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IN THEIR OWN WORDS 
 
 
      
 
 

Prof. Letha Ch’ien taught at The Fromm Institute last year and we invited her to share some of her story. As 

background, she holds a Ph.D. from UC Berkeley and is currently an assistant professor of art history at Sonoma 

State University, having been a fellow at the Arizona Center for Medieval and Renaissance Studies at Arizona 

State University and the Townsend Center for the Humanities at UC Berkeley. She has also been the recipient of 

a Fulbright, Gladys Krieble Delmas Foundation and Mabelle McLeod Lewis fellowships and has lectured 

internationally on visual art in early modern multiethnic societies. 

 

WHAT FIRST DREW YOU TO ART HISTORY?  

What other medium reifies an idea with so much complexity and nuance in abstraction?  

 

WHAT MADE YOU DECIDE TO FOCUS ON IDENTITY, ETHNICITY AND RACE IN RELATION TO ART HISTORY? 

DO YOU HAVE A GOAL IN MIND FOR YOUR STUDENTS?  

In the course of my research, it became apparent to me that the art was engaged with issues of identity, ethnicity, 

and race. It’s not surprising. Humans make art about what they think about, what they worry about, what they 

struggle to control and understand. It became clear to me that to address the art fully, I needed to understand 

how it engaged with all historical ideologies. My hope for my students is that they feel free, empowered, to 

investigate all aspects of art history and gain the skills to do so.  

 

YOU ARE CLEARLY INTERESTED IN JOURNALISM – WE HAVE 

READ MANY OF YOUR ARTICLES IN THE SAN FRANCISCO 

CHRONICLE. HOW DID YOU GET INVOLVED IN WRITING 

OCCASIONAL ARTICLES FOR THE CHRONICLE?  

Writing for the San Francisco Chronicle and other public media like 

Hyperallergic exercises the fundamental skills of teaching – can you Prof. Letha Ch’ien

In Their Own Words, usually an interview by and written by the Fromm Institute office staff of a notable Fromm 

Institute community member, makes a shift this week with an interview of Prof. Letha Ch’ien by  

Fromm Institute Student Association officers, Maxine Einhorn and Arlene Waksberg. 
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communicate why someone should care – and the human joy of sharing interesting things with each other. It’s 

also a treat for an academic writer to reach a large readership. The number of comments I’ve received  

from articles demonstrated to me how much people want to have conversations about art and critical issues in 

public fora.  

 

YOU USUALLY TEACH UNDERGRADS. HOW DOES TEACHING AT FROMM DIFFER FROM TEACHING 

UNDERGRADS, OR IS IT A SIMILAR EXPERIENCE?  

Primarily the jokes need to be recalibrated. Somehow, I don’t think relating medieval contact relics to a BTS** 

HiTouch experience would quite get the point across just as some of my undergraduate students at Sonoma 

State don’t appreciate references to The Princess Bride. I enjoyed teaching at the Fromm and the sincere interest 

Fromm students brought to the endeavor.  

 

WHAT OTHER CLASSES DO YOU TEACH?  

One of the benefits of my position at Sonoma State has been curricular development. I teach a few different 

survey courses, one of which focuses on reception and afterlife of art post its time period of creation. I enjoy 

teaching PostMillennial Issues in Medieval Art, Northern Renaissance, The SelfConscious Italian Renaissance, 

and Baroque Art: Object to Artwork. Recently I’ve taken over the theory and methods proseminar, which has 

been a joy. Students tell me their heads hurt afterwards (and during). Thematic courses I’ve developed include 

Site Specific, which covers geoaesthetics and theory of place and space, and of course, Race and European Art.  

 

WE FIRST INVITED YOU TO PRESENT AT FROMM, I ASKED YOU ABOUT YOUR BACKGROUND AND YOU EXPLAINED 

WHY YOU HESITATE TO ANSWER THIS KIND OF QUESTION. CAN YOU SUMMARIZE YOUR THINKING?  

There’s a fine line between a positionality statement and offering oneself as a subject of conversation. I like to 

keep the focus on the art.  

 

ART GALLERIES AND MUSEUMS HAVE EVOLVED IN THEIR CURATORIAL CHOICES. DO YOU THINK THERE IS 

MORE ATTENTION ADDRESSED TO ISSUES OF DIVERSITY? 

There’s a lot of work to be done. It’s heartening that diversity, inclusion, and equity are now words in circulation 

in gallery and museum contexts, but we have to make sure that the words are used to enact meaningful action 

rather than provide cover for business as usual. After all, affirmative action programs primarily benefitted White 

women. Diversity statements haven’t diversified curatorial ranks. Actions must follow words.    

 

 

** Korean pop group 
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EXPRESS YOURSELF

JOUSTING FOR DULCINEA 
by Barbara Sapienza 

  
 
      Walking with my husband at Pierce Point, Point Reyes National Park I’m reminded of another lands end, 

Finisterre, the end point of the Camino de Santiago where we walked two years ago; where pilgrims eat a good 

meal, burn a beloved article of clothing and leave a message they wrote.   

     Though we aren’t in the presence of windmills battled by Don Quixote, we are in the presence of splendor. 

 

     Peter and I walk on one of three Tule Elk Preserves, where Tule elk herds abound, though the rains are scarce. 

Recently their existence has been put into question, related to their natural healthy expansion. They infringe on 

land for dairy farming and compete for water supply. The Park Service proposed to solve this problem by killing 

eighteen a year.  Because of activism the Park Service is now providing troughs of water to help them survive. 

       Go figure the change in attitude. 

       I spot a large Tule at lands end. It seems a tree grows out of his head, branching in all directions. “Do you 

know the park service is in a ruckus, they plan to kill you?” I say.  His body, the rooted trunk, his feet planted in 

the earth. I stand on top of the ridge, watching.  He doesn’t see me marveling about him, still bounding up the 

ravine with intent. When our eyes meet he stops. We stare. He turns away making a distance between us before 

he starts to moan. A new sound for me. Is it a grunt?  A bark? A whistle?  A howl? A unique sound to my ears. 

Some combination of these three. Then I hear a response from what seems like the other side. 

       “Do you know some activists carried water to satisfy your thirst?” 

        But then standing on the Ridge between two ravines I notice the water tank recently placed by the Park 

Service. It says, “Don’t interfere with Tule watering troughs,” so I back off, thinking his howl is to tell me  

Fromm Institute writer and regular contributor to the Fromm Focus, Barbara Sapienza, writes about a walk in the 
nearby, California wilderness.  Express Yourself, is a column created to share your thoughts, opinion pieces or other 
creative writing for the rest of the Fromm Institute community.   If you would like to share your work, please submit 
articles to Scott Moules either at moules@usfca.edu or fromm@usfca.edu.  

mailto:moules@usfca.edu
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EXPRESS YOURSELF continues...

to back off.  

           “They have acted in your behalf,” I say bowing to the right attitude of the officials. 

           The Tule bull butts his crown of branches against the earth. Butt.  Butt.  Butt . 

            “He’s jousting,” Pete says. 

            “For his Dulcinea?” I say, thinking of our granddaughter, eighteen, traveling this summer in Milan when 

three Italian stags at a restaurant adjoined to the foyer to punch each other out for the attention of the beautiful 

tall American girl eating dinner in a restaurant? She’d left quickly with a good chuckle, while her friend took a video 

to send home. 

        I liked to know Pete would joust for me. 

        I stand mesmerized seeing the bull madly fight unseen wind mills, no longer looking  my way, he’s rutting into 

the earth. What’s on his mind?  He continues the lament, whistling  a song along the lines of frustration it seems 

to me. 

       Noticing no females, I say, “This is a song of despair. He knows his Tule existence is threatened by extinction; 

got wind of the plan to kill eighteen a year.” 

       “Perhaps you’re projecting,” Pete says.  

       “Maybe I’m standing between him and his water source.” I move to the side. 

        Now he’s satisfied and makes his way up the ravine, crosses the street, passes the water tank and proceeds to 

the other side of the ridge where another Tule bull, with an enormous crown on his head stands watching his 

every step. With his current life force on his head he assesses the invading elk, their swords check each other out; 

circling each other; hassling each other. 

      “Take this Butt.” One jabs. 

     “And you this.” The other rams. 

      “Take this ram here.”  

       They joust like this in the presence of a maiden cow. 



        Butt    Butt    Butt  

        Slam    Slam   Slam 

        They dance the same Quixotic movements we just witnessed by the one with the tree on his head, the one in 

the ravine, practicing his prowess. 

        Now two heads ram one against the other, jousting for Dulcinea, who feeds above on the hillside. 

        Alas, we witness a mating game near the water supply. 

       “The water perhaps has rejuvenated the males,” I say.  

       “Or maybe the lack of water makes mating more imperative,” he says. 

        Monsieur Tule, standing tall with a tree on his head, marches off now with three damsels beside him.  

       Then the cry, a woodwind song whistling a lament carries the winds, resounding on the ridge, as if 

orchestrated by the god Pan. Despair at the other’s success?  

       “Certainly haunting,” I say. 

        “But then it may be celebratory,” Pete says. 

         I think of our granddaughter once again and how she marched off independently  from the butting stags; 

how she got away from the restaurant quickly, taking only a good chuckle, while her girlfriend took a video.

5

EXPRESS YOURSELF concludes here.
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PERFROMANCES WITH SUSAN KAPLAN 
  

HERE WE GO AGAIN  

 

The Omicron variant of CoVID19 is surging here and is playing havoc with live music performances. Almost all of 

the smaller venues have closed down until the number of cases has peaked and shows signs of going back down. 

There is much less foot traffic on the streets, and almost all series and theaters have closed down. Zoom is the 

delivery method of the classical music literature, once again. But this time many concerts are monetized. But the 

cost per admission is much lower than a night out plus parking, and maybe, dinner or Uber or Lyft. And one saves 

a lot of time cleaning up, changing clothes and traveling to a theatrical venue. The media tells us we must learn 

to live with Covid. I suspect concert presenters will adapt to transitioning between the concert hall and Zoom 

and new music will be written, especially operas, directly for Zoom.  

 

Here are a few presenters. 

 

 

THE SAN FRANCISCO CONSERVATORY OF MUSIC sends a weekly 

schedule including various chamber music, different ensembles, 

recitals, master classes by faculty and advanced students. Almost all 

are free and the accomplishment level is high. To register to receive the weekly schedule, go to 

https://sfcm.edu/performancecalendar in the browser on your computer. At the bottom of the page, press 

“Contact us” and ask to be placed on the “Performance Calendar” mailing list. There is a wide array of music, 

instrumentalists, and the technology is superb. Virtually everything is free.  

 

WQXR.Com broadcasts the Metropolitan Opera Saturday matinees  

(10 AM PST) during the season. Plus, there is a “live streaming” section 

and a “schedule” section on the website. And if you have a lot of static 

in your reception on local radio station KDFC (and I am one of the afflicted) WQXR is a good alternative on your 

computer. Another radio station worth exploring is BBC.com, especially BBC 3.  

https://sfcm.edu/performance-calendar
https://sfcm.edu/performance-calendar
https://www.wqxr.org
https://sfcm.edu/performance-calendar
https://sfcm.edu/performance-calendar
https://sfcm.edu/performance-calendar
https://www.wqxr.org
https://www.wqxr.org
https://www.wqxr.org
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Update on CHAMBER MUSIC SAN FRANCISCO. Because the 2022 Series was to start in 

early February, it has been shortened. Daniel Levenstein (the Executive Director) has 

added a series on Zoom. For any full subscription holders, there will be an online series 

of five free concerts. Nonsubscribers can purchase the series at $100 for the five. A local 

venue with live performances and, transitioning to Zoom when concert presentations 

are shut down for a surge is https://www.OldFirstConcerts.Org. The street address is:  

Old First Presbyterian Church, 1751 Clay Street (at Van Ness) in San Francisco. The spring 

series begins on January 28 at 8 p.m. with songs of resistance; January 30 at 4 p.m., “The 

Ives Collective,” a group of singers featuring songs by Mahler, Bruch and Schubert; February 4 at 8 p.m., Circadian 

String Quartet, with works by Felix and Fanny Mendelssohn; February 6 at 4 p.m., Sierra Ensemble (a trio of French 

Horn, Violin and Piano), a premiere of of an Aldag trio, commissioned by the ensemble, and works by Koechlin, 

Berkeley and Brahms. The concerts are $25 each to attend and livestreaming are $20 each as a suggested donation. 

The inperson audience size is limited to 100 because of COVID19.  

 

 

MEDICI.TV is a wonderful website. I first heard about 

this site about ten years ago, but one had to subscribe 

for a year. There was no onemonth trial period then. I 

wasn’t ready to commit for a whole year without trying it first. So I listened to samples during their marketing 

phases but no piece of music continued all the way to the end. Linda Marks (the FISA President) forwarded me a 

sale for two days only in December that cost only $39.95 for a year. I grabbed the opportunity, and now that I’m 

older and not out much, I take advantage of it. It features full length operas, ballets, symphony concerts, recitals 

and master classes. And for those who don’t know, you can listen to music in the background, and keep working 

on a different project open on your computer. I have gotten used to paying for performances on the  

computer. I guess we’ve come a long way from 1980 when I got my first (garagemade, no name) computer  

with two floppy drives! 

 

 

https://www.chambermusicsf.org
https://www.oldfirstconcerts.org/
https://www.medici.tv
https://www.medici.tv
https://www.medici.tv
https://www.medici.tv
https://www.chambermusicsf.org
https://www.chambermusicsf.org
https://www.chambermusicsf.org
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NOE VALLEY WORD WEEKEND 2022 

 
We are very excited to announce Word Weekend 2022! March 4 – 6th, a partnership 
between Folio Books and the Friends of Noe Valley, which seeks to uphold a wonderful 
neighborhood tradition celebrating our local literary scene. We hope to see you there! 

!

This year Bethany United Methodist Church* is able to graciously host all three of the 

below events! All events are FREE. Proof of vaccination will be required for all events. 

!

 
Judd Winick is an American 
cartoonist & comic book writer for 
kids and adults so bring your 
grandkids! 
 
RSVP at https://bit.ly/nvww0304 
!
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* Bethany United Methodist Church has a large airy chapel and outside patio3%

The Friends of Noe Valley invite all interested Fromm Institute students to this year’s  
Noe Valley Word Weekend!  More information is below. 

https://bit.ly/nvww0305

https://bit.ly/nvww0304

https://bit.ly/nvww0306

mailto:fromm@usfca.edu
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