
Gwendolyn D.B.: I really wanted art history to be a social practice. One is covered with flowers. 
Another one is covered with artificial fur in different colors. You know, artificial 
fur. Pink and red and brown and gold, and it looks like a big giant patchwork 
Snuffleupagus or something.

Gwendolyn D.B.: Oh my God, I always wanted to be a hairdresser. I told my parents that I wanted 
to be a hairdresser. They were like, "No. No. You can't be a hairdresser."

Interviewer: Welcome to Office Hours, where we today welcome the brilliant and, if I may 
say so, delightfully affable Gwendolyn DuBois Shaw, Associate Professor of the 
History of Art and, as it turns out, former aspiring hairstylist. We met recently to 
discuss the new 30 Americans exhibit on display at the Barnes Foundation, 
which she curated in partnership with the esteemed museum, and it displays 
everything from costumes to paintings.

Interviewer: For those who don't know, 30 Americans is an ongoing showcase series of 
contemporary African-American artists that explores works focusing on racial 
and sexual identity, intergenerational culture, and so, so much more. It draws 
from the Rubell Family Collection, which is one of the largest privately owned 
art collections in the world, and it contains pieces from well-known artists like 
Kehinde Wiley... Who painted former president Barack Obama's portrait. Fun 
fact... and Carol Walker, both of whom are in the new Barnes exhibit. But here, 
we start by exploring Shaw's early interests in art, and the surprising event that 
shaped her career path.

Gwendolyn D.B.: I grew up mostly in California, in the Bay Area. From a pretty young age, as with 
many artists and art historians, my folks took me to museums. But my father 
was also an artist, a photographer, and later a jazz producer, so I grew up 
around a lot of different kinds of visual and performing arts, and always felt 
really comfortable in museums and with artists. It seemed like a really natural 
path for me when I went to college.

Gwendolyn D.B.: When I was in graduate school, I was living in Los Angeles. I was studying at 
UCLA, and I arrived there just in time for the 1992 riots.

Interviewer: Oh, wow.

Gwendolyn D.B.: That really changed my direction a lot. I was interested in working on European 
art at that time. I'd never taken any classes in African art and American art, let 
alone African-American art, combining the two.

Interviewer: Yeah.

Gwendolyn D.B.: Being in L.A. for the riots really impacted me, and I thought, "Wow. What am I 
doing studying this art from hundreds of years ago, that has very little to do 
with the lives of the people that surround me?" And so, I took a few years off at 
that time to work in museums, and to get a better sense of what art could do in 



the public sphere. I worked at the St. Louis Art Museum, and then at the San 
Francisco Museum of Modern Art. While I was at SFMOMA, I realized that I 
needed to finish my graduate study. And so, I didn't want to go back to L.A., and 
so I transferred to Stanford. I actually started over again at Stanford, my PhD.

Interviewer: Wow.

Gwendolyn D.B.: And I arrived there at a time when American art was really being focused on. I 
had a fantastic cohort of classmates, and there were a lot of professors teaching 
different kinds of American art history. I don't want to say I blazed through that 
program, but I did my PhD in five years, because I was really focused. And also 
because I got a job offer before I finished, so I needed to wrap up my 
dissertation pretty quickly if I-

Interviewer: The pressure was on.

Gwendolyn D.B.: Yeah, because I was going to Harvard to be an assistant professor in African-
American studies and in art history. And you know, if you arrive without your 
PhD in hand, you get paid less. Like, forever. And so, I wanted to make sure I got 
my full salary from the start.

Interviewer: Yeah.

Gwendolyn D.B.: So, I wrapped things up pretty quickly. Then I was at Harvard for five years, and 
then as I was going up for promotion there, at the time they were only tenuring 
8% of the faculty. So, less than one in 10 of my colleagues would end up staying 
as tenured faculty. So I went on the market, and I interviewed here at Penn and 
got an offer. I thought, "Wow, Philly would be really great. Weather much 
better than in Boston." Also, I had a really amazing group of colleagues who 
were waiting for me here, and it was a fantastic decision. I never, ever regretted 
it. I love Penn. I bleed red and blue. So it's been a good journey, but I'm super 
happy to be here.

Interviewer: It sounds like those riots were a really pivotal moment for you. How do you 
think about that now, looking back on it?

Gwendolyn D.B.: Yeah. yeah.

Interviewer: That your life maybe could have been different, had that... It's weird to think of 
it as like a serendipitous moment, because it was so awful that it happened at 
all.

Gwendolyn D.B.: Yeah.

Interviewer: But I mean, for your trajectory, it sounds really significant.



Gwendolyn D.B.: Yeah. I didn't realize for a long time how traumatizing the L.A. riots were for me. 
When they began, I was living on campus, and they had us... First it was under 
curfew, but then we were basically on lockdown. And for a week, we were stuck 
on campus watching fires. You know, from Westwood, up on the hill. It was 
really devastating. One of my closest friends and I went down into South Central 
as soon as they lifted the curfew, and we did relief work in a church there. My 
roommate at the time was a nurse, a nursing student. Her boyfriend was a law 
student. They went mountain biking the first day that the curfew lifted, and I 
was just like, "Okay. There's something really wrong here, that the art historian 
and the literature student are going down to do relief work, and the nurse and 
the lawyer are off riding bikes." And so, I just... I couldn't stand L.A. after that.

Interviewer: Yeah. Wow.

Gwendolyn D.B.: Today L.A. is awesome, and it's such a interesting place. But in that moment, the 
economic divide and the racial divide in L.A., it was just a lot, and I didn't want 
to be there. As a northern Californian, there's a lot of rivalry between northern 
California and southern California. Almost two different states for a lot of 
people, and certainly states of mind.

Interviewer: Yeah.

Gwendolyn D.B.: And so, I fled back north. But a few years back, I was teaching Africana, the 
Introduction to Africana Studies, Africana OO1, I guess, here at Penn. It was the 
20th anniversary of the L.A. riots, and I wasn't seeing anything, or very little in 
the news and the newspaper, and I thought, "Wow. How can it be that this 
event that was so important to me, to my life, to my formation, is really not that 
well-known by my students?"

Gwendolyn D.B.: And so, I focused on it for a week. I showed the students the Rodney King 
videotape, which they had not seen. I talked with them about the changes 
that... You know, about the way that that affected me. Both the video, and then 
a year later, after the acquittal of the police officers, the riots. We had a really 
interesting conversation about the contemporary moment, and that historical 
one, and how much it changed and how little it changed, particularly because 
this was the moment when Black Lives Matter was really in the forefront for 
them. It was something that they could recognize.

Gwendolyn D.B.: And it was interesting to get them to think about what they could do. Like how 
they could move forward, how they could make their own goals and ambitions 
relevant for... You know, in light of the past, but also with a mind to the future. 
When I came out of L.A., when I came out of Stanford seven years later, seven 
or eight years later, I really wanted art history to be a social practice. You know? 
It needed to mean something. If I was going to be studying art, it needed to be... 
In order to share it, share importance, art and...

Interviewer: When you say "social practice," what do you mean by that?



Gwendolyn D.B.: Well, it needed to be a way of improving the world, and changing the lives of 
others. My parents met in the Civil Rights Movement. They were both activists 
in the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, SNCC. They worked in 
Freedom Schools in Arkansas in the '60s, before I was born. And so, I came out 
of a family that had a very strong investment in civil rights, and in equality, and I 
always felt that in order to live up to that heavy mantle, in order to live up to 
that legacy, that I had to make what I was doing relevant. And until I had my 
own kind of personal moment with injustice, I didn't realize just how affecting 
that could be. You know, seeing other people suffering in very real time, and 
knowing that if I wasn't going to do something, then who would? You know, if 
you don't stand up in those moments, you can't expect other people to.

Interviewer: Right.

Gwendolyn D.B.: And I felt that it was important to be able to do that through the work that I 
loved, through visual art and culture, and find a way to move those interests 
into an academic and a museological or curatorial practice.

Interviewer: Yeah.

Gwendolyn D.B.: And I've been able to do that at Penn. You know, since I've been here, I've 
curated about a half a dozen exhibitions, working most of the time with my 
students, with undergraduate and graduate students, giving them the 
opportunity to see how exhibitions are conceived and executed and promoted, 
and all of those things. And it's been amazing.

Interviewer: Do you see Penn students carrying this torch?

Gwendolyn D.B.: Oh, definitely. Yeah. Yeah. Penn kids love internships and fellowships, and all 
sorts of opportunities to do extra work. I'm always amazed. When I was an 
undergrad, I never even heard the word internship. I didn't know what that 
meant. I didn't do any internships as an undergrad. And my students do so many 
of them, and a lot of them are in museums, in different kinds of art institutions. 
They do them in the summer. They do them during the school year.

Gwendolyn D.B.: In the History of Art Department at Penn, we have some really generous funding 
to support students. We believe that it's very important for students from all 
kinds of backgrounds to have those opportunities, and not just wealthy 
students, or students who have access to an apartment in New York City or 
something for the summer. And so, we support internships during the school 
year that students can do in Philadelphia arts institutions, both on campus and 
in Center City, and around the city. And so, a lot of students have had that 
opportunity. You know, there are often these kids who fall in between being 
able to do whatever they want, and work/study. And so, this gives particularly 
that kind of middle band the opportunity to get some coin in their pocket, and 
some experience.



Interviewer: Yeah. Yeah, maybe we'll see them hosting their own exhibition at the Barnes 
someday.

Gwendolyn D.B.: Yeah. Yeah. A lot of our undergrads have gone on to really fantastic curatorial 
and museum jobs. They're all over the place, doing great things.

Interviewer: So, tell me the story of how you got involved with the Barnes for this 30 
Americans exhibit, and how you ended up curating it, and kind of the concept of 
the exhibit at large.

Gwendolyn D.B.: Yeah. The Barnes Foundation's President and Director, Tom Collins, is an 
amazing guy. Tom's been here in the city for-

Interviewer: Truly is. Yeah.

Gwendolyn D.B.: What a-

Interviewer: I can attest.

Gwendolyn D.B.: What a force of nature, and just a pleasure and a truly human individual. I met 
Tom a few years ago, and he said, "Oh, Gwen... " It was at a dinner party at a 
faculty member's house, and he said, "Oh, Gwendolyn. You know, we should do 
a project sometime." I'm like, "That would be great. Let me know." And so, 
when he came to me with the idea of my guest curating 30 Americans, I was 
really excited, because this is an exhibition that I had seen before, that has been 
traveling the country. At every venue it's been different. It draws on the same 
private collection, objects from the Rubell Family Collection, which is down in 
Miami. But at every institution it's a little different, because the curators choose 
different works, depending on the requirements and the limitations of the 
exhibition space that they're working with.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative).

Gwendolyn D.B.: So, the Barnes has a very famous, very distinguished permanent installation of 
works that were collected by Dr. Albert Barnes in the beginning of the 20th 
century. Modernism and impressionism, but also a lot of African art and 
decorative arts, and American modernism, including African-American artists 
like Horace Pippin. And the Barnes Foundation has a really strong historical 
commitment to public art education, and to giving people access to ambitious 
and complicated art, but helping them to see it on their own terms, and from a 
kind of non-elitist, anti-elitist, everybody can see and have an experience with 
the art. Even if they don't have, you know, great vision, there are all different 
kinds of ways to engage art at the Barnes.

Gwendolyn D.B.: So, when Tom came to me I was really excited, because I love the collection at 
the Barnes, and since it moved into Center City, onto the parkway, it's been a   
fantastic resource. They've also partnered with Penn in a lot of great ways, in 



having students come and work there on internships, but also on classes. Tom 
regularly co-teaches a class with my colleague Aaron [Leedy 00:15:51], who runs 
the [Slot 00:15:52] Foundation, and who is a member of... He's a senior lecturer 
and member of the faculty in art history and in the English department here at 
Penn. And so, Tom said, "We can do this show. We can pair it with a class, so 
there will be some undergrads engaging it, and I think it'll be great. Please come 
and do this with me." And I didn't miss a beat. I'm like, "Yes, yes, yes, yes. This is 
wonderful."

Gwendolyn D.B.: It's been a great journey. I mean, we've done most of the work in about the last 
18 months. It's gone really fast, but it all came together. They have an amazing 
team over there. The curators, the folks in advancement and education, they're 
all tremendously energetic, and they've put together a really dynamic slate of 
public programs, from academic lecturers to performances, artist talks. They 
have short-term and long-term classes that students can take during the show 
that engage it. Adult students, adult learners. And then there's this group of 
Penn undergrads that's running around there too, on Monday afternoons. And 
so, it's a great partnership, and it's lovely to be a part of that.

Interviewer: Yeah. Where did you start with curating? Was there something that you felt 
absolutely needed to be represented, and how did you think about the 
Philadelphia audience in particular?

Gwendolyn D.B.: For 30 Americans, what needed to be in the show?

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative).

Gwendolyn D.B.: Well, the exhibition space at the Barnes is compact, shall we say? It's about 
5,000 square feet, which is the size of some people's homes. It's not an 
enormous exhibition space. We went through this checklist. There were about 
200 pieces that could have been included, a little more than that, and we 
decided that we wanted to... I mean, we had to represent each artist in the 
show with at least one piece. Some of the artists, the pieces were larger, so that 
was pretty easy. One piece.

Interviewer: Right.

Gwendolyn D.B.: But with some of the other artists, they had multiple smaller pieces, so we had 
to select from what was available there. Some of the objects in the exhibition 
have had, their lives... Shall I say, their lives are complicated. For example, the 
artist Carrie Mae Weems, who is a photographer and does these large photo 
installations. The Rubells own about six pieces from a series by Weems called 
From Here I Saw What Happened and I Cried. And this is a series that is a group 
of rephotographed archival images of African-American sitters from the 19th 
century. Some of these people that Weems rephotographed their photographs, 
some of these sitters were enslaved people, who didn't have a choice about 
having their photograph taken. Some of them were taken unclothed, against 



their will. And a number of these photographs, the original photographs 
anyway, the images are in dispute, in legal dispute right now.

Gwendolyn D.B.: So, at Harvard, the Peabody Museum owns a group of... Well, they're not 
photographs. They're daguerreotypes, which is a very early kind of photographic 
technology. And these daguerreotypes are in the collection of the Peabody 
Museum there. They were taken by a photographer named JT Zealy, who did 
them at the request of the scientist Louis Aggasiz. Aggasiz's scientific project 
was to prove that Africans and Africa-descended people had lesser intelligence, 
and were physically different than Europeans. So, he had this group of 
photographs taken of enslaved people in the Carolinas, where they were 
stripped naked. They were placed in front of the photographer, and these 
daguerreotypes were made.

Gwendolyn D.B.: Very recently, although these daguerreotypes have been at Harvard for well 
over a century, 150-plus years now... And that was where Weems encountered 
them in the 1980s. She went to look at them in the archives. She was told not to 
take any pictures, that she couldn't have pictures, and she took them 
surreptitiously. She was a very bad girl, and she did that. But, you know. Artists, 
they don't always play by the rules. She-

Interviewer: The best ones don't.

Gwendolyn D.B.: No. You know? You have to be really ambitious, and sometimes you have to 
break some rules to do some neat stuff. And so, she took the photographs. She 
reformatted them. She put text in front of them. She changed the color. She 
transformed them into unique works of art, and then she placed them together 
with other images from that period that she had done the same to. This 
particular group of photographs... Excuse me. This particular group of 
daguerreotypes is in dispute now, because the descendants of some of those 
enslaved people discovered that these were in fact their ancestors who were in 
these photographs.

Interviewer: Wow.

Gwendolyn D.B.: Because they have family, oral histories that came down to them, and they 
recognized the names, and they were like, "Oh my gosh. These are my people. 
This is my great-great-grandfather who's in this image." And that Harvard was 
making money off of these images, off of the copyright, was really upsetting for 
them.

Interviewer: Right.

Gwendolyn D.B.: So, they're in the process of litigating whether or not they can either A, get 
possession of these daguerreotypes, or if Harvard will change its reproduction 
rules. Back in the '80s, when Weems went and looked at these, at that time 
Harvard wasn't letting anybody take pictures. You know, they told her not to.



Interviewer: Yeah.

Gwendolyn D.B.: But they loosened that over the years, and there have been all these ways that 
they've used those photographs for marketing purposes, on the cover of books, 
things like that. And so, when we went ahead to do the installation at the 
Barnes, we could have chosen those images, those rephotographed Zealy 
images that are in the series, but we decided not to, because this is a very 
contemporary question about the source material. And so, out of respect for 
the source material, we decided that we would use some of the other pieces 
that were in that same series. So, sometimes we made decisions that were 
based on the space limitations. Can we fit this big painting into this small space?

Interviewer: Yeah.

Gwendolyn D.B.: Or, what is the status of these objects right now? Because the source material 
for Weems' work is being litigated. Nobody questions what Weems did. I mean, 
there are some people who do, but that was not our concern, her engagement 
with it.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative).

Gwendolyn D.B.: It was the larger social place of those objects right now, that source material. 
And, you know, for some of the other artists in the exhibition, we wanted the 
piece that represented them, or the pieces that represented them, to really give 
a sense of what the artist is doing now. Artists, the direction of artists' careers 
can change over the years. They explore different ways of making, and they 
follow one and not necessarily the other. Some artists who are very dynamic 
and adventurous work in multiple modes. For example, the artist Glenn Ligon. In 
the exhibition, we have three different pieces by him, because they're all really 
different, one from the other.

Interviewer: Right.

Gwendolyn D.B.: But they're-

Interviewer: And side note, there's not just one form of art in this exhibition. It's important 
to [crosstalk 00:24:10].

Gwendolyn D.B.: Yeah. There's painting, there's sculpture, there's photography and prints and 
drawings. There's installation pieces. It's a very diverse show, in terms of the 
objects. But because it's a little bit smaller than it could have been... You know, 
it could have been maybe two or three times larger, given the number of 
objects that were available... Because it's a little smaller, I feel that it's more 
digestible. You know, you can go into the show. You can see it. You can engage 
the pieces. You can stand in front of them. You're not worried that your feet or 
your knees are going to get tired, or your back's going to get sore, because 



you're in there. You know, "Oh my gosh. It might take me three hours to go 
through this show."

Interviewer: Yeah.

Gwendolyn D.B.: You can go through this show in as little as a half an hour, or take as long as you 
want to. But it's digestible in that way. I did an exhibition at the Montclair Art 
Museum about a year ago of the artist Kara Walker, who is also in this 
exhibition, and about whom I wrote my first book. Kara has a big retrospective 
at MOMA that's coming up next year. It's going to be really big. She had one 
about 10 years ago at the Whitney, and that was really big, and it was just, like, 
a lot of stuff. And her work is very powerful. It's emotionally draining. It's 
disturbing, because it deals with images that draw directly from the history of 
African enslavement, sexual exploitation, violence, all kinds of really heavy 
things. And if you're going through a big show of that, it can be devastating 
emotionally to come out on the other side. In this show, we have one piece. You 
know, one piece by her, which is a lot. It's a 15 foot long silhouette installation, 
that shows some crazy stuff happening.

Interviewer: Yeah.

Gwendolyn D.B.: But you can focus on that. You can think about that. And then you can move on 
to another piece by a different artist that looks really different, engages 
different ideas and different questions. So, the show is stimulating, but it's not... 
I feel that it's not overwhelming in its size or its scale, so that people walk out 
feeling numb and... You know. It's not like shock and awe.

Interviewer: Right, right. I'm curious if you think there was any work in this exhibit that 
maybe speaks or has some sort of influence to those riots that we were talking 
about.

Gwendolyn D.B.: Hmm, yeah. Yeah. So, certainly the Nick Cave Soundsuits that are in the show 
directly relate to that time. Cave is a super interesting artist, who is also a 
dancer and a performer, a visual artist, who utilizes movement in his work as a 
way to activate the sculptural pieces that he makes. The Soundsuits are 
costumes of a sort, that totally cover the wearer's body.

Gwendolyn D.B.: They often have these kind of massive headdresses that are integrated into the 
rest of it. They cover the arms, the hands, the feet, and they're made out of all 
sorts of different, amazing materials. Some of them, in the exhibition we have, 
are covered with... One is covered with flowers. Another one is covered with 
artificial fur, in different colors. You know, artificial fur. Pink and red and brown 
and gold, and it looks like a big giant patchwork Snuffleupagus or something. 
And then another one is embroidered with sequins and bugle beads, and it's just 
all glittery and sparkly, and it's abstract, but it also has floral patterning on it.



Gwendolyn D.B.: When the wearer is inside of these Soundsuits, and moves around and dances 
them, much in the tradition of African masks and African costumes, to dance 
them, to activate them, to empower them, when they're being worn, you don't 
know who's inside. You don't know who is in front of you. All you see is this 
really loud... Right? It's called a Soundsuit. It's visually loud, and it occupies your 
vision with this spectacular display of color and texture and light. And Cave 
conceived of these pieces at exactly that same time. He saw the video of Rodney 
King being beaten, and he also, as an African-American man walking down the 
street, had been racially profiled on a weekly, daily, monthly basis throughout 
his life. Whenever something happened somewhere and the police were looking 
for a black man, they would stop the nearest ones possible. And so, he had 
experienced that, and he thought to himself, "How can I move through the 
world in a safe way? What do I have to do to avoid being profiled?"

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative).

Gwendolyn D.B.: And so, the Soundsuits were a response to that.

Interviewer: Wow.

Gwendolyn D.B.: Because you can't tell who is within it. You can't make judgments about the 
interiority, about the intentions of that individual. All you see is the work of art. 
And he's been making these for several decades now, and often he works with 
different communities to produce them and to perform them, as a way to bring 
people together, to have them make and create, and then to experience the 
product of their creativity. You know, and that's a really important thing.

Gwendolyn D.B.: That's one of the reasons why I love curating exhibitions with students, because 
I think it's super important for them to not just be consumers of arts and 
culture, but also to be producers and activators of it, and to share with others. 
When we do exhibitions with our student classes, there's always some sort of a 
product that comes out of it, whether it's a website, or essays, interviews, all 
different sorts of things, you know? We want them to see the ways that you can 
engage and activate and share art and culture with other people.

Interviewer: Look, the fun of Office Hours is as much the intellectual depth of conversation, 
as the chance to chitchat one on one about anything and everything. So, let's 
chitchat.

Interviewer: So, if you weren't a history of art professor, and a scholar of African-American 
studies, what would you be?

Gwendolyn D.B.: A hairdresser.

Interviewer: Why a hairdresser?



Gwendolyn D.B.: Oh my God, I always wanted to be a hairdresser. I told my parents that I wanted 
to be a hairdresser. They were like, "No. No. You can't be a hairdresser." Well, 
you know, that's part of the creative aspect in my life. I think that hair is a really 
interesting, expressive thing for people, and I happen to have a lot of it myself, 
so I've always kind of tackled it. I know people can't see me right now, but today 
is not a great hair day for me.

Interviewer: Oh, stop.

Gwendolyn D.B.: And that's okay, because we're here on a podcast. But I think that culturally, 
hair is very interesting. And like food, people will always need to have their hair 
cut.

Interviewer: Yeah.

Gwendolyn D.B.: So, I thought when I was a teenager that that was a good path. You know? That 
it would keep the little coin in my pocket, and it might be an interesting way to 
go. Now, clearly I didn't follow that, but I do still really enjoy having my hair 
done by others, doing my hair, helping other people with their hair. Sort of, it's a 
funny aside. Not very many people know, but that was the alternate career path 
for me.

Interviewer: Is this actually what you're doing on sabbatical, is-

Gwendolyn D.B.: My hair?

Interviewer: ... styling hair?

Gwendolyn D.B.: No, it is not. Although yes, it happens every morning. Just not for money.

Interviewer: So, we have Thanksgiving coming up soon. What is your favorite Thanksgiving 
side dish?

Gwendolyn D.B.: My favorite Thanksgiving side dish is probably stuffing. I love stuffing. I love 
stuffing with mashed potatoes and gravy and cranberry sauce, but for me, it's 
not Thanksgiving without stuffing.

Interviewer: I always wonder if that is a side dish, or if that's like an accompaniment to the 
turkey.

Gwendolyn D.B.: For me, well, you know. Turkey, whatever. But there has to be the... And I 
usually put a big helping on my plate.

Interviewer: Yeah. Yeah. What was the last thing that made you laugh really hard?



Gwendolyn D.B.: I saw this hysterical, hysterical TV show... Oh, no, no. It wasn't a TV show. Okay. 
I saw this hysterical film when I was on the airplane a couple of weeks ago going 
to California to see my mom, called Long Shot, with Charlize Theron and Seth 
Rogen, about this woman who is Secretary of State and this guy who is her 
speechwriter. It's a rom-com, so they fall in love. And I was laughing out loud on 
the airplane.

Interviewer: Spoiler alert.

Gwendolyn D.B.: I was laughing out loud. I really enjoyed it, especially because it really flipped 
the script in a lot of ways. It examined a relationship where a couple really 
enjoys each other, but they're in kind of opposite gender roles.

Interviewer: Yeah.

Gwendolyn D.B.: And so, it was fun.

Interviewer: Yeah. What are you reading right now?

Gwendolyn D.B.: Well, I just finished, a couple of days ago, rereading Milan Kundera's The 
Unbearable Lightness of Being.

Interviewer: Ooh.

Gwendolyn D.B.: Which is a-

Interviewer: Oh, God. What a title.

Gwendolyn D.B.: And it's a hefty book. And when I say reading, this is actually on Audible. I listen 
to most of my fiction on headphones, walking back and forth to my home or 
wherever. It's about the Soviet takeover of Czechoslovakia in the 1960's, told 
from the point of view of four different people who are interconnected by love 
and marriage. It's an amazing book. It was really... you know, I'm a rereader. I'm 
wary of new things sometimes. So, it was nice to get back to that. But I also love 
a lot of mystery novels and detective novels.

Interviewer: What is a guilty pleasure for you?

Gwendolyn D.B.: Guilty pleasure. Tortilla chips.

Interviewer: Oh, yeah.

Gwendolyn D.B.: Yes. I always feel guilty when I eat a bag of tortilla chips, because it's hard for 
me to stop.

Interviewer: Do you dip them?



Gwendolyn D.B.: Sometimes. Not necessarily.

Interviewer: Ooh, that's interesting.

Gwendolyn D.B.: My husband has to have salsa with his tortilla chips. I like guacamole. I like salsa, 
too. But I can just eat them dry.

Interviewer: Yeah. Huh. No, I kind of relate to that.

Gwendolyn D.B.: Which is, I think, kind of weird.

Interviewer: No, it's the saltiness, and the-

Gwendolyn D.B.: Yeah. Fry it, throw some salt on it, I'll eat it.

Interviewer: Rules to live by. All right. So when you're on campus, where do you like to spend 
time?

Gwendolyn D.B.: Where do I spend time? When I'm on campus, I mostly spend time in my office, 
or in the classroom. The Fisher Fine Arts Library, Van Pelt, a pretty small kind of 
corner of campus. For four years, I was living in residence. First I was a faculty 
fellow, and then I was a faculty director, and I really loved every day walking 
between the western side of campus. I was at Rodin College House, and then at 
Gregory House. And between walking from there down Locust Walk, and over 
to the Jaffe Building, where the History of Art Department is located... Going 
back and forth on Locust was always super interesting to me, because I could 
see what the students were hawking to each other at lunch, whether it was 
different organizations or activities. I always felt that was really kind of the long 
hub of campus, is Locust Walk.

Gwendolyn D.B.: When I moved off campus after those first four years in residence, I've always 
kind of missed that. And so, I think whenever I have the opportunity to go up to 
Huntsman, or over to Kelly [Reiter's 00:38:16] house, I am always looking to see 
what's going on the walk.

Interviewer: Yeah. What is your favorite place to travel to?

Gwendolyn D.B.: I have a really great love of Latin America. My husband's family is from Cuba, 
and we travel there a lot to visit them. I've also taken student groups there. For 
four years I ran a program, Penn in Havana, and we took students during the 
summer. I also do a lot of Penn alumni travel, and I led four groups of alumni to 
Cuba. I think it's just... I call it the closest furthest place on earth, because it is a 
completely different society. The way it's structured is so antithetical to how the 
United States, and most of what we call the western world, is structured. So, I 
find it really enlightening to see the different ways that one might live. You 
know, might choose to live, might choose to structure society, and value 



different things. It was always very funny when I would take alumni there. You 
know, people who were-

Interviewer: It must be an incredible experience, to lead the alumni travel.

Gwendolyn D.B.: Oh, I love it. I love it. You know, whenever I leave with an alumni group, and I 
talk to my students and they say, "Well, what are the alumni like?" And I say, 
"Well, it's you in 25 years. So, just like you. Just people like you. They're just a 
little bit older, and they have life experience behind them, and careers." I always 
learn from our alums, and often I develop friendships with them that extend 
into the future after that. I connect with them frequently afterwards. You know, 
and seeing how travel, group travel with faculty can be really effective in 
changing one's worldview. It's different than being a tourist, where you're not 
necessarily ... You know, an independent tourist, where you're not necessarily 
exposed to the culture or expertise of people from the countries that you visit. 
Not to say that the concierge at the hotel you visit isn't an expert, but...

Interviewer: Concierges, guidebooks, they only get you so far. Yeah.

Gwendolyn D.B.: No. Yeah, but meeting with professors from other countries, experts in urban 
planning, in medical treatment, whatever. The kinds of things that we're able to 
do with alumni travel is really enriching and different, and I feel that whenever I 
come back from a trip, I've learned a lot more about that country. But then I've 
also learned a lot about Penn, and about our alums, and about my teaching, and 
what I want to give to my students, what I want to share with them, and what I 
want to learn from them. Because I learn a lot from both my students and the 
alums that I work with when we travel together, so it's something that...

Gwendolyn D.B.: You know, not everybody wants to travel in a group, and I totally respect that. 
But I feel like if you haven't ever done it, and you're interested in doing it, one of 
the things that's guaranteed about doing Penn alumni travel is that everybody 
on that trip will have... You know. One person, a couple, at least, or whatever, 
will have gone to college, will be interested in engaging the world on a 
intellectual level, and it's a great way to learn, and to meet people, and to see 
the world.

Interviewer: Yeah. What do you think is an overrated virtue?

Gwendolyn D.B.: An overrated virtue... This may sound wrong... Well, see. I'm saying it's 
overrated. I would say professionalism.

Interviewer: Yeah?

Gwendolyn D.B.: I think that sometimes we imagine professionalism as a... You know, as a kind of 
ideal, to be highly professional. I think sometimes that can lead to a kind of 
phony self presentation. I'm much more interesting in being precise and 
accessible. You know, in making sure that the... Of course one should self-



present in a positive way, but I think sometimes when people really obsess over 
professionalism, they become cold, and they become a little phony. And I think 
that as long as you're responsible and accurate, you can be warm and genuine 
and personable, and for me, that's just as good, if not better.

Interviewer: Yeah. What gives you hope? And you can interpret that however you would like.

Gwendolyn D.B.: In 2006, right after I came to Penn, I did an exhibition that traveled to the 
Delaware Art Museum. It was called Portraits of the People: Picturing African-
Americans in the 19th Century. And the art museum, Delaware Art Museum, 
was able to get a grant of about a half a million dollars from the DuPont 
Foundation. You know. Because DuPont own Delaware, right? And so, DuPont 
was super generous with this grant, and the museum used it to bring in just 
about every fourth grader in the Wilmington area, perhaps in all of Delaware. 
Because, you know. Delaware's kind of small.

Gwendolyn D.B.: But all these kids came in and they saw the show, and at the end of the 
exhibition, the museum presented me with a mousepad... This is an object some 
of our listeners may not know about. A mouse pad. Right? It goes with your 
computer, and your computer mouse sits on it, right? And it moves around. On 
the mouse pad were tiled nine images. They were drawings that the children 
who had come to the museum on this school program, they had made drawings 
of the portraits that were in the exhibition. And these were portraits of named 
African-Americans from the 19th century, with biographies, with lives. These 
weren't stereotypes, or generic representations, but these were historical 
figures. Some famous, and others less so. But they were portraits that were 
drawn from museums, and also from archives and libraries, and places that 
people don't normally go to look at art.

Gwendolyn D.B.: I looked at these drawings by these little kids, that had been reproduced on this 
mousepad, and I just burst into tears. Because I realized that if I hadn't done 
that show, they wouldn't have seen those portraits, and they wouldn't have 
read about those people's lives, and the ways that they navigated a really 
difficult time in our country's history. And for me, that moment made me realize 
the power of being a public intellectual, and the power of doing art history 
outside of the library. Right? Outside of the academic press, outside of academic 
journals, outside of the classroom. That bringing objects to larger communities, 
and interpreting them, and helping people to engage them, was a really 
powerful thing. And that it could be effective with these nine and 10 year olds, 
just as effective as with adults. And that gave me hope for what I was doing, and 
for those children's lives. That they would see a place and a way for them, in 
part... You know, in small part because of what I was doing.

Interviewer: Office Hours is a production of the University of Pennsylvania's Office of 
University Communications. Missed an episode, or two or three, or the whole 
thing? Check us out on Apple Music to find one of our previous conversations 



with Penn's endlessly fascinating faculty. And read more about what's 
happening at the university at penntoday.upenn.edu.




