this, that is the only thing they 
know, at the time. That's how they 
want to join the conversation,” said 
Bao Le (A’21)

This cultivation of character did 
not come without its challenges. 

Worku spoke to her own personal 
growth extensively in our conversation: 
“There is in no way anything that 
makes me similar to the person who 
walked in at convocation. And I think 
we all know this at St. John's. But I 
didn't maybe understand that at some 
points, because change, right, like in 
physics, when you're turning direction, 
you face inertia. And that resistance, 
when I felt that within, I thought ‘No, 
perhaps I'm not really meant for the 
Program.’ But that resistance has been 
key in interacting with things I never 
thought I'd be capable of interacting 
with.”

What is a St. John's Education?
{senior perspective}

On making free adults
by Alayna Raymond, ‘23

Isa Kiedrowski
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As this chapter closes in the lives of 
our graduating seniors, I wanted 

to know what wisdom they could 
impart upon both their past selves and 
Johnnies going through the process.

“Don't rely on the program to 
change, I think that would be a 

good thing to say to my younger self, 
that I definitely did change me, don't 
get me wrong, but you can't go in here 
expecting that you'll come out, you 
know, the perfect human being that 
you want yourself to be. That's not 
what the Program does. The Program 
is here to force you to change yourself. 
That you have to look within and see 
that you're missing things. That you 
thought you knew everything, but you 
don't.” 
 - Bao Le

“So the first thing is, do not take the 
resistance to mean something is 

wrong, embrace it, be uncomfortable 
every single way. Because that shows 
you're changing, right? Someone 
was telling me that when a child is 
coming to like some big step, they're 
in distress for some time, and they 
don't know how to express it so they're 
always crying. And I think mentally 
we experienced that at the College, 
because you're continuously in 
positions that challenge you. So truly, 
allow yourself to be uncomfortable. 
There isn't anything wrong with you, 
there isn’t anything wrong with your 
interaction with the program. Give it 
time, sit with it. And that will transmit 
itself to the joy part as well.” 

 - Rediet Worku

Le also reflected on the change he 
perceives in himself.“The point is to be 
challenged in things you're not ready 
to be challenged by,” Le said. “I was 
not ready to be a student of philosophy 
or liberal arts. When I joined I was 
a STEM kid through and through, 
but somehow I've managed to write a 
senior essay on Plotinus.” 

Senior essays are a culmination of 
thoughts and experiences accumulated 
over the four years students spend 
with the Program. Gordon expressed 
that the senior essay offers students the 
opportunity to develop an intimate 
awareness of their own thoughts, or, 
in other words, to know themselves.“ 
I feel like writing gives you such an 
interesting metric for where your mind 
is in relation to what you're learning or 
what you're reading about,” Gordon 
said. “ I think it's just so interesting 
the way we all came to our senior essay 
topics. It's an expression of who we are 
as people.” continued on page 11
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I’ve often struggled with this problem at St. John’s: When 
first reading a text, I can’t help but relate the book to 

my own experience. I don’t know how to read something 
without somehow making it about me. However, I don’t 
think this inclination disqualifies my philosophical inquiry  
— I have a vivid memory of walking into the Barr-Buchanan 
Center and seeing a plaque on the wall stating that all great 
books are about the readers. I would like to essay as to what 
this plaque’s message means, and how I can make use of such a concept  in my studies at St. John’s.

Montaigne seems like a good place to start in answering this question. A writer who believes in highly personalized 
essays, Montaigne has much to say about the value of experience. In his essay On Experience, he says, “There is no 
desire more natural than that of knowledge. We try all ways that can lead us to it; where reason is wanting, we therein 
employ experience, which is a means much more weak and cheap; but truth is so great a thing that we ought not 
to disdain any mediation that will guide us to it.” If experience is so lacking, books must teach us something about 
ourselves that would otherwise take an entire lifetime to learn through activity. Socrates says that he neither knows 
nor supposes that he knows, and thus will not foolishly assume himself to be making a just decision when he really 
is not. Thus he is better off than those who know nothing and think they know something. This seems true to me, 
but arriving at this conclusion would take an entire lifetime — I can’t imagine culling such an idea from only a few 
experiences. Learning the extent of my ignorance would take very many failures.

Now when it comes to failures, I often hear my classmates complain that their seminars fail by venturing ‘too 
far from the text.’ I appreciate what they are saying, and indeed sometimes an entire seminar goes off the rails into 
the muck of petty arguments, but I believe this not a great danger. There is danger, I think, when we treat a text as 
something greater than the reader. When we regard it as something written not by mortals but by untouchable idols, 
we turn its wisdom into rhetoric. Words themselves become less tied to experience, opinion, or past knowledge, and 
rather more so to other words. We can foolishly think we understand what we mean while circular definitions will and 
must abound, and semantics, instead of being genuine attempts at meaning-gathering, become pointless. In short, we 
must put the text level with our own experience, lest we turn the text into sophistical trickery instead of real wisdom. I 
don’t mean to say by this that personal experience is an equal source to the texts at St. John’s, but rather I find it helpful 
to imagine how I myself could have discovered what is being written, and thank God I did not have to on my own.

Thus my final question: if great books are about us readers, how much of the books should we try to remember? 
Often when writing an essay for an assignment, I find I’ve misremembered large portions of the text or interpreted 
sections with faulty logic. With time, the passages seem to reveal themselves, whereas some words fade back into 
obscurity. What at first seemed the most important paragraph in the whole book may lose significance, and instead 
my concentration may bend towards other portions. I may read one of Achilles’ speeches, thinking the weight of the 
whole book rests on it; upon rereading it, I find my entire perspective isn’t consistent through the text, and I have 
to start again. I often find that as soon as I learn a single plotpoint, I find myself having to rework or even forget an 
entire point of view. Sometimes the text will recommend a better point of view, but more often than not, I am left 
more confused than I was before. And I don’t mean to say I can’t articulate my previous opinions, but rather I can’t 
remember what it was like to believe them. In the midst of this, I am forced to adopt new opinions, and make the 
book be more about me, but not the version of me that is a vessel for muddled, stuck opinions, but rather the mode of 
personality that is deeply invested in interpretation and growth; when the text will not explain itself, I choose how to 
explain it, and I learn the consequences of my reasoning whenever I return to the text. 

     In this way of thought-challenging and reason-tempering, great books that change minds aren’t about our beliefs, 
opinions, or sense of identity — they are about the soul that expounds and lives out these ideals. Personal anecdotes 
are ineffective in class discussions not because they’re too personal — they’re not personal enough! Personhood is not 
reducible to anecdotes or opinions, and if we focus on the specific units of identity, we may forget the self that does 
the living. Instead, we should be ever striving to understand the part of self that creates ideals, instead of assuming our 
opinions are us. We are challenged to forget our short-sighted perceptions of self, and instead cultivate a more holistic 
and free identity.

How Personal 
is 
Too Personal?

Silas Pillsbury
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Passings
Louis Petrich

{poetry}

Expect this not, to live for long.
Less some, more others, never one.
You translated our quantities,
not meant to be right known by race
of men Prometheus much loved.
Fire evens odds with hope that way.
My hopes partake of seeing you
brace black that knocks out being there;
although his lithe dumb plunging tongue
roots mounds behind come due—so long 
forfended dipping climb!--we few 
will savor every taste fortuned!
Pray next our passage free beget 
surpassing new, us promise-paid:
as always, beggars, woman-bathed.
In this brief stay, O darlings, stood
you all my love, near licked, fell bent--
but wonderful--upright again!
Fine word, again.  Necessary, 
by physics gaming finitude.  

        --Louis Petrich, May, 2021

Doorman
George Kalandadze

{poetry}

Once more the bell rings on,
The street sound shuffles through the door,
They come and go, hats, umbrellas, heels and brooches. 

Swinging doors create the storm,
Of wind, of perfume, of rainy floor.
And there he stands with posture strong,
And smiles to all who come so close.

But in his mind, there are no smiles,
No sun is shining, nobody’s crying.
The time now strikes past quarter eight,
The king abandons his good faith.

The yokes of clothes in suit and ties,
Are left behind in dungeon dark.
Up the stairs, into his room
Where sorrow dwells beneath the tombs.

He enters, puts the mask aside,
No smile is needed, when there’s no eyes.
And drifts as if the steam of tea,
Into the homely malady.

το του παιδος σπηλαιον
Avery Laur

{poetry}

i cast shadows on these dimly
lit walls so that my

youth and innocence may only
know safety and comfort with

the world i give them
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Forks
Isa Kiedrowski

{elements of etiquette}

So…which fork do I use?
“I don’t need to learn about etiquette; after all, it’s just about which fork to use, and stuff like that.” This phrase could 

probably be found on the list of “50 Signs That Point Towards Civilization’s Inevitable Decline,” right up there with 
“What decline of civilization?”

I will say this but once: etiquette is not merely about which fork to use. However, knowing which fork to use is part of 
table manners. Which in turn is part of etiquette. So there.

And let me be clear: you do not need to know which fork to use. Very rarely will you find yourself in a life-or-death 
situation and think, “Sink me! I wish I knew which fork to use!” Fortunately, the Spanish Inquisition is over,1 so your 
chances of being brutally murdered for not knowing how to use cutlery are markedly lower.

But I will point out: St. John’s produces a high volume of PhDs. And should you find yourself venturing into academia, 
you will inevitably have to deal with faculty dinners, or at least a few functions at which you will be faced with forks plural. 
And while you’re staring at the blinding array of silverware before you, your rival for tenure has smoothly picked up his fish 
fork and is tucking in to the slightly overcooked trout with lemon sauce. And you know who appreciates good manners? 
The department chair. Now, I’m not saying tenures have been lost over this, but I’m not saying they haven’t.2

Having suitably terrified you with professional suicide by fish fork, let’s examine the dizzying array of cutlery which 
awaits you in the real world. Observe the diagram below, presenting your worst-case-scenario: the 12-course dinner, 
numbered for your convenience.

1. Escargot Fork—two long, pointed tines aid in 
dragging the hapless gastropod from its garlicky, buttery 
lair. The shell is clamped in tongs (not pictured), while you 
wrestle with your appetizer. The snail’s revenge comes when 
you spill garlic butter all over yourself.

2. Fish Fork—used, as one might expect, for the fish 
course in conjunction with the fish knife (opposite side of 
plate, fourth from the left). Contains four inward curving 
tines.

3. Lobster Fork—it’s your third fish-related fork, but 
don’t despair. Not to be confused with a buttonhook, it will 
help you get all every morsel of lobster or crab out of those 
claws. Theoretically, a medium-sized buttonhook could 
perform the same job.

4. Entrée Fork—four equal tines, used to spear one’s 
entrée (whatever it happens to be) before delivering it to 
the mouth.

5. Meat Fork—the Main Fork. The Fork of Forks, if you 

will. It’s the fork we all know, and the one you’ll be spending 
the most time with during your meal. 

6. Salad Fork—has a cutting edge to allow larger pieces 
of salad to be broken down on the plate, rather than in the 
mouth, where the process unfortunately resembles cud-
chewing. Not to be confused with the Lettuce Fork (see 
below).

7. Ice Cream Fork—a delightful spoon/fork combination, 
for the express purpose of eating ice cream. Let us never call 
them “sporks” again.

8. Dessert Fork—Salad Fork’s dainty, prettier cousin. 
Also comes with a cutting edge, this time for breaking cake 
into attractive, bite-sized morsels.

9. Oyster Fork—a small, thin fork with three sharp 
tines. Traditionally for eating oysters on the shell (although 
slurping is considered by some to be more fun), it is also 
used for other types of shellfish, at which point it becomes 
a Seafood Fork.
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Isa Kiedrowski

The rule of thumb for what order to use the forks is from the outside in, ie. left to right. The order in which you would 
use the above service is a bit more complicated, beginning with the mother-of-pearl caviar spoon on the far right, and then 
moving through forks 1, 9, 2, 3, 4, 7, 5, 6, 8. 

Some honorable mentions—oddly specific forks.
Terrapin Fork—like an ice cream fork, but for turtles’ insides.
Toast Fork—a wide, flat fork for the express purpose of serving toast.
Butter pick (honorable mention)—not a true fork, since it consists of one narwhal-horn-shaped tine. Used to impale 

and transport butter pats.
Strawberry Fork—three very long, very sharp, very deadly tines pierce strawberries to be dipped in the topping of 

choice. Whipped cream is a personal favorite.
Fruit Fork—two tines, used for the cheese and fruit course of those meals where one does under no circumstances 

whatsoever touch one’s food. It will be used to spear individual grapes, the occasional piece of melon (which, incidentally, 
has its own fork), or possibly hold a peach in place while one painstakingly skins it.

Pastry Fork—the manufacturers sneakily alternate between calling this a Pastry Fork one year, and a Pie Fork the next. 
You only need one set, and could comfortably use a Dessert Fork instead—after all, who serves cake and pie at the same 
dinner?

Pickle Fork—specifically designed for getting pickles out of jars. What won’t the good people at Oneida think of next?
Melon Fork—this ingenious implement comes with its own built-in knife, useful if you’ve got to decimate an entire 

melon one-handed.
And would you believe me if I told you that we’ve barely disturbed the surface? There’s knives, and plates, and 

fingerbowls, and crystal, and napkins…one gets dizzy at the very thought. We’ll be back next year, with all the stemware 
the world has to offer.



10 the Gadfly / πόλις / May 20, 2021 Isa Kiedrowski

The Song of Class Unity
Max Mersmann-Jones

{politics}

The Great Depression of the 1930s brought about 
Roosevelt’s New Deal. The Great Recession of 2008 

has had no such wake. In the former, the working class 
seized this country’s largest financial crisis and used it to 
radically restructure both economic and social policy for 
decades and perhaps centuries to come. The latter has rung 
in an era of party infighting, identity politics, and desperate 
attempts to return to the status quo that caused this crisis. 
Past success and present failure in moving forward from 
collapse rest on the same change: the disappearance of 
unity and mobilization of the working class.

Our contemporary political arena has no place for class 
politics. Labor unions which once played a fundamental 
part in pressing for the New Deal are at their weakest 
point since the industrial revolution. We take for granted 
a system of two parties unchecked at the helm, but the last 
few decades are the first time in history that the Republican 
and Democratic parties have existed without labor exerting 
significant force. In the absence of union presence, the 
torch of class politics hasn’t been taken up by either party. 
Instead, political boundaries are now drawn almost entirely 
on social policy. With Democrats on the social left and 
Republicans on the right, fiscal policies are, more than 
ever, nonpartisan. Look no further than last November’s 
election results. Joe Biden won the working-class (income 
under $50,000) vote by 11% - half of what Obama won by 
and less than the margin of any other modern Democratic 
president. Economics are no longer a key predictor of party 
affiliation. Instead, both the left and right broadcast images 
of rising up against the (insert opposing political party) 
elites to win a victory for the little guy. For the left, that’s 
beating evil corporations and sleazy Republican billionaires 
for its intersectional and underprivileged voters, while for 
the right, it’s toppling coastal elites and scoring a victory 
for small-town hard-working America. Neither side is 
particularly wrong in this messaging — class politics are 
a muddled and confusing mess with wealthy elites at the 
top of both parties. When political engagement is largely 
limited to checking off Democrat or Republican, the lack 
of a party that truly represents class interests is felt hard.

Proponents of current party lines will argue that this 
system trades class alignment for parties mobilized and 
ready to take action on important social issues. That’s not 
the case. Take race for example — a party system divided 

economically would mix in Trump’s base of low-education 
white rural voters with higher-education multiracial 
metropolitan demographics. Our current structure aligned 
on social issues may at first seem better equipped to tackle 
issues of race, but without class unity it doesn’t matter. As 
the way we discuss racial issues progresses, we evolve from 
debating individual acts of racism (which are increasingly 
widely criticized) and move towards critical analysis of 
the racial power structures baked into the class system of 
society.

Systemic racism is an imbalance in power, and power is 
money. Structurally ignoring class politics created a socially 
left party that can do little more than scold. It is incapable 
of meaningfully taking on systemic racism because it is 
ruled by the same power structures that set up the system in 
question. It is as tactless as it is torn, a party for the protesters 
and brunch getters to waste their ballots on alike. The same 
process applies neatly to other social issues; injustice is 
power imbalance, power imbalance is wealth imbalance, 
and when both parties are ruled by the wealthy, they are 
both ruled by the privileged and incapable of making real 
change.

Throughout his career Joe Biden has always loved to reach 
across the aisle, finding allies in fellow wealthy and powerful 
Republicans. It 
took workers 
engaging in large-
scale equivalents of 
that same process, 
in the form of 
labor unions, to 
push for the New 
Deal. The rich and 
powerful know 
how to practice 
class solidarity, and 
until the working 
class learns to do 
the same, we are 
helpless to reclaim 
our political voice.
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“Every field that you think exists as a 
separate task in the world is actually 

made up of everything that we study, 
it's made up of all of the components 
of a liberal education” 

 - Rachel Gordon

“I feel like St John’s has empowered 
me.  Every single tutor is like, “why 

would you think that you're not 
capable? It doesn't make any sense” 
Ms. Brann told me sophomore year 
‘We don't need more assertive people 
in the world, you're fine the way that 
you are’” 

 - Elsa Ordahl

We wish our seniors the very best 
in their future endeavors, and 

will miss their presence on campus. 


