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			Preface

			A cadre of academics—all men—put together a canon of books some years ago that they considered essential reading. These Great Books came to define what it means to be an educated person, and schools including Columbia University and the University of Chicago used them as the basis for a core curriculum.

			A hundred or more books made the list. Not one of them was written by a woman.

			The men behind the Great Books sanctimoniously claimed that they chose works that contained great ideas, and they didn’t care who wrote them. You don’t need a PhD in psychology to know that they were fooling themselves. Our decisions about what is great and worthy and valuable are based at least in part on social expectations. We appraise value—whether in intellectual ideas, pocketbooks, or real estate—within a socially accepted context. For the male academics who made the list, and for so many before and since, the expectation was that men were the geniuses worth studying.

			My friend Michael Berland, the well-known pollster and strategist, conducted a survey just a few years ago to understand people’s attitudes toward genius. Mike has been doing polls for a long time, and he is better than almost anyone at predicting results and then knowing how to use the findings to move forward. But the genius poll floored him. In one question, he asked who was most likely to be a genius—and 90 percent of Americans said that geniuses tended to be men. When asked to name a female genius, almost the only name anyone could come up with was Marie Curie.

			How did we get to the point of ignoring, undermining, and overlooking the extraordinary talents of women? In our current era of assumedly aroused consciousness to gender issues, why do both men and women still believe that men’s contributions to society are the ones that really count?

			In interviewing dozens of mathematicians, physicists, artists, writers, philosophers, and Nobel Prize winners for this book, I have discovered that the real issue separating men and women isn’t talent or achievement or natural brilliance or hard work. It’s being in the position to set the rules. Men have had that power, and women have not. Men have been making the decisions about what is good and what matters—and their biases become the status quo, the accepted ethos, for all.

			Recognizing genius does not have to be a zero-sum game—and yet it often feels that way. There are only so many Nobel Prizes and tenured jobs at Harvard. There is only so much space for great works in museums and only so many authors whose works can be listed on a core curriculum. You would think that a more aroused awareness in recent years would turn a list like Great Books into a dated relic, but any change gets met with angry resistance. When Columbia University started revising its required reading list to include women writers like Sappho, Virginia Woolf, Toni Morrison, and Jane Austen, even some of the most liberal male professors were outraged. Sure, Virginia Woolf is worth reading and maybe she even redefined the novel more dramatically than anyone else of her time. But which man gets dropped to make way for her?

			Men who feel threatened that their work and their heroes may be replaced stop being open to women’s achievements. They close ranks and redefine genius. Let me put it bluntly. If you are in power and define a genius as a person who breaks new ground, affects future generations, and has a penis, then you have pretty much given the game away. You can claim that you believe in equality and judge only by performance—but you have rigged the system.

			Women have to be aware of how the rules are set. The definitions are never as stark as I just described—unless you read between the lines. When Donna Strickland won the 2018 Nobel Prize in physics, she was celebrated for her groundbreaking research developing a new method of generating laser beams. She had brilliance, originality, and great accomplishments—what she didn’t have was a page on Wikipedia. An entry about her had been submitted just a few months earlier, but it had been rejected by the mostly white male gatekeepers.

			Wikipedia is an impressive undertaking, and I don’t mean to point fingers at its failings. Katherine Maher, executive director of the nonprofit that oversees Wikipedia, was slightly embarrassed when the Strickland story came out, but she explained that Wikipedia is simply a reflection of the world’s biases, not the cause of them. The massive online encyclopedia is created by a troop of volunteers who represent the values of the society. We can (and will) talk about why women who have different talents than men miss out on the world’s applause. But the missing page revealed an even more flagrant problem. Women who have talents the same as or greater than those of their male colleagues (she won the Nobel Prize, for heaven’s sakes!) still get ignored. Wikipedia guidelines don’t specifically define geniuses in physics as requiring a Y chromosome. But by denying Strickland’s entry, they basically did.

			You don’t have to be a genius to have a Wikipedia page—you just have to reach the level of “notable,” which isn’t really a very high standard. But only about 15 percent of the biographies on Wikipedia as of 2014 were about women. By the time of the Strickland oversight, the number was close to 18 percent. A measly 3 percent increase may not sound like much, but Maher said that it represented “seventy-two new articles a day, every single day, for the past three and a half years.” All that and they still hadn’t managed to include the woman who would receive the highest honor in her field.

			Do you see what I’m trying to say here? You can do great work. You can be a genius in your field. But the forces of established power can still rule against you. When you are a woman and 85 percent (give or take 3 percent) of the people whom society considers notable are men, you have a tough road to travel.

			At about the same time that Strickland was in the paradoxical position of (a) being ignored and (b) winning a Nobel Prize, the Barnes Foundation in Philadelphia opened a show featuring the Impressionist painter Berthe Morisot. You wouldn’t normally expect to find a connection between a nineteenth-century artist and a twenty-first-century physicist. But the issues that genius women face have remained constant through the generations. Esteemed art critic Peter Schjeldahl calls Morisot the most interesting artist of her generation, which included huge talents like Manet, Degas, Renoir, and Monet. Those artists considered her part of their inner circle and held her work in the highest esteem. But others were less interested in the powerful form and meaning in her work than in whether Manet, who painted her often, was also in love with her. (She ultimately married his younger brother.) Schjeldahl says with some dismay that despite the breathtaking quality of her work, Morisot was “not so much underrated in standard art history as not rated at all.”

			What’s going on? However much we like to think that we judge work exclusively on its quality, determinations don’t happen in a vacuum. Knowing whether a man or a woman created a painting or a physics equation or a great novel changes your view of its value. The Barnes even subtitled its Morisot exhibit Woman Impressionist—which just drips of unintended sexist condescension. Is a Woman Impressionist different from a Real Impressionist? Critic Schjeldahl waggishly imagined a parallel case where an exhibit would be called Georges Braque: Man Cubist. The suggestion makes you laugh—because it would never happen. Nobody dreams of mentioning gender when great work is done by a man. You note it when the genius is a woman because—well, darn, isn’t it amazing? Morisot may be a creative genius. But from the perspective of a male-centered art world, she’s just a girl with a brush who happens to paint like the big boys.

			

			—

			There’s an old saying that a fish doesn’t know it lives in water. And why would it? Whether you’re fish or fowl, live in a city or suburb, your everyday surroundings become invisible. You don’t know anything else. Your current situation seems like the only possible reality. It’s similarly difficult for most of us to realize that we live in a world where men’s judgments and perspectives are the very air we breathe (or the water we swim in).

			I find myself in many conversations lately with men who have been left slightly confused by the #MeToo movement. They understand blatant offenses and have always been respectful of boundaries. But they don’t understand being asked to give up what one man described to me as “the dance”—opening a door for a woman, paying for her dinner, giving her a compliment. One older man I interviewed for this book helped me off with my coat when we first met at a restaurant and then offered me his arm as we walked to a table to talk. I declined. He rushed to pull out my chair. Honestly, I’m a grown-up. I have managed to sit down for many years without help.

			Many women don’t mind the dance at all—and letting a man take control and help with a few little things may seem like a reasonable way of living in an unequal world. But you have to be aware of the ramifications. Giving away your power changes how your work and achievements are seen. You are no longer an equal. You are Woman Impressionist or Woman Writer or Woman Whatever. The man who pulled out my chair would have said that he was just being gallant. But he was also putting himself in control of a situation where I, the interviewer, otherwise had the upper hand. I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to embarrass him. I’m not sure if that decision was right or wrong. Women have always had to learn how to cope within the system—getting their way without being too threatening—and knowing how to do that is a bit of genius, too.

			In the many months of researching this book, I found myself getting increasingly distraught about the huge potential of women that has been lost over the years, as well as the extraordinary achievements that have been ignored. It’s easy to blame men, but women buy into the system. We assume the male-dominated water in which we are swimming is the only possible environment, so we don’t allow ourselves to jump out and sample fresh air. We undermine our own achievements and don’t expect to do as well as men. We scare ourselves away from success long before anyone else sends us away.

			A recent off-Broadway play called Gloria: A Life traced the awakening of Gloria Steinem, who initially saw writing as a way out of her hometown of Toledo, Ohio. Moving to New York, she won choice magazine assignments but had some unexpected obstacles. Waiting in the lobby of the Plaza Hotel once for a celebrity she was interviewing, she was thrown out for being unescorted. She missed the interview. It took her a while to learn to stand up for herself and fight back. The next time the hotel manager tried to throw her out for not being with a man, she wouldn’t leave. The actress portraying Steinem, Christine Lahti (who looked exactly like her), offered the moment of epiphany.

			“Finally I understood the radical idea that women are human beings,” she said. “It’s not just that we live in a patriarchy—it’s that the patriarchy lives in us.”

			The patriarchy lives in us. It’s a powerful and potent comment because in the role-changing upheaval that has taken place since the late 1960s, perhaps the greatest challenge for women has been believing in their own worth. Even now, women struggle to fight off the second-class stereotypes that have been ingrained for so long. When you’ve received the message, overt or subliminal, that you don’t belong in the hotel lobby, in the corner office, or at the Nobel Prize ceremony, it’s hard to move forward with 100 percent conviction that the world is wrong and your genius has a place in it.

			

			—

			Another question from Mike Berland’s genius survey shows how the problem hasn’t gone away. When asked if they might be a genius, 15 percent of the men said yes. But not a single woman did. Some of the men answering the survey might have been delusional about their own abilities, but it doesn’t really matter. How you answer that question sends a message about your own sense of possibility. Only when you believe something is feasible can you make it happen.

			“Do you think you’re a genius?” Mike asked me when he told me about the results.

			“Of course not!” I said. “Smart, maybe. But not a genius.”

			Mike shook his head. “I think you’re a genius. I think a lot of women I know are geniuses. Why don’t they think so?”

			Why don’t we know how good we are? Why don’t we recognize our strengths and potential genius?

			Because the patriarchy lives in us.

			

			—

			To be recognized as a genius at any time, you can’t be subservient or afraid of your own strength. You have to be able to challenge the accepted norms, try to see things from a fresh perspective, blaze your own path, and make your own rules, no matter the circumstances. Women now have comparatively more opportunities to let their genius shine than in previous generations, but in researching this book, I came to see that the bar is still high and the barriers many.

			Geniuses matter because they are the innovators and visionaries who shake the world. You probably know about Leonardo da Vinci, Galileo, Michelangelo, Albert Einstein, and Isaac Newton. But have you ever heard about Emmy Noether, Émilie du Châtelet, Clara Peeters, and Ada Lovelace? Each managed to have wildly original ideas and provide a new view of the world despite the obstacles in her way. The gorgeous actress Hedy Lamarr helped develop a radio guidance system that was used during World War II and is considered a precursor to the Bluetooth technology we all use now. Film mogul Louis B. Mayer promoted Lamarr as the world’s most beautiful woman, but aviation tycoon Howard Hughes was impressed for a different reason. He relied on her to design new aerodynamic wings for his planes. He called her a genius.

			That there have been women geniuses in every generation fills me with both hope and admiration. Figuring out how they did it—how a woman painted brilliantly in the Italian Renaissance or reimagined physics in the nineteenth century when she was expected to stay home and cook—could change how all of us approach the limits and possibilities in our lives. You don’t have to be a mathematician or a NASA scientist or even an academic to be a genius (though I spoke to many women in all those categories). Many women geniuses are working hard in the next office or the next cubicle—but even today, they don’t get recognized. It’s time that we change our perspective, to see and consider women’s talents in a new way.

			Genius requires some combination of innate intelligence, passion, and a dedication to hard work. Geniuses tend to have a broad range of abilities—they merge science and arts and throw some emotion into their efforts, too. Walter Isaacson, who wrote terrific biographies of Steve Jobs and Albert Einstein and Benjamin Franklin, found that a common thread of genius is “the creativity that can occur when a feel for both the humanities and the sciences combine in one strong personality.” You can find mathematicians and physicists and inventors who fit the bill, as well as entrepreneurs and artists and astronomers. When you start to line up the multifaceted traits, women fit in quite nicely.

			Plato said that “what is honored in a country will be cultivated there,” and it’s not an exaggeration to say that the genius of women is not well cultivated in this country or many others right now. In fact, the genius of women has rarely been socially encouraged or cultivated at all. As exemplars of human possibility, geniuses are an inspiration to others to think creatively and broadly. They consider new paths and don’t follow the received wisdom. The genius of women could be transformative in politics and corporate America and education—if only we would allow it to shine through.

			The many biases and barriers that have derailed women from exploring their genius potential could fill a book—or two or three. But the bigger fascination for me—and what will fill much of this book—is not only the women who have been stopped but also those who refused even to be slowed down. No matter how far back I look—and certainly up to the present—I find women who skirted the obstacles and jumped over the barriers. The real question for me about genius is this: How is it that across the generations, even when they face less-than-perfect circumstances, some women soar so high, achieve so much, and go so far? And what does that say about what we can all do going forward?

			I happened on a book by the young writer Sheila Heti, whom one influential critic hailed for “steering literature in new directions.” Early in her novel How Should a Person Be?, the narrator gives the topic of women geniuses a clever twist.

			“One good thing about being a woman is we haven’t too many examples yet of what a genius looks like,” she says. “It could be me.”

			The line made me smile—because what could be a better attitude? You can grouse all you want about my friend Michael’s survey showing that people think geniuses are men. Or you can see it as a positive. Having been ignored before means women can create who we are moving forward, discover new possibilities and definitions. If people are baffled at the thought of what a woman genius looks like, you can fashion her in your own image.

			The model for a woman genius could be me. Or you. Or your daughter.

			So join me on my challenging, exciting, and sometimes funny journey to follow Plato’s advice and discover how we can explore, honor, and cultivate the real genius of women.

		

	
		
			
				PART ONE

			

			Genius Isn’t What You Think

			
				I would venture to guess that Anon, who wrote so many poems without signing them, was often a woman.

				—Virginia Woolf

				I have no special talent. I am only passionately curious.

				—Albert Einstein

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 1

			

			Why You’ve Never Heard of Lise Meitner

			Shortly after I turned nine years old, our family doctor warned my mother that I was reading too much. I remember looking at him, completely baffled. Until then, my voracious love of books had been a point of family pride, but now my mother anxiously asked if all the reading was hurting my eyes. No, he said, the eyes were fine. But maybe I should spend some time participating in girlier activities. He worried that my excitement about books set in far-flung places and trumpeting new ideas could have unintended consequences.

			“A girl can get too smart for her own good,” he said in a dire tone.

			Too smart for her own good. My mother nodded—she understood, but I was shocked. To me it was one of those jolting moments from childhood that stays with you, ringing in your head at the most inconvenient times. I’d like to dismiss the comment as an archaic viewpoint, no longer relevant in a world where a woman superhero movie blasts past a billion dollars at the box office and men are left reeling at the power of #MeToo. But that’s wishful thinking. Ideas ingrained in a culture for decades, even centuries, don’t disappear in the time that it takes for one smart girl to grow up.

			Too smart for her own good. I’ve thought about that phrase often now as I’ve pondered the potential power of women to be geniuses and disrupt standard ideas. I grew up at a time when women’s roles were changing, which is true for every woman living now or in the remembered past. Women didn’t have the right to vote in America until a hundred years ago, which continues to shock me, and I like to think I would have marched and protested if I lived before then. But maybe not. You get used to stuff. People tell you it’s not natural for women to vote or be scientists or painters or mathematicians, and deeply ingrained social expectations fight violently against your own deep sense that this isn’t right.

			I had pure confidence when young, and despite that doctor’s statement, it never occurred to me that women couldn’t do exactly the same things that men did. I attended an Ivy League college that had previously been all male and went on to have a great career as a journalist and television producer. I ran one of the biggest magazines in the country and raised (with my husband) two magnificent sons. But along the way, I started to realize just how much of women’s potential got lost, ignored, or abandoned—and still does. The details of discrimination have changed over the years—women tennis players earn a lot more than they did when I started my career as a sports reporter—but the bigger issues remain. Being a talented and ambitious woman in any field is still like riding in the Kentucky Derby while someone pulls back on the reins. You know you have power and ability and a great horse to ride. So what is that unseen hand trying to stop you?

			The French philosopher Simone de Beauvoir explained back in the mid-1900s that men see themselves as the norm, the definition of humanity, and since they posit themselves as The One, women become The Other. She called the setup a “miraculous balm” for insecure men—because even the most mediocre get to feel superior when compared to the women they hold down. Women have often accepted the deal because it comes with potential advantages. In the tumultuous past, man-the-sovereign could protect you from the rampaging hordes, and in the unequal-pay present, man-the-executive can pay for the nice house you can’t afford on your own. (You can’t afford it yourself because men won’t pay you what you’re worth—which seems like the definition of a vicious circle.)

			But not everyone buys into the agreement. On some level, my childhood doctor knew that. Being too smart for your own good means you’ve rejected the pact. You know that men aren’t necessarily smarter or more talented, and you’re determined to find your own voice and use it. The decision comes with both advantages and risks. Men who feel their position being threatened can be like cornered dogs, and while you can cope with the yapping, you’d like to avoid the more dangerous attacks.

			Throughout history, women geniuses have taken the risk of being different. They’ve followed their own path and accepted scorn and derision because they understood, even when others didn’t, that being a genius had nothing to do with gender. Looking at genius women from the past, I was awed by both their brilliance and their ability to push forward despite endless barriers. Talking to extraordinary women right now (and choosing the geniuses for this book) made me aware that the obstacles haven’t gone away. Even when talent is a given, you need heaps of temerity and strength to make your mark. Social and cultural pressures determine who we are far beyond the power of any genes or chromosomes. You aren’t born a woman genius—you become one. But when the world tries to stop you, how do you prove that you can never be too smart for your own good?

			

			—

			I started my journey to understand the genius of women at Oxford University, which has always been home to a bunch of very smart people. But until 1879, none of those people were women. Oxford has some three dozen colleges where students work and study, and on a sunny day in early fall, I walked down a beautiful tree-lined street to Lady Margaret Hall, which was the first college at Oxford to admit women. It bills itself as the college that was “founded to right a wrong”—though even after it began accepting women in 1879, the university didn’t grant them degrees until 1920.

			The redbrick buildings of Lady Margaret Hall are set amidst acres of grounds and gardens, and a friendly person at the porter’s lodge welcomed me to come in. (Don’t you love the idea of a porter’s lodge?) A moment later, Professor Susan Wollenberg walked across the courtyard to greet me. She was wearing a longish skirt and cozy cardigan that enveloped her tiny frame, and she had her hair pulled back in a free-form bun. Clutching a sheaf of papers in one hand, she greeted me graciously, and it occurred to me that were I making a movie about a senior Oxford professor, I would cast her immediately.

			Wollenberg was the first woman at Oxford to become a professor of music. She was also the first to break away from the standard music canon and study women composers. A lot of firsts, right? As we walked through the pretty college grounds and then sat talking in her office for most of the afternoon, I realized how brave and courageous she had been in her pursuits. Given her humble and soft-spoken style, she would probably never use those words. When we spoke, she stayed focused on her work rather than what it had meant to storm the cultural barricades—or at least push them to the side. But push them she had. If one sign of a genius is someone who thinks in revolutionary and original ways, she was the genius rebel of Oxford music.

			Reflecting on her early years as a student at Oxford (she essentially never left), Wollenberg told me that all her work in those days focused on men. She listened to music by men. She wrote essays about men. Nobody ever talked about women composers. “I thought, well, there must have been women. But where are they? They were simply overlooked or ignored.”

			Once she joined the faculty, she began teaching a course on women composers going back to antiquity, through the Middle Ages, and all the way to the present. She discovered in every period women composers of great talent who had been undermined by men who refused to play their music. Those who emerged had found unconventional ways to be heard. In the twelfth century, Hildegard of Bingen wrote a huge number of musical compositions, which got attention, Wollenberg explained, “because she became an abbess and had her own convent and wrote for her own choir.” In a time of limited options for women, becoming a nun didn’t necessarily mean you were escaping from the world—it was the one way you could engage with others and let your creativity flow. To be a woman genius, it apparently helped to have God on your side. Or at least to have a lot of other women around who were able to support you. Women geniuses always had to find an alternate path, and for Hildegard of Bingen and others who followed, the convent was one place to try.

			

			—

			As we talked, Wollenberg explained that “genius has always been gendered male,” so people simply forgot to notice the women doing great and powerful work. She mentioned professors at other universities who, like her, were trying to reorient traditional thinking and bring attention to genius women composers of the past like Clara Schumann and Fanny Mendelssohn Hensel. Later, it occurred to me that all of the professors Wollenberg mentioned were female—which probably wasn’t a surprise. The genius of women might be to recognize the genius of other women. Because if we wait for men to do it, we could be waiting a long time.

			

			—

			
			The next day, I was in London wandering through Covent Garden on my way to the restaurant Rules, which opened in 1798 and has served meals to everyone from Charles Dickens to King Edward VII. When I arrived, my lunch companion, Charles Jones, was waiting for me at the bar, drinking something very English. We hadn’t met before, but it took just a few minutes of conversation to realize that he was smart and erudite—and one of the good guys. They do exist, you know, and recognizing the genius of women doesn’t mean forsaking all insights from men. It’s better if all of us can rely on one another’s wisdom and talents—so even though we had met to discuss one of his projects, I decided to enlist his perspective on mine.

			A Cambridge University professor with a wide-ranging intelligence, Charles shifted our conversation easily from history to ethics to foreign relations. As we moved to our table for lunch, I discovered that he is also an expert on wine. He realized that I am not.

			“May I choose something we will both enjoy?” he asked, studying the wine list and getting extra points for emotional intelligence.

			As our first courses came, I dipped into my salmon tartare and mentioned that I was spending a lot of time thinking about what makes a genius. Did he have any thoughts?

			Charles took a sip of the chardonnay. “Genius,” he said thoughtfully. “I suppose that would be where extraordinary ability meets celebrity.”

			I looked at him in surprise, my fork frozen in midair. Genius as celebrity? Charles’s plummy English accent made everything sound smarter. But it also struck me that he had hit on something important that explained a lot—including the extraordinarily talented women Professor Wollenberg had described to me who couldn’t get orchestras (then exclusively male) to play their compositions. Of course they had been lost to history. Would Beethoven be considered a genius if he could only play his concertos at home? A lot of people do great work. But the ones we tend to label genius are also the ones who have gotten attention and grabbed our imagination.

			“If that’s correct, why do you think there have been so few women geniuses?” I asked, suspecting the answer.

			Charles sighed and confirmed my thoughts. “Women historically had only half the equation—the ability but not the celebrity. Their talent went unnoticed.”

			Ah. Now I reached for my glass of wine. (His choice was excellent.) We tend to think of genius as a fixed state—you are or you aren’t. But being a genius isn’t like being class president, where you get voted in and your name appears forever in the school yearbook. Whom we consider a genius changes over time and in how their story gets told.

			Charles is a classic old-school academic, so I knew he didn’t mean celebrity in a Kardashian way—he’d probably never heard of reality TV. But he had been in the jungles of academia long enough to know that all brilliance isn’t treated equally. Some people gain far greater renown and reputation than their talent seems to warrant. Others do extraordinary work that is applauded by only a small inner circle. And some are stunned to discover their great achievements overlooked entirely.

			Throughout history, women have regularly found themselves in that last category. Whether their genius is in the arts or the sciences, they have a tough time getting noticed. Sometimes it’s more subtle, as was the case with Donna Strickland’s Wikipedia entry, but often, men step in and want to take the credit for themselves, determined to vanquish the woman who has taken the spotlight.

			For the earliest examples, you can go all the way back to Hypatia, born in about AD 350. She was a genius thinker in astronomy and philosophy and the first female mathematician we know about. (There were probably others whose work wasn’t recorded.) Her contemporary Socrates of Constantinople reported that her work surpassed what anyone else was doing at the time. People would gather around her house to hear her speak and many hailed her as one of the most elite scholars of the day. At a time when Christian theologians were trying to silence opposing voices, Hypatia reportedly urged her listeners to “Reserve your right to think. For even to think wrongly is better than not to think at all.” Since very little of her actual writing has survived, I suspect those words have been updated (or maybe put in her mouth). But she was surely an example for other women of the time to think outside the accepted dogma and recognize their potential power. A lot of people didn’t like that, and some of her mathematical achievement was attributed to her father, Theon of Alexandria. But then came a shocking downfall. Hypatia was attacked by an angry religious mob that ripped her body to pieces and burned the remains.

			There has long been uncertainty about who led the attack on Hypatia and why it happened, but it surely had a lot to do with the animus that comes when a genius woman challenges accepted ways of thinking. Over the centuries, Hypatia has become a feminist icon, with plays and novels and artworks about her, and a 2009 movie starring Rachel Weisz—but given the whole angry-mob thing, it’s worrisome to consider her as a role model for women geniuses. In the nearly two thousand years since Hypatia upset the men in power by doing better work than they did, men have learned subtler ways to rip women limb from limb. But the generalized anger at any woman who dares threaten or even question male dominance remains frightening. It sends the sad reminder that men’s vehemence in asserting their own entitled privilege, by whatever means possible, hasn’t changed.

			

			—

			After I left lunch, I wandered around London for a while, and it occurred to me that no matter whom we are talking about or where they may be, genius needs to be nurtured and genius needs to be recognized. If a woman does brilliant work but nobody notices, can we call her a genius? It’s a bit like the tree-falling-in-a-forest question. If the event hasn’t been heard by the rest of the world, does it really make a sound?

			The celebrity part of the genius equation has ramifications in many directions. It helps explain why we keep rediscovering women geniuses lately—they’ve been around, but we just didn’t see them. The 2016 movie Hidden Figures introduced us to three female black mathematicians who were key figures in the early days of NASA. One of them, Katherine Johnson, calculated flight trajectories when John Glenn became the first person to orbit the earth in 1962.

			We’d all heard of John Glenn. But Katherine Johnson? It took a movie with a few Oscar nominations to discover women whose math genius quite literally helped launch America’s space program.

			If I had to pick a purely brilliant mind to put in the category of genius, I might go for Lise Meitner, who turned physics on its head when she discovered nuclear fission. It was an enormously big deal and soon led to the nuclear reactors that could generate heat and electricity.* Her understanding of how a uranium nucleus could split into two—and what would happen when it did—was groundbreaking.

			But was she celebrated for it? Not so much.

			Meitner collaborated for several decades with a chemist named Otto Hahn, working with him on radioactivity and then fission. They were often talked about for a Nobel Prize and, sure enough, in 1944, the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences came through with an award for the “discovery of the fission of heavy atomic nuclei.” But then they announced that the winner was (drumroll, please)—Otto Hahn.

			Otto Hahn! Not Lise Meitner. Not Otto Hahn and Lise Meitner together. Only one half of the team—the male half—got the honor and the recognition and the prize money.

			Many years later, some physicists reviewed the proceedings of the Nobel Committee (which had just become public) and concluded that excluding Lise Meitner was inexcusable. They described it as a mixture of “bias, political obtuseness, ignorance, and haste.” And that was putting it nicely.

			Hahn was a good chemist, and from what I have read, it sounds like he deserved a Nobel Prize—but not this one. He never really understood the theoretical basis of nuclear fission and relied on Meitner for the explanations of what was happening. Meitner remained polite after the slight, but as she pointedly explained in a letter about splitting the atom, “how it originates and that it produces so much energy . . . was something very remote to Hahn.”

			So why was Meitner, a true genius in physics, overlooked? You might chalk it up to confirmation bias. Research shows that when you already have an opinion about something, you look for the facts and information that will support it. If you buy a Volvo because you think that is the best and safest car around, you will no doubt start noticing all the articles about the virtues of Volvos. When new information comes that contradicts your impression, you’ll likely find a reason to ignore it. Your neighbor who drives a Volvo says it has bad sight lines and he hit a curb? Well, that’s his problem! He’s never been a very good driver!

			People often think they are being objective and fair, but they are unwittingly swayed by their long-held impressions and sense of how things should be. They convince themselves of what they want to believe. The great thinker Francis Bacon, an early advocate in the sixteenth century of rational explanations and an empirical approach, nevertheless understood that “the human understanding when it has once adopted an opinion . . . draws all things else to support and agree with it.” In works like War and Peace and Anna Karenina, the great Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy explored the theme of how people can get trapped by both their own beliefs and the stifling conventions of society. (Poor Anna, who had to die for her adultery!) In his essays, he was even more direct about the problem of maintaining a fair perspective. He once explained that most men have trouble understanding even the simplest truth if doing so would require them to recognize “the falsity of conclusions they have formed . . . of which they are proud . . . and on which they have built their lives.”

			Yes, it’s tough to challenge the conclusions on which you have built your life. But when it comes to recognizing the talents of women, it’s (well past) time. For centuries, men believed that women’s achievements couldn’t match their own—and sadly, most women felt that way, too. People weren’t outraged by the Meitner snub because it simply confirmed their belief that women couldn’t perform at the highest levels of science. The position might have been built on a hill of sand, but once it became an ingrained belief, it was (and is) tough to knock down. Bacon’s line about the difficulty of changing an opinion made me think of research done back in the 1950s when social psychologist Leon Festinger got involved with a doomsday cult whose leader promised that a spaceship would arrive at a particular time to save true believers from a coming flood. People flocked to wait for it. The spaceship didn’t come, and neither did the flood. So the leader announced a new time for the spacemen to arrive, and her followers showed up again. And again. After the fourth time that they continued to ignore the facts in front of them (and the spaceship that wasn’t), Festinger concluded, “A man with a conviction is a hard man to change.”

			Similarly, the men on the Nobel Committee had their own version of the spacemen—a belief that a woman couldn’t possibly deserve the most prestigious science prize in the world. So even when they had new information—Meitner had made a brilliant discovery!—they dismissed it. A woman could only support a man’s better work. They had to be right. The spaceship would show up.

			Meitner had encountered similar situations for her whole career. She got her PhD in physics in Vienna but had no job prospects so moved to Berlin. The situation there was a little better, and she was the first woman in Germany to become a full professor in physics. But still. Despite her position, she wasn’t allowed into the main laboratories at the University of Berlin and ended up working out of a carpenter’s shop in the basement. The closest ladies’ room was down the street. Whenever she was walking with Otto Hahn, her colleagues made a point of snubbing her and saying hello only to him. Forget Mean Girls. The Mean Boys are really mean.

			Life is complicated, and matters other than gender come into play, too. Meitner was from a Viennese Jewish background, but when the Nazi regime began closing in, she was absorbed in her work and didn’t want to leave her lab. Only when Germany was closing its borders in 1938 did she realize that she had to escape. In a touching moment of farewell, Otto Hahn gave Meitner his mother’s diamond ring—not for love but for money. She might need it to bribe the border guards. She ultimately crossed into Holland and then went on to Sweden, where she continued her work. Right under the noses of the men on the Nobel Committee, you might say.

			Many current scientists are mortified by how Meitner was treated and want to make up for it. A crater on the moon and another one on Venus have been named after her, as have buildings, schools, streets, and prizes. A statue of her now stands in Berlin. She might not have been recognized as a star in her own day, but now she is an asteroid—6999 Meitner is part of the main asteroid belt orbiting the sun.

			My very favorite honor for Meitner is one that I think would have made her particularly happy. Remember the periodic table that hung on the wall of your chemistry class in high school? It arranges all the chemical elements according to their atomic number. One writer described a new box on the periodic table as “the most iconic real estate in science.” Finding a new element is a big deal, and in 1917, Meitner and Hahn discovered the chemical element protactinium, now number 91 on the chart.

			For years, elements were named after mythological creatures or the place where they were discovered. But in the last hundred years or so, new element names recognize great scientists like Albert Einstein and Niels Bohr and Enrico Fermi. One is named for Copernicus, who upended our view of the universe by realizing that the earth revolves around the sun. And in 1997, element 109 was named . . . meitnerium.

			It’s nice to see Lise Meitner, a woman responsible for great breakthroughs and original thinking, nestled nicely with Einstein and Copernicus. Genius enshrined in the periodic table.

			Let’s not underestimate what a dramatic change that entails. It’s tough to throw over a belief and take a new position. Most people cling to their false beliefs about what women can achieve because it’s easier than letting facts get in the way. The scientists who discovered (and named) meitnerium and those who found (and named) the Meitner asteroid and the artists who created the statue in Berlin were okay with overthrowing the status quo. They were eager to point out that a woman had done awesome work and that the conclusions men held about women scientists were simply wrong. They could accept that Lise Meitner was a genius. I have huge admiration for them.

			

			—

			In thinking about women and genius, I found myself with a haunting harmony stuck in my head—a snippet of a song from the award-winning musical Hamilton. As far as earworms, you could do worse than something written by Lin-Manuel Miranda. But it was the stirring words that are repeated several times as a refrain during the show that I couldn’t shake:

			
				Who lives

				Who dies

				Who tells your story.

			

			It was becoming very clear to me that genius doesn’t stand on its own. How achievements are seen both in the moment and in the greater vantage of history depends greatly on who tells your story—or whether your story gets told at all. And when men control the narrative, as they have for so long, the story of the women geniuses often drifts away. They don’t fit the image of the world, the belief system on who should and shouldn’t achieve.

			
				Who lives, who dies, who tells your story.

			

			One of my favorite authors, Joan Didion, once said that we tell ourselves stories in order to live. We also tell ourselves stories in order to understand where we fit into the world and how we can make sense of our own talents. Genius women have lived and died, but if nobody told their stories, it was as if they didn’t live at all.

			The New York Times, which calls itself the newspaper of record, recently admitted that when it comes to recognizing women, their records aren’t very complete at all. Since the paper began in the 1850s, only about 10 percent of the obituaries published have been of women. In 2018, the editors launched a series called “Overlooked” to pay homage to women who weren’t considered important enough at the times of their deaths to mention. Among the very first group were women we would surely credit now as geniuses in their fields. Charlotte Brontë, author of Jane Eyre. The poet Sylvia Plath. Ada Lovelace, who died in 1852 and is now credited with envisioning (and programming) computers a century before Bill Gates was even born. Photographer Diane Arbus.

			All of them had extraordinary ability, but it was only decades later that they got enough celebrity to be considered geniuses. Plath couldn’t get her novel The Bell Jar published in the United States before her death. It has since sold more than three million copies, and she was awarded a posthumous Pulitzer Prize. She died at age thirty of suicide. Would earlier recognition have saved her? She suffered from a serious depression, so the answer is unknown, but it is tragic to imagine that with her talents unnoticed, she simply gave up.

			Most of the others never gave up. When Charlotte Brontë was just twenty years old, she sent a sample of her writing to England’s poet laureate at the time, Robert Southey. In an infamous letter back to her, he praised her poetic gift but then scolded that “literature cannot be the business of a woman’s life: & it ought not to be.”

			Charlotte thanked him for the advice—and then ignored it. You don’t have to be a Jane Eyre fan (and I admit that I’m not) to recognize that the book in its time was groundbreaking and important. Her sister Emily went on to write Wuthering Heights, and the third sister, Anne, wrote The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, often considered one of the first feminist novels. The women started by using male pen names, but then stood boldly by their own identities. Anne ultimately made it clear that she didn’t think there was any difference between men and women. “I am satisfied that if a book is a good one, it is so whatever the sex of the author may be,” she wrote.

			The genius of women is to persist even when nobody believes in them.

			

			—

			Walking through London and thinking about women who developed their genius despite all efforts to suppress them, I changed my course and headed over to Westminster Abbey. Once inside, I spent an hour admiring the impressive tombs of kings and queens—and then walked down the same long aisle that Kate Middleton did when she married Prince William. But princess fantasies will never help women other than Kate (and maybe Meghan) achieve greatness, so I headed over to the Poets’ Corner, with its memorials to great writers and other creative artists.

			It took me a while to find the memorial to poet Robert Southey, who had tried hard to discourage Charlotte Brontë, but there it was. I guess one misogynist letter wasn’t enough to keep him out of Westminster. Nearby, I noticed the memorial to William Shakespeare—and right next to that was the large stone engraved with the names and dates of Charlotte, Emily, and Anne Brontë. I looked back at Southey and wondered how he felt knowing that he hadn’t stopped the great women writers at all—and they had far surpassed him in fame. For all eternity, he would look out and see the words on their stone. With courage to endure.

			For most genius women over the centuries, the merging of talent and recognition never occurred, and the tragedy of their lost potential is the appalling price we pay for generations of sexism and repression. And yet for as far back as you can look—from Hypatia to Charlotte Brontë to Lise Meitner—extraordinary women have been making vital discoveries in science and math, creating brilliant art and music, and explaining the universe in ways that Copernicus could never have imagined. People tried to quash their genius, but the women still wrote great books and ended up in Westminster Abbey. Nobel Committees snubbed them, but they kept working and discovering and asteroids were named for them. That they flourished in less-than-ideal circumstances made me want to find out why it is that sometimes—just sometimes—the genius of women can’t be stopped.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 2

			

			The Outrageous Bias Against Mozart’s Sister

			Even as it was becoming very clear to me that genius needs to be nurtured and recognized and doesn’t appear full-blown, I kept running into an opposite view, so romanticized in movies and pop culture that I began to think of it as the Matt Damon Problem. As a young actor, Damon starred in the movie Good Will Hunting, playing a janitor from a tough neighborhood in Boston who cleans classrooms at night. When he sees the intricate math problems that a professor leaves on the blackboard, he puts down his mop and solves them. A natural genius! He’s untutored but brilliant.

			The movie was a hit—and not just because Damon is a fine actor. The genius janitor fit into our popular belief that great insights come as a bolt of lightning, an inexplicable flash of perception that some people have and the rest of us lack. We love the stories of Mozart composing concertos at age five or the mathematician John von Neumann doing complicated calculations in his head at age six. (He could speak ancient Greek, too.) And there was Damon himself, who dropped out of Harvard to write the screenplay for the movie with his childhood friend Ben Affleck—and got an Academy Award. Who needs a college degree when you’re a natural genius!

			While the concept of spontaneous genius is great for the movies, it’s not very accurate. In almost every field, geniuses flourish because of the people and opportunities and expectations around them. The most brilliant natural mind will wither if it’s not encouraged. Even Damon’s genius janitor needed the help of a kindly therapist (played by Robin Williams) to handle the emotional issues standing in the way of full-fledged geniusdom. Damon’s screenplay also didn’t spring into existence unaided. He first wrote it for a class at Harvard and later solicited advice on it from Hollywood geniuses like director Rob Reiner and writer William Goldman.

			A decade after he got that first Oscar, I spent some time with Damon when I wrote two magazine cover stories about him. By then, he was a huge star with blockbusters like The Bourne Identity (and its sequels) and Ocean’s Eleven (and its sequels) and Saving Private Ryan (no sequel). I liked Damon because he was smart and fun to talk to—but also focused and determined and hardworking. After I showed him a draft of one of the stories, he called me three times to clarify small points. He was in the middle of a movie shoot, so it wasn’t like he had a lot of time, but he was determined to get every detail right. So maybe the answer to the Matt Damon Problem is that the nitty-gritty of genius is different than it looks. Even if you’re born with a halo of smarts and talent, you need to buff it every day, and have others do the same, if you want the glow to radiate. Ultimately whom we nurture and whom we recognize help determine who becomes a genius.

			That’s even true for a prodigy like Mozart. Yes, he started playing keyboard and violin at age three and by five had performed for royalty. His Symphony No. 1 in E Flat Major may not be his very best, but give him a break—he wrote it at age eight. He followed it with forty more symphonies and some six hundred other pieces.

			But Mozart’s early talent was also expertly nurtured. His father was a composer and violinist who taught him music, and young Mozart practiced for endless hours. His father took him on tour in Europe when he was young and introduced him to other composers and musicians who helped and encouraged him. He became a court musician in Salzburg, and when that didn’t pay enough, he went off in search of better opportunities in Paris and Munich and Vienna. By the time he died at thirty-five, he had worked with energy and purpose for every moment of his life, moving from established positions rather than letting his creativity be stifled. There’s a joke in Salzburg that if you tell a friend to meet you at Mozart’s house, you’ll never find each other. There are too many of them.

			Now let’s just imagine for a moment what would have happened if our young prodigy were a girl in the eighteenth century. A female Wolfgang might also have begun composing at age five. But it’s unlikely that her father would have taken her on that tour of Europe. She wouldn’t have performed before royalty or been given opera commissions or been feted as the court musician by the ruler of Salzburg. Instead of being encouraged and given the chance to be great, she would have been urged to stay home and maybe learn some needlework. The genius spark might have ignited despite all odds—but it might also have been stomped out.

			I’m not just making that up. Mozart did have an older sister named Maria Anna, known as Nannerl, who was extraordinarily talented, performing on the harpsichord and touring with her brother when they were both young. Some reports say she was better than her little sibling and that he idolized and learned from her. But it didn’t really matter. Once she hit her teens, her father deemed it inappropriate for her to perform anymore and sent her home to get married. Can you imagine how frustrating it must have been for her to sit at home, expected to be docile and submissive, after getting accolades for her talents on the stages of Vienna and Paris? She didn’t have any options in that society, though, so she married a widower with a bunch of children, had a few more of her own, and continued with perhaps a perfectly nice life. But her potential to be known, centuries later, as a genius? Any chance of that was ended.

			I suppose Maria Anna could have stood up to her father and the whole society and kept playing her music. Maybe that would have been a sign of true genius. But it seems overwhelming to demand that if you are an extraordinarily talented woman and want to be heard, you must also possess the stoic heart of a rebel. We never asked Wolfgang to take on the whole world. We just left him alone to do what he loved. His sister never got that chance.

			

			—

			Whatever innate differences may exist between men and women appear to pale next to the bigger question of how each is nurtured and encouraged. If you’re looking at talents in any field—whether it’s driving, painting, or advanced physics—people usually fall along some simple bell curve. A few people are really terrible, most are clustered in the middle, and then some are the outliers at the far end.

			If we draw those curves for something where there is a measurable difference between men and women—like height—the peak curves are in slightly different places since the average man is taller than the average woman. Fine. But that says absolutely nothing about the height of you or me or your cousin Jennie who plays basketball for Notre Dame. The overlap is huge, and the differences within the groups of men and within the groups of women are a lot more dramatic than the distinctions between them.

			People regularly try to make blanket distinctions between men and women. But doing that sucks you into a black hole from which there is no exit. The enormous overlap among the traits of women and men means there is no way you can accurately and fully separate any trait or achievement by gender. If I say that women are better at being insightful and emotional, you can no doubt tell me about a heterosexual man you know who cries at rom-coms and recites Persian poetry. Or about the woman boss you had who was cold and heartless. Generalizations are useless.

			My husband and I attended a dinner party recently in Florida where a young couple began talking about replacing the hood of their stove. “We can’t seem to agree,” said the husband. “The hood a man likes is different from what a woman likes.” His wife nodded somberly at that obvious fact, and there were murmurs of agreement around the table. Later that night, I asked my husband what they had meant.

			“I have no idea, but everybody else seemed to understand,” he said.

			“Do we have a male hood or a female hood?”

			“We better find out. It’s embarrassing not to know,” he said. We both started laughing and began making up (slightly dirty) jokes about whether a female or male stove hood would do better in terms of sucking the air. It was ridiculous—but nobody at the table had even blinked an eye. Other gender-based distinctions, equally
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