Interviewer: Dr. Oneka LaBennett
Interviewee: Glenn Ligon
Date: November 8, 2008
Dr. Oneka LaBennett (OL): Today is November 8 th , 2008. We are Fordham University in the
Department of African and African-$PHULFDQ 6WXGLHV $QG ZH¶UHFRQGXFWLQJ D%URQ[ $IULFDQ
$PHULFDQ +LVWRU\ 3URMHFWZLWK *OHQQ /LJRQ 0\ QDPH LV 2QHND/D%HQQHWW ,¶P Whe interviewer
DQG,¶P JRLQJ WRDVN*OHQQ WRVSHOO KLV QDPH
Glenn Ligon (GL): G-L-E-N-N, L-I-G-O-N.
OL: Thank you. Glenn could you start off by telling us when and where you were born?
GL: I was born in 1960 in The Bronx. Well actually I was born 1960 in Columbia Presbyterian
Hospital. And I make that distinction because once read a press release for a art exhibition I did
and the writer said that I was born in a housing project, well no actually I was born in a hospital.
[Laughter]
GL: But I though thDW ZDVVRPHNLQG RI8QFOH 7RP¶V &DELQ NLQG RI²oh he just grew right out
of the Earth. No at a hospital.
[Laughter]
OL: So when you went home from the hospital, where did you live then?
GL: My parents lived in the Forest Projects which were²so we lived at 1000 Trinity Avenue,
which is the corner Trinity and 165 th Street in South Bronx. And my parents separated fairly
\RXQJ VRIURP DJH LWZDVMXVW P\ PRWKHU P\ EURWKHU 7\URQH ZKR¶V D\HDU ROGHU DQG,
OL: And what did you parents do for a living?
GL: My father started as a cook at the General Motors plant in Tarrytown and worked his way
XSDIRUHPDQ DQG P\ PRWKHU ZRUNHGDVDQXUVH¶V DLGH ILUVW DW*ROGZDWHU +RVSLWDO ZKLFK ZDV
on Governors Island, and then at Bronx Psychiatric Center which is in the Northeast Bronx.
2/ 2ND\VRWKDW¶V ZKDW \RXU PRP ZDVGRLQJ--.
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[Interruption]
OL: And is that what your mother was doing in your early childhood after she and your father
separated?
*/ $FWXDOO\ ,¶P PLVVLQJ RQHMRE0\ PRWKHU ZRUNHGDWWKH1DWXUDO +LVWRry Museum. For²
maybe between Goldwater Hospital and Bronx Psychiatric, so I think she worked there for a
JRRGRU\HDUV 6RWKDW ZRXOG¶YH EHHQWR¶VRPHWKLQJ OLNH WKDW RU¶$QGVKH ZRUNHGLn
the cafeteria there.
OL: Tell me what your apartment was like and your early childhood memories of that home that
you first went to?
GL: Well we lived, as I said, we lived in a public housing project, it was a 2 bedroom apartment,
it was on the 11th floor of one of the buildings in the Forest Houses, and the Forest Houses were
a typical Corbusier kind of towers in the park. So they were 15 buildings all about 15 stories
high. And in the middle of them was a giant green oval. And then there were various
playgrounds and things around that. And we lived on the 11th floor and I remember, there were
EDUVRQWKHZLQGRZV EXW VRPHKRZ ,ZDVQ¶W VFDUHGRIKHLJKWV WKHQ WKRXJK ,DPQRZ²so I used
to climb onto the window sill and hang out of the windows over the bars.
OL: Wow.
GL: Not literally out of the windows, but as far out of²DQG RI FRXUVHP\ PRWKHU ZDVQ¶W WKHUH WR
witness these things. So we would do them in secret. But it was kind of thrilling to be that high
up. Because none of my other relatives lived in high-rise buildings. They all lived pretty much in
tenement buildings or in single- family houses, so being that high up was a treat for us as
children.
OL: Where were your parents from originally and how did they come to settle in The Bronx?
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GL: My father grew up on a farm in Virginia, Farmville. My mother grew up on a farm in
Bishopsville, South Carolina. After World War II, my grandparents moved to Washington, D.C.
but my mother was the oldest of 11 brothers and sisters and I think she decided that she was tired
of being the babysitter. And so when they moved to D.C., she moved to New York to live with
DQDXQW RQKHUPRWKHU¶V VLGH RIWKH IDPLO\ ZKROLYHG LQ +DUOHP DQGUDQDILVK VWRUH6RP\
mother actually moved when she was about 18 or 19 to Harlem and lived with my aunt and
worked in a fish store. And my faWKHU ,¶P QRW VXUHDFWXDOO\ ZKHQ KHPRYHG WR1HZ<RUN%XW
they met here in New York, and my mother said that she went psychic one day in Harlem who
told her that the man, it was a ridiculous story but²sometimes ridiculous comes true. She was
told that the man she was going to marry would buy her a pair of shoes as his present. Which is
sort of silly thing for--.
OL: Very specific.
GL: Very specific, and a silly thing for a guy to buy a woman on, you know, the 2 nd or 3rd date.
%XW WKDW¶V H[DFWO\ ZKDW P\ father did.
2/ <RX¶UH NLGGLQJ"
GL: So they actually got married. And had my brother Tyrone, who is a year older than I am,
and had me--7KDW PDUULDJH GLGQ¶W ODVW VRZKHQ ZHZHUH,ZDVRUVRWKH\ VHSDUDWHG WKH\
never got divorced, so they separated. But my father still lived in The Bronx, and we would be
sent²whenever we were misbehaving or something, we would be sent to him.
[Laughter]
GL: Because my mother somehow²as strong as she was, somehow thought that he would have
some influence on our behavior. Which he did not. But I think just another parental voice was
supposed to cure us of whatever--.
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OL: Or maybe just to get you out of her hair for a while?
GL: Get us out of her hair, exactly.
OL: Did you feel close to your dad then, were those visits frequent or--?
GL: My father was²I liked him and I actually liked him more and more when I got older. But
KHZDVDELW RIDSOD\ER\ $QG VRORQJ ORQJ ORQJ DIWHU ,¶GJURZQ XSDQG²he, my mother
SDVVHGDZD\DQG KH¶GUHPDUULHG P\ VWHSPRWKHU WROG PH DYHU\ IXQQ\ VWRU\ 7KH\¶G EHHQ JRLQJ
out, she and my father for about 2 years or so and he had a very serious heart attack. And my
father had one of those old time work ethics of you go to work no matter what. He never missed
a day of work and so the plant that he was working at, the General Motors plant was in
Tarrytown. That was maybe a 45 minute drive in Upstate New York. So he got in his car, he
ZDVQ¶W IHHOLQJ ZHOO EXWKHJRW LQ KLV FDUKH GURYHXSWKHUH DQGDSSDUHQWO\ WKHUH¶V DIRUN LQ WKH
road, when you get near the plant and if you go left you go to the plant and if you go right you go
WRWKH KRVSLWDO $QGIRU VRPH UHDVRQ KHGHFLGHG,¶P JRLQJ ULJKW $QG ZKHQ KH JRWWRWKH SDUNLng
lot of the hospital, he had a heart attack. So my stepmother, after KH¶GJRWWHQ EHWWHU DQGJRWWHQ
out of the hospital²VKH¶G PHW P\ EURWKHU DQG ,DQGZHZHUHIULHQGV IULHQGO\ HYHQ WKRXJK
WKH\¶G RQO\ EHHQ JRLQJ RXW DFRXSOH RI \HDUVEXW ZHZHUHIULHQGO\ DQG,OLNHG KHU²and she told
PH WKDW VKH¶GDVNHGP\ IDWKHU LI VRPHWKing serious like this happens again, who do you want me
to be in contact with first? Like who of, you know, your family do you want to contact? And he
said oh you know, you can talk to one of the kids and she said oh, you mean Tyrone and Glenn?
+H¶VOLNH \HV \RX FDQWDON WRWKHP RU\RX FDQWDON WRWKH RWKHU NLGV$QG VKHGLGQ¶W UHDOL]H WKDW
he had 5 other children from 3--.
OL: Did you know that?
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*/ ,NQHZ WKDW %XW WKH\¶G EHHQJRLQJ RXWIRU RU\HDUV DQGVKHGLGQ¶W UHDOL]H WKDW KHKDd 5
other children from these various relationships.
[Laughter]
GL: So that was my father. In some ways, when I hear stories like this, I understand why my
PRWKHU GLGQ¶W ODVW LQ WKDW UHODWLRQVKLS WKHUH ZDVWRRPXFK FRPSHWLWLRQ $QG--.
OL: What was it like for your mother raising the 2 of you then--? I mean it sounds like from the
kind of work she was doing, she was probably working long hours.
GL: Right, she²when she first started working at the Natural History Museum²I may be
getting this chronology wrong but I think this is right. She was working at the Natural History
Museum and that was probably and house commute on subway and bus. And we were going to
public school that was across the street from our house. And the public school, was a terrible
school and my brother and I both, basically had run out of things to do, because the expectations
for the kids in that school were so low, that even in kindergarten they basically ran out of work
EHFDXVH WKH\ MXVW ILJXUHG WKHVHNLGV FDQ¶W KDQGOH PRUH ZRUNVRZH¶OO MXVW NLQG of keep them
busy. It was basically babysitting, in school. And one day, my mother got a call from the
principal of the school. And she came down for, she thought something bad had happened so she
came in the next day for parent, teacher, principal conference. And what had happened was, I
was in one of my classes and²and this is kindergarten class, and we were given 4 letters of the
alphabet to fill in, like A is for apple, B is for bear, but only 4 letters. And the class was 40
minutes long. But this was supposed to take 40 minutes, because that was the expectations of
how smart the kids in the school were. So I finished it, you know, in a minute, like everybody
else, and I just thought well why should I sit here, you know, so I asked the teacher to write out
the rest of the alphabet for me and I would try to fill in words. So I did that, and the teacher gave
5

Interviewer: Dr. Oneka LaBennett
Interviewee: Glenn Ligon
Date: November 8, 2008
it to the principal and the principal called my mother because this was such a miraculous feat, for
a child in this school that they really needed to talk to my mother about maybe getting my
brother²both my brother and I into another kind of school. And my mother at this point, was a
VLQJOH SDUHQW DQGVKH ZDVZRUNLQJ LQ \RX NQRZ MREVWKDW GLGQ¶W SD\YHU\ ZHOO DQGVKH WKRXJKW
ZHOO ,FDQ¶W DIIRUG WRVHQd them to Catholic school or a private school, and then she said one of
WKH WHDFKHUV VDLG VRPHWKLQJ WKDW SLVVHG KHURII VRPXFK WKDW VKH GHFLGHG ,¶P JRLQJ WRILQG DZay
WRVHQG WKHP WRDQRWKHU VFKRRO 7KH WHDFKHU VDLG ³\RXU NLGV PD\ EHVPDUW KHUH EXWLI they get
LQWR DUHDO VFKRRO WKH\ ZRXOG MXVW SUREDEO\ EHDYHUDJH NLGV´
OL: Oh my goodness.
GL: This kindergarten teacher.
OL: Oh my goodness.
*/ 6RWKDW¶V ZKHQ VKHGHFLGHG \RX NQRZ ZKDWHYHU WKH FRVWVKHZDVJRLQJ WRILQG DVFKRRO
that was going to take us. And she²maybe courageously, because my mother never finished
high school, started working very early on. But she had this sort of, you know, Black working
FODVV HWKLF RI HGXFDWLRQ ZDVWKHZD\ <RXNQRZ HYHQ WKRXJK LW ZDVQ¶W DYDLODEOH IRU KHU But she
really felt that, that was something that was priority for her kids. So she literally called around
and found the school that would give us the most scholarship money. And it happened to be
much to her horror later on, one of the most liberal private schools in New York City. It was a
school called Walden, which was very engaged in the civil rights movement. Ann Goodman
went there as a kid. And, in a way, that was why, they had scholarship for you know--.
OL: And around what year was it that you started going to Walden?
GL: I started going to Walden in 1966.
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2/ ¶,ZDQW WRFRPH EDFNWRWKDW DQGWKH FLYLO ULJKWV PRYHPHQW %XW ZKHQ \RX PHQWLRQHG
the sort of that elementary school. One of the things when we talk to people who grew up in The
Bronx LQ WKH µVDQGµVWKH\ PDNH DVHSDUDWLRQ EHWZHHQ ZKDW 7KH %URQ[ ZDVOLNH LQ WKH µV
µVDQGµVDQGWKHQ ZKDW VWDUWV KDSSHQLQJ LQ WKH µV$QG LQYDULDEOH SHRSOHWHOO XVWKDW the
housing projects were very well maintained. That there were familie s, they knew everyone--.
GL: They were, they were.
2/ 6RZK\ GRQ¶W \RX WHOO PHDOLWWOH ELWDERXW WKDW
*/ 5LJKW ZHOO \RX NQRZ LW¶V LW¶V LURQLF EHFDXVHZKHQ \RX WDON WRSHRSOHRI P\ SDUHQWV
generation about the projects, they say when they moved in those projects were beautiful. And
LW¶V YHU\ KDUGWREHOLHYH JLYHQ RYHUWLPH WKH 6RXWK %URQ[ ZDVFRQVLGHUHG RQHRIWKH PRVW
notoriously dangerous, poverty and crime-ridden neighborhoods in the entire country. But our
SHUFHSWLRQ RILW DQGP\ PRWKHU¶V SHrception of it was that when we moved into the projects,
they were beautiful. And they, for her, were a relief given the kind of housing that they were in
before, tenement housing with erratic landlords. And so I could see in some ways why she felt
that the projects were kind of a huge step forward, and we did know our neighbors. We knew
every neighbor on our floor, and I remember this would often happen when we were going to
VFKRRO WKHUH ZHUHSHRSOH WKDW ,GLGQ¶W NQRZ EXWZKR NQHZXV $QGVRZKHQ ZHZRXOG come
home, my mother said oh, you know, I heard you did a very nice thing at the bus stop today with
0UV6RDQG6R/LNH KRZ GR\RX NQRZWKDW" :HOO ,KDYH VSLHV HYHU\ZKHUH ,W¶VMXVW EHFDXVH
people knew us, you know?
OL: Right.
GL: And so there was this sort of, in a way, this old fashioned sense of community in the
SURMHFWV DQG,WKLQN WKDW VWDUWHG WRFKDQJH E\ WKHHDUO\ µV7KH FULPH EHFDPH PRUH LW EHFDPe a
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much more crime ridden neighborhood and people were much more afraid to be outside and so it
was sort of²the neighborhood got locked down. Also I remember that was the moment when
there started to be more gang activity in The Bronx. More drugs and the sort of violence that
came with that. And so I think that sort of causes deterioration of the neighborhood.
OL: People have made it²a distinction between heroin use the crack epidemic and talked about
changes that they saw after crack hit The Bronx. Did you notice that? Were you aware of that?
*/ ,ZDVQ¶W DZDUHRILW EHFDXVH ,WKLQN²because I was going to school so far away from where
I lived and most of my friends and my social life became centered around the school, I think I
ZDVQ¶W DVDZDUHRI ZKDW ZDVJRLQJ RQLQ WKHQHLJKERUKRRG DVDVLI ,²LI ,¶GVWD\HG DQGJRQH WR
school in the neighborhood ,ZRXOG¶YH EHHQPRUH DZDUHRILW %XW ,ZDVEDVLFDOO\ LQ DOLWWOH
bubble because of--.
2/ <RXSUREDEO\ GLGQ¶W KDYH WLPH WRSOD\ RXWVLGH YHU\ PXFK EHFDXVH E\WKH WLPH \RX JRW KRPH
from school--?
GL: It was late and you had a lot of homework and it was jXVW HDVLHU %XW DOVR ,ZDVQ¶W²my
brother was very social, he liked to go outside. I hated to go outside. My mother would force me
to go outside to play and she would say you have to go downstairs for an hour and I would go
downstairs. And the back door of our building was an office for the maintenance department and
WKH\ KDYH DWLPH FORFN GRZQ WKHUH VR,¶GSURSWKHEDFNGRRURIWKH EXLOGLQJ RSHQDQGZDWFK WKe
time clock for one hour and then go back upstairs.
[Laughter]
*/ $QGWKDW¶V ZKHQ ,NQHZ WKDW²that parents were not²sort of justice was a relative concept.
%HFDXVH VKH¶G VD\\RX KDYHQ¶W EHHQ RXWVLGH ORQJ HQRXJK JREDFNRXWVLGH
OL: Wow.
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*/ $QGZH¶GKDYH WKLV ILJKW DERXW ,¶YHEHHQ RXWVLGH IRUDQ KRXU DQGVKH¶G VD\,GRQ¶W FDUH go
back outside.
OL: So, that tells me a little bit about my next question. I was going to ask what you were like as
a boy? It sounds like you were intellectually curious, I mean that you actually went to the teacher
and said write out the whole alphabet for me.
GL: And ,GRQ¶WNQRZ ZKHUH WKDW FDPH IURP H[DFWO\ ,PHDQ P\ PRWKHU ZDVQ¶W DELJ UHDGHUEXW
she placed a lot of value on it. And somehow that just got transmitted. And I think also she
SULRULWL]HG LW EHFDXVH\RX NQRZ ZHZHUH JURZLQJ XSLQ DKRXVHKROG WKDW GLGQ¶W have a lot of
money. And there was always a debate about what toys to get and things like that. But whatever
ERRNZHZDQWHG ZRXOG EHERXJKW LPPHGLDWHO\ 7KDW ZDVQ¶W DGHEDWH
OL: Interesting.
GL: There was a debate about sneakers, toys, other kinds of things. But books were never a
debate for her.
2/ <RXPHQWLRQHG \RXU PRP¶V ZRUNHWKLF :KDWRWKHU FXOWXUDO LQIOXHQFHV GR\RX UHFDOO LQ WKH
house growing up. Whether religious or musical.
*/ :HZHUHQ¶W ELJ FKXUFKJRHUV WKRXJK LW ZDVDSDUWRIRXU XSEUinging. My father, my
grandfather sorry, was a bit of a self-described preacher. Very strict, the kind of man that would
have a jacket and tie on in his own house.
2/ :RZWKDW¶V--.
[Laughter]
GL: And expected discipline and order. And so my mother in some ways left that environment
to just get away from that but I think a lot of those values, the kind of, respectfulness and not
talking back to elders and this came from her father, my grandfather. Musically, I remember a lot
9

Interviewer: Dr. Oneka LaBennett
Interviewee: Glenn Ligon
Date: November 8, 2008
of, not jazz records, mostly gospel and soul singers. A lot of Ray Charles. Though I had younger,
relatives, like one my Aunt Rose, who was maybe 10 years younger than my mother but they
were good friends and I remember seeing pictures of my Aunt Rose with James Brown,
backstage at the Apollo. So there was that influence too. The younger hip relatives.
OL: What was it like going to school at Walden and leaving The Bronx and going to a different
neighborhood than--? What were the kids like there?
GL: Walden was a very, it was a strange school in that it was very, very liberal. It was
founded², WKLQN LQ WKH HDUO\ µVHDUO\ µV,WKLQN 9HU\ LQWHUHVWHG LQ NLQG RI DOWHUQDWLYH
theories of education. You could go from 1 st grade to 12th grade which is what I did. So a lot of
the people that I met in 1st grade I graduated with, which is kind of amazing. The school is very
VPDOO 7KHUH ZHUHSHRSOH LQ P\ JUDGXDWLQJ FODVV ZKLFK LV WKH PRVW WKH\¶G HYHUKDG,WZDVRQ
the corner of 80th Street and Central Park West and so a lot of the kids that were there were from
middle and upper middle class families. So I went to school with the children of movie stars,
0DWWKHZ %URGHULFN ZKRVH IDWKHU ZDVRQ79DQG KHEHFDPHDPRYLH VWDU7RQL 0RUULVRQ¶V VRQV
went there and who else? Barbara Streisand daXJKWHU DQG*HQH :LOGHU¶V GDXJKWHU 6RWKHUH¶V
that, so you can image parent teacher conferences in that school when Billy D. Williams would
be sitting--.
[Laughter]
GL: And then the very, very strong involvement in the civil rights movement. But, but in terms
of class there were very few people from lower class families in the school and the percentage
was, maybe the school was 4 or 5% Black students. Higher percentage in the upper grades, but
for the lower grades, very small percentage. And we also had this hour, hour and a half commute
from The Bronx each way. So it was a bit difficult. And I remember talking to my brother about
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it and he²I was saying how my mom, because she at the time²we first started school was
working at the Natural History Museum and she would drop us off and pick us up. And he said
QRWKDW GLGQ¶W KDSSHQ²DQG KHVDLG QRWKDW GLGQ¶W KDSSHQ DQG,DVNHGKLP ZHOO KRZ GLGZHJHW
to school? He was like well, we took the subway. But I have no memory of that. And so 7²he
was a year older so you know, I was 7, he was 8 and we were on the subway by ourselves, that
ZDVWKHRQO\ ZD\ WRGRLW ,W¶VDPD]LQJ EHFDXVH,FDQ¶W LPDJLQH VHQGLQJ VRPH \HDUROG DQKRur
DQGKDOI E\WKHPVHOYHV QRZ EXW\RX FDQLPDJLQH WKDW ZH¶UHWDONLQJ ¶LQ 1HZYork
City. A little deep.
OL: What was²did you mother worry about the 2 of you like playing hooky or not going to
school, I mean were you the kind of boys who just did what she said²you got on the train you
went to school, you came back home.
GL: We werHSUHWW\ GLVFLSOLQHG \RX NQRZ,GRQ¶WWKLQN VKH HYHUZRUULHG DERXW XV,PHDQ DOVR
she though we were going to school together, which we did for a year or 2, and then I decided
WKDW ,GLGQ¶W ZDQW WREHP\ EURWKHU¶V²EH LQ P\ EURWKHU¶V VKDGRZ VRZHZRXOG leave the house
together and get to the bus stop together, but somehow we would end up on a different bus or
different subway, so we would arrive 5 minutes apart.
OL: Really?
*/ $QGLW¶V MXVW WKLV ZD\ RIPH PDLQWDLQLQJ DFHUWDLQ LQGHSHQGHQFH IURP P\ EURther, not being
LQ P\ EURWKHU¶V VKDGRZ %XW P\ PRWKHU QHYHU NQHZ DQ\WKLQJ DERXWWKDW
2/ 7KDW¶V UHDOO\ LQWHUHVWLQJ
GL: So we knew enough to hide that fact²ZH GLGLW EXW ZHGLGQ¶W WHOO KHUWKDW ZHGLG
OL: Were you and your brother both good students?
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*/ 0\EURWKHU ZDVFDSDEOH EXWOD]\ 6RKHMXVW ZRXOGQ¶W GRKLV ZRUNHYHQ WKRXJK KH FRXOG GR
LW KHMXVW GLGQ¶W GRLW $QG ,ZDVWKH NLQG RIGLG HYHU\WKLQJ RQWLPH KDQGHG LQ
OL: How did the Civil Rights Movement figure into your, your education at that time? Did you
think about what was going on with the movement, as you were going to school and taking your
classes, was it something conscious?
GL: Well it was very conscious because the school was so involved in it. Andrew Goodman of
Goodman, Chaney, and Schwerner, the civil rights workers that were killed--. Andrew Goodman
went to my high school and when the high school²when Walden built a new building it was
named after him. So there was this, every year there was a memorial service for Andrew
GoodPDQ DQG,UHPHPEHU KLV PRWKHU FRPLQJ WRVSHDNDQG VRWKHUH¶V DKXJH LQYROYHPHQW DQG
awareness of the Civil Rights Movement. But also because half the, half the teachers in the
school were old lefties so the emphasis in our history classes was on, you know, that kind of
history--. You know history of labor movements and so it was very much part of my education. I
mean I suppose Black students in that school were a bit of a experiment in some ways because
they were--. Generally the ones that were there were generally from working class families and
going to the school on 88th Street and Central Park West with the children of very wealthy
people. So there was tension in the school but not², ZRXOGQ¶W VRUDFLDO WHQVLRQ EXWPRUH FODVV
tensions, you know, more kind of like, okay you come late every day but you live around the
corner in a penthouse, you know? And I get up at 5:30 in the morning and I get here on time, you
know and so one was aware of those kinds of disparities, very early on. But it was a great school,
a really great environment.
OL: Did you feel like a part of the neighborhood life in The Bronx when you were a kid?
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GL: No, I think I felt because of the sort of²because of the long commute to the school and the
amount of time I spent at that school, I felt kind of disconnected from the neighborhood in some
ways. My brother less though, my brother²EXW DOVR P\ EURWKHU¶V PXFK PRUHVRFLDO WKDQ ,DP
so he was happy to be outside and I just, I wanted to stay inside and read a book. So it became
more and mRUH SURQRXQFHG WKH ROGHU ,JRW DQGWKHPRUH LQGHSHQGHQW ,JRWEHFDXVH ,FRXOGQ¶W
actually stay out longer. And so my social life became sort of centered on Manhattan and less on
The Bronx. But I had cousins who lived in the neighborhood we lived in, so I rHPHPEHU ZH¶GJR
over to their house to play which was maybe 5 or 6 blocks away. They lived on Stephens Avenue
which was about 6 blocks from 165th 6WUHHWDQG7ULQLW\ VREHWZHHQ WKHP WKDW¶V KRZ,NHSWLQ
touch with the neighborhood, their friends but, but in some ways there was still this kind of
distance.
2/ 7KLV ZDV\RXU PRWKHU¶V VLVWHUV"
GL: This was my²ZKR ZDVWKLV" 1RWKLV ZDVP\ JUDQGIDWKHU¶V VLVWHU¶V FKLOGUHQ¶V FKLOGUHQ
[Laughter]
GL: Something like that yes, yes. But they were cousins who were my age. And also we had²
because most of my family moved to Washington, we had a lot of cousins down there too. So we
also had some cousins that lived in the Northeast Bronx and so on the weekends, it was sort of
like going to the suburbs. They lived in DKRXVH LQ WKH:DNHILHOG VHFWLRQ RI7KH %URQ[ VRWKDW¶V
2²they lived on 219th Street and Paulding Avenue. But it was really²they had a dog and a back
yard. You know it was like going to a whole different experience.
OL: I want to ask you about your teenage years and whether you thought of yourself as
becoming a²when did you first think of yourself as an artist? Is it something that you always
did or did you think you were going to grow up to be something entirely different?
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GL: Well, I think I never really thought of myself as becoming an artist because there was no
role model for that. Nobody in my family had ever, had ever been an artist. In fact, my mother
VDLG WKHRQO\ DUWLVWV VKH¶G HYHUKHDUG RIZHUHGHDG%\ WKLV VKH PHDQW 3LFDVVR \RX NQRZ--. And
yoX NQRZ VRLW MXVW ZDVQ¶W DSUDFWLFDO RSWLRQ $QGVR,VRUWRIFKDQQHOHG P\ DUWLVWLF DELOLW\ DQG,
think I did have an artistic abilities that sort of manifested themselves fairly young. But I
channeled them eventually into architecture. So when I graduated from high school I thought I
wanted to be an architect. But all during elementary school and high school, I took art classes,
P\ PRWKHU SDLGFODVVHV SRWWHU\ FODVVHV DQGGUDZLQJ FODVVHV RXWVLGH RIVFKRRO 6RZH¶GJRWR
after school programs. I was in a course at the Metropolitan Museum I think when I was about
13 or 14, after school classes. Drawing classes at the Met and I still have some of the journals
IURP WKDW LW¶V DPD]LQJ WRPH EHFDXVHWKH\¶UH EDVLFDOO\²what I would do is draw paintings. And
looking DWWKHP WKH\¶UH DOO WKHSODFHV WKDW ,KDGQHYHU EHHQ ,ZDVGUDZLQJ IURP WKH SDLQWLQJV
All these landscapes and--.
2/ <RXPHDQ \RX ZRXOG UHSURGXFH RWKHU SHRSOH¶V SDLQWLQJV"
GL: Exactly. So ironically, you know, so much of my practice now is about quotation, but I
think it started very early on.
2/ 7KDW¶V LQWHUHVWLQJ
GL: Literally draw Matisses and draw--.
2/ 7KDW¶V UHDOO\ LQWHUHVWLQJ WKDW \RX ZHUHGRLQJ WKDW DWWKH0HW
GL: Right, exactly, exactly.
OL: And what about your early²when you were a child were you drawing and sketching or²
you said you were taking the pottery classes?
GL: Probably drawing and sketching. One year I made Christmas cards for all of my relatives in
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Washington. And my uncle said something like, to my mother, the boy needs to get outside
more.
[Laughter]
GL: Which is probably true. But somehow, the sort of artistic activity was suspect. It was just
not something--.
OL: Oh, how nice--.
*/ 1RLW¶V NLQG RI OLNH KHQHHGVWRGRPRUH PDOH WKLQJV 1RWVLW LQ KLV URRP DQGPDNe
Christmas cards for everybody. So it was very funny, kind of--. But yes, that was always there
and I think my brother drew too but he was sort of more²in some ways more conventional,
more interested in sports and we were both big readers. But I think he sort of turned out to be
more guy, guy than I did.
OL: So you said when you were graduating high school you thought you were going to become
an architect? How did that sort of²KRZ GLG\RX GHFLGH WKDW WKDW ZDVQ¶W JRLQJ WREHWKHWKLQJ
Was it when you were in college at Wesleyan or--?
GL: Right, now well²when I got to college at Wesleyan all the²there was an architecture
major but the prerequisites were all these advanced chemistry and physics, calculus courses and
so I enrolled in some of those and I²aftHU DERXW DZHHN,UHDOL]HG OLNH ,FDQ¶W GRWKLV ,W¶V
LPSRVVLEOH ,¶P JRLQJ WRIOXQN WKH ,QWUR WR&DOFXOXV $QG WKLV LV MXVW RQHRIWKH PDQ\ YHU\ KDrd
PDWK FODVVHV ,¶P JRLQJ WRKDYH WRWDNHVRVR,ZDVDOUHDG\ LQ $UW+LVWRU\ DQG VWXGLR DUWFODVVHV
so I MXVW WKRXJKW ZHOO ,¶OO MXVW GRWKRVH DQGJHWDGHJUHH LQ VWXGLR DUWDQGWKHQ GHFLGH DERXW
DUFKLWHFWXUH DQGLW MXVW QHYHU KDSSHQHG %DVLFDOO\ ,MXVW GHFLGHG,¶P QRW DQDUFKLWHFW ,QWHUHVWHG LQ
it²actually more interested in how people live in buildings then building them I think. And at
some point you know, I just kept making artworks after I graduated from school and at some
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point I got a grant. I think this was in maybe 1989, I got a National Endowment for the Arts grant
for drawing and when the check arrived, I sort of said to myself, I must be an artist. But I had
graduated from college 10 years before. So it really was that moment when I decided like, I
JXHVV ,¶P DQDUWLVW QRZVRPHERG\ JDYH PH VRPH PRQH\ $QG LW¶V IXQQ\ KRZWKDW \RX NQRZ
sort of exterior, kind of, approval kind of made me decide what I was already doing was
legitimate.
OL: Was it²were you choosing between other schools when you went on to that track to how
you decided to go to Wesleyan? And is that where your mom wanted you to go²was that
something--?
GL: No, I wanted², NQHZ ,GLGQ¶W ZDQW WRVWD\ LQ 1HZ<RUN,ZDQWHG WRJRVRPHZKHUH $QG
because my²Walden, the school I went to²for my entire 12 years of undergrad, not undergrad
what do you call it?
OL: Elementary--.
GL: Elementary and high school was such a small school I thought I wanted to go to a small
school. But I applied to maybe 4 or 5 other schools and got into all of them. And so it was a very
hard choice. Because Wesleyan was not²objectively not on the top of that list you know? Why
go to Wesleyan when you can go to Yale? So when I decided to go to Wesleyan just thought I
was insane. But I somehow knew that that was the right thing for me. I think I knew that because
probably I knew I wanted to be an artist even though I waVQ¶W DOORZLQJ P\VHOI WRGRWKDW $QG,
sort of felt like, if I went to some big school that had a very small art department that I would just
EHGLYHUWHG 7KDW LW MXVW ZRXOGQ¶W KDSSHQ DQGVRLW VRUWRI²I think I knew subliminally that
Wesleyan was a better choice for me. Also because it was small, it was like my high school and I
sort of felt like I knew what my high school was about²I knew how to negotiate that kind of
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space. And Wesleyan seemed like a parallel to it. And a lot of people in my graduating class
either went to Wesleyan or they went to Oberlin which felt like Wesleyan--.
OL: How about your brother? Did he go to college?
GL: He went to many colleges. He went to BU and BC, I mean he just kind of. He was again,
bad student, and then eventually he turned around. He kind of figured it out. But he just was not
interested in grades and so I think in Boston College, one semester he passed bowling. That was
LW 7KHQ KHPRYHG RQWRVRPH RWKHU VFKRRO ,PHDQ LW¶V IXQQ\ WKDW KHZRXOG SDVVERZOLQJ DQG
still be able to talk his way into Boston University after that so²he had²I think people saw the
SRWHQWLDO WKHUH EXWLW MXVW LW WRRNKLP VHYHUDO \HDUV WRILJXUH RXWOLNH ,¶P MXVW ZDVWLQJ P\ WLPH ,
should either be in school or not be in school so--.
OL: What did your mom think that you chose Wesleyan and started taking all these art classes? I
WKLQN LQ WKH HQG\RX NQRZ VKH¶V MXVW KDSS\ ,ZDVLQ FROOHJH :KDWHYHU FROOHJH WKDW ZDV$QG ,
sort of hid being an artist from her too. Like I was taking art classes but, you know, I was still,
thinking I was going to be an architecture major. When I got out of school I started working for a
law firm, proofreading in the middle of the night. But the firm used their proofreaders basically
as, as like mini- lawyers, so they would send you to, put you on a plane and send you to Los
Angeles to file documents with the court or something. So it all seemed like very real and
glamorous.
OL: Right, so you were doing legitimate work?
GL: I was doing legitimate work and I coXOG VRUWRI XVHWKDW OLNH ,¶P GRLQJ WKLV DQGQRZ
WKH\¶UH JRLQJ WRVHQG PHKHUH DQGWKHUH $QGVR,FRXOG VRUWRIXVHWKH ODZ ILUP DVDFRYHUIRr
this other activity that was very you know²ZKDW ZDVEHLQJ DQDUWLVW" ,WMXVW GLGQ¶W PDNH DQ\
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sense. So I coulG XVH WKHODZ ILUP DVP\ P\ ZLJ VRWRVSHDN/LNH KHUH¶V P\ OHJLWLPDWH DFWLYLW\
And then, so I just sort of did that.
2/ 6LQFH ,¶P DQ DQWKURSRORJLVW ,IHHO ,GRQ¶W KDYH WKHODQJXDJH WRDVN\RX WKHTXHVWLRQV DERut
\RXU ZRUNVR,¶P JRLQJ WRDVNWKHP IUom my own perspective. When I happened upon the two
installations of yours at the Met, earlier this week, I noticed that in the description of one of
them, it said that you had been influenced by Ralph Ellison, and James Baldwin, and
>LQDXGLEOH@ ,¶GOLNH for you to talk about how what you read figures into your art. Like those
authors, but then also how your personal identity is reflected in the work.
GL: Well, I started doing paintings, paintings and installations with quotations in them I think in
the HDUO\ µV$QG LW ZDVDZD\IRU PHWRJHW DZD\IURP GRLQJ DEVWUDFW SDLQWLQJ $QG ,PHDQ LQ
VRPH ZD\V ,IHHO OLNH DOO WKH VRUWRIELJ EUHDNV,¶YH PDGH LQ P\ SDLQWLQJ SUDFWLFH RUP\ DUWLVWLF
career have come about from really simple minded things. Like yRX¶UH UHDGLQJ DOO WKLV IDQWDVWLF
material, reading these Baldwin essays, reading novels by Hurston and you think how do you get
WKHVH LGHDV LQWR DEVWUDFWSDLQWLQJ" $QG ,UHDOL]HG \RX FDQ¶W 2U,FRXOGQ¶W ILJXUH RXW KRZWRGR
that, so I though well how do ,XVHWKHVH LGHDV" $QG,WKRXJKW ZHOO ZK\ GRQ¶W,MXVW TXRWH IURP
WKH WKLQJV ,¶P UHDGLQJ DQGPDNH WKDW WKHZRUN"$QG LW VHHPV YHU\ VLPSOH PLQGHG ZKHQ ,VD\LW-.
2/ ,GRQ¶W WKLQN WKDW VRXQGV VLPSOH PLQGHG DWDOO
GL: It was a huge break for me. I mean there are lots of people who, you know Jasper Johns, for
RQHZKR¶V DELJ KHURXVLQJ WH[W LQ WKHLU DUWZRUNV \RX NQRZWKHUH ZDVSUHFHGHQW IRU LW EXW,
WKLQN ZKDW ZDVLQWHUHVWLQJ IRU PH ZDVWKDW NLQG RIFRQWHQW KDGQ¶W², KDGQ¶W VHHQWKDW NLQG RI
content LQ WKHVSDFHRIFRQWHPSRUDU\ DUWEHIRUH ,KDGQ¶W VHHQ%DOGZLQ TXRWHGRU,KDGQ¶W VHHQ
Hurston. And so that kind of insertion of that material, into these gallery and museum spaces
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became really important to me. And which is not to say that I only quoted African American
DXWKRUV 7KHUH¶V ZRUNXVLQJ :DOW :KLWPDQ 0DU\ 6KHOOH\ -RKQ -HQH 6REXWLW ZDVUHDOO\ VRUW
of a big break for me to start, sort of, inserting the text directly, making the text the paintings.
Rather than trying to figure out how to get the content of the text into the paintings.
OL: Is that what you were working on when you got that first NEH grant?
*/ <HVEXWLW WRRNDORQJ WLPH WRJHW WRWKDW ,ZDVGRLQJ DEVWUDFWZRUNXSXQWLO DERXW¶RU
¶DQGWKHQ ,JRW LQWR WKH:KLWQH\ 0XVHXm independent study program, which is a studio
program in Lower Manhattan run by the Whitney Museum. And it was very anti-painting. Tiny
OLWWOH VWXGLR VR\RX FRXOGQ¶W SK\VLFDOO\ ZRUNWKHUH %XW DOVR YHU\ DQWL-painting, very Marxist,
suspicious of painting. So I was basically the only painter there. And it changed my practice
EHFDXVH LW¶V WRRKDUGWRPDNH SDLQWLQJV WKHUH EXWDOVR LW VRUWRIRSHQHG XSWKHSRVVLELOLW\ IRURWKHU
ZD\V RIPDNLQJ DUWZRUN VRWKDW¶V ZKHQ ,VWDUWHG H[SHULPHQWLQJ ZLWK XVLQJ WH[W $QG²but also a
very kind of pivotal moment for me was in those tiny little studios we had, which were shared
studios, the person that I was sharing a studio space with was doing all of these photographs
based on Charcot and these poses of hysterics from the 19 th century. And we were talking about
the reading list for the program, which was very, very long and very kind of heavy on
psychoanalytic theory, so 4 part lectures on Lecan and I was telling my studio mate it was
GLIILFXOW IRUPH EHFDXVH,UHDOO\ GLGQ¶W have any background in this kind of theory, and so it was
NLQG RI QHZIRU PH DQGVKHZDVVD\LQJ RKZHOO ,¶YH VWXGLHV WKLV EHIRUH WKLV LVHDV\ :HOO Qice
for you.
[Laughter]
*/ $QGWKHQ VKHDVNHGPHZKDW ,ZDVUHDGLQJ ,ZDVOLNH ZHOO ,¶YH EHHQUHDding these James
Baldwin essays just as a sort of palate cleanser, you know, just to get my mind off of these dense
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WKHRUHWLFDO WH[WV DQGVKHVDLG RK-DPHV %DOGZLQ ZKR¶V WKDW" $QG,UHDOL]HG RKQRW RQO\ GRHV
she²has she never read Baldwin, which is fine, ORWV RI SHRSOHKDYHQ¶W UHDG%DOGZLQ EXWVKH¶G
OLWHUDOO\ QHYHU KHDUG RIKLP EHIRUH DQG,WKRXJKW WKLV LVDSHUVRQ WKDW¶V UHDGHYHU\ REVFXUH
SV\FKRDQDO\WLF WH[W WKHUH LV DQGKDVMXVW QRWKHUH¶V WKLV ZKROH ERG\RINQRZOHGJH WKDW QHYHU
heard of²and not embarrassed to say never heard of--. And I thought well, I want to make that
part of my work, you know?
2/ 7KDW¶V DJUHDW PRPHQW ,PHDQ WHUULEOH--.
GL: Terrible but great.
2/ 7KDW¶V UHDOO\ LQWHUHVWLQJ 6RDVLGH IURP ZKDW \RX ZHUHUHDGLQJ ,ZDVORRNLQJ at The
Runaways 1993 installation at the Met and I thought it was so interesting that you put the
personal descriptions of you that your friends²how your friends described you in these ads for
runaway slaves and the part that I thought was the most interesting was that the descriptions of
you were contemporary descriptions and so there was a juxtaposition between a real life Black
PDQ OLYLQJ LQ WKH µVZLWK WKHVH ROGHU--. How did you come to start intertwining those aspects of
your identity into your work?
GL: Well I always felt there was, for me, a friend told me²we were doing an interview and a
IULHQG WROG PH DVZHZHUHGRLQJ DQLQWHUYLHZ KH¶VOLNH RKGLG\RX KHDU ZKDW \RX MXVW VDLG" ,¶m
like no, no, no, we were talking about something, what was it exactly? It was about a explosion
in a shipyard in San Francisco during World War II where a number of Black servicemen were
NLOOHG DQG P\ IULHQG %\URQ ZDVLQWHUYLHZLQJ PH IRUDERRNVDLG RK\RX NQRZ ,KDYHQ¶W KHDUG
about this, and he said oh this happened, did this happen in your lifetime? I was like yes, it did.
And then he realized, like, but you said it happened during World War II, and I realized there
was always for me this kind of odd sense of time. Like things that happened before I was born,
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still sHHP YHU\ SUHVHQW WRPH 7KHUH ZDVQ¶W WKLV VRUWRIFOHDU GLVWLQFWLRQ RIOLNH RKWKDW KDSSHQHG
DORQJ WLPH DJRWKDW KDVQRWKLQJ WRGRZLWK PH VR,¶YH DOZD\V KDGWKLV VRUWRIVHQVH RIWKLQJs
being much more contemporary than they actually are. And that translated into a work, and to
WKRVH UXQDZD\ SULQWV EHFDXVH ,WKRXJKW WKHUH¶V DFRQWLQXXP EHWZHHQ KRZ%ODFN SHRSOHLQ WKLV
FRXQWU\ LQ WKH VDQGQRZ $QGRQH RIWKHWKLQJV WKDW¶V LQWHUHVWLQJ WRPH LVKRZ GR\RX WDOk
about that continuum? How do you talk about slavery as an institution that is, you know, there as
WKLV VRUWRIHOHSKDQW LQ WKH URRP LWZDVWKHUH ZKHQ RXUFRQVWLWXWLRQ ZDVEHLQJ ZULWWHQ LW¶V ZKHQ
RXUODZV DUHEHLQJ IRUPHG LW¶V WKHUH LW VWUXFWXUHV KRZZHUHODWH WRHDFKRWKHU WKHQ DQGLW
strucWXUHV LQ VRPHZD\V KRZ ZHUHODWH WRHDFKRWKHU QRZ$QG VRKRZ GR\RX PDNHZRUNWKDW¶V
DERXW WKDW FRQWLQXXP 6RWKDW¶V DERXWZKDW WKRVH SULQWV ZHUH DERXWZDVWKLV MX[WDSRVLWLRQ
between very contemporary descriptions of me from my friends but in this format that looks like
a runaway slave poster. It was about these kinds of, making this kind of continuum.
OL: Sure, and also that²those runaway slave posters were so impersonal and they were
basically like a, you know, the weight the height, the measurements of the slaves, the original
ones, and these were these much more personal--. I thought about people like W.B. DuBois and
Ralph Ellison talking about sort of the humanity of Black people and trying to present them as
IXOO\ KXPDQ DQG,WKRXJKW WKDW¶V DOVR VRPHWKLQJ WKDW¶V JRLQJ RQLQ WKHQDUUDWLYHV
*/ 5LJKW $FWXDOO\ ZKDW¶V LQWHUHVWLQJ ZDVZKHQ ,ZDVZRUNLQJ RQWKHVHULHV ,GLG DORW RI
research just looking at the form of these runaway slave posters and slave narratives and one of
the things I found in the runaway slave posters was there were lots of them that were just simply
SK\VLFDO GHVFULSWLRQV DQGWKHQ YHU\ GHWDLOHG GHVFULSWLRQV RIFORWKHV WRR,¶P OLNH ZK\ ZRXOG WKH\
describe the clothes in such detail? And then I realized the clothes are propert\ WKH SHUVRQ¶V
SURSHUW\ 6RLI ,GRQ¶W JHW WKHSHUVRQ EDFNEULQJ PHEDFNWKHFORWKHV \RX NQRZ6RWKHUH ZDV
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that kind of thing, but also there were lots of them that were very much about the personality,
\RX NQRZ" +H¶VYHU\ FOHYHU--.
2/ +H¶VDEODFNVPLth.
*/ <RXNQRZ DQGKHODXJKV WKLV ZD\ DQGEHFDUHIXO KH¶V DWULFNVWHU DQG\RX NQRZ,WKRXJKW
ZHOO WKDW¶V DQLQWHUHVWLQJ NLQG RI ,WVD\V²tells you volumes about the relationship between
master and slave you know?
OL: Definitely.
GL: And the sort of intimacies that were there. And so when I asked friends--.
[END OF SIDE A; BEGIN SIDE B]
GL: And so when I asked friends to write these descriptions of me, you know, some of them
ZHUHYHU\ PXFK KH¶V ZHDULQJ WKLV KH KDVWKLV NLQG RIJODVVHV KH¶V JRWDblue shirt on and some
of them were these kind of like, you know he laughs loudly and sometimes he calls himself
mother. You know, these kind of descriptions, oh I realized oh they mirrored in some ways, the
descriptions I saw on the originals that this whole series is based on. A range of things.
OL: Were you in the Whitney, that Black man exhibit, I remember that.
*/ %ODFN PDOH \HV ULJKW LQ ¶
OL: When was the first time, I mean the NEH grant was like a pivotal moment, but when was
the first time your work was recognized and exhibited?
*/ :HOO ,WKLQN WKH PRVW LPSRUWDQW VKRZV ZHUHRQHWKDW ZDVDWWKH1<8¶V *UH\ $UW*DOOHU\
DQGLW ZDVGRQHE\7RP 6RNRORZVNL ZKR¶V EHHQGLUHFWRU RIWKDW JDOOHU\ DQG.HOO\ -RQHV ZKR¶V
an art historian at Yale I believe. And Kelly is someone that I knew because I had a residency at
WKH 6WXGLR 0XVHXP LQ +DUOHP $FXUDWRULDO UHVLGHQF\ LQWHUQVKLS ,JXHVV LQ ¶²right when I
JUDGXDWHG IURP FROOHJH 6RLW PXVW¶YH EHHQDQG.HOO\ ZDVZRUNLQJ WKHUH DWWKHWLPH DQG,
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remember going through the hallway with her and they had you know, the hallway was
decorated with things out of the collection and we walked past this portrait of, Leroy Jones and
she says oh, why do they have this picture of my father up in the hallway for? And I thought, oh
haha, your father Leroy Jones, Imamu Baraka--.
[Laughter]
GL: Oh, that is your father. So we were sort of friends from there, and then 7 years later she did
this show called, Interrogating Identity, at the Grey Art Gallery which was I think, kind of one of
the most important early shows I was in. A whole range of artists nationally and was really
looking at kind of the range of ways that people thought about Blackness, nationally and
LQWHUQDWLRQDOO\ $QG WKHQ LQ ¶,ZDVFKRVHQ²had some paintings in the Whitney Biennial and
that was a huge deal because it was you know, it sort of started everything. And sort of went on
IURP WKHUH $ORW RIJDOOHULHV WKDW VDPH \HDU RUDFWXDOO\ ULJKW EHIRUH WKDW KDGDJDOOHU\ ,ZDVQ¶W
doing anything particularly special for me²until I walked in²and suddenly I got all excited and
HYHU\WKLQJ ZDVLQ JHDUDQG\RX NQRZ WKDW¶V WKHZD\ LW ZRUNVLQ WKH DUWZRUOG
OL: You mentioned that one person who described you as having been born in a housing
project, I¶P ZRQGHULQJ KRZ \RXU LGHQWLW\ DVVRPHRQH IURP 7KH %URQ[ ILJXUHV LQWR KRZ \RX DUH
seen in the art world? And how you, how you negotiate sort of, your own identity, how you want
your work to be presented, and how people try to present it.
GL: Well, I think WKH DVVXPSWLRQ LVIRU DORW RIDUWLVWV QRZWKDW WKH\ GRQ¶WFRPH IURP ZRUNLQJ
FODVV EDFNJURXQGV %HFDXVH WKHUH¶V DORW RI²LW¶V YHU\ KDUG WREHDQDUWLVW \RX NQRZ XQOHVV \RX
have some kind of family support behind you. And I have family support in terms of emotional
VXSSRUW EXW,GLGQ¶W KDYH LW ILQDQFLDOO\ %XW ,WKLQN QRZDGD\V SHRSOH DVVXPH WKDW WKHUH¶V DVRrt of
financial cushion around working artists, because how do you live in New York City without
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WKDW" ,W¶VQH[W WRLPSRVVLEOH $QG,GRQ¶W WKLQN ,Ueally, in some ways, ever made work about my
specific upbringing, you know? Though I did make work about, generally, sort of questions of
LGHQWLW\ %XW LW¶V LQ WKLQNLQJ DERXW KRZ,ZDQW P\ ZRUNSRVLWLRQHG²LW¶V DOZD\V DKDUGTXHVWLRQ
because I feel like²I GRQ¶W HYHQ NQRZ KRZWRDQVZHU WKDW &OHDUO\ ,DPD%ODFN DUWLVW RUDP ,DQ
DUWLVW WKDW¶V %ODFN \RX NQRZ LW¶V WKH 2EDPDTXHVWLRQ 2EDPDVRUWRI VDLG,¶P DQ $IULFDQAmerican²,¶P OLNH ZHOO \HVEXW \RX¶YH FKRVHQ WRFDOO \RXUVHOI WKDW DQGWKDW¶V DOZD\V ,think
the question that looms over artists of color. Is are they artists, that just happen to be artists,
colored people, or is that identity crucial in the formation of how they think about how their
ZRUNLV SRVLWLRQHG $QG ,GRQ¶W NQRZ LI LW¶V UHDOO\ VROYDEOH IRUPH \RX NQRZ",W¶V SDUWRIZKDW
GULYHV WKH ZRUNEXWLW¶V DOVR VRPHWKLQJ WKDW LV QHYHU TXLWH UHVROYHG
2/ ,FHUWDLQO\ GRQ¶W H[SHFW \RX WRVROYH LW KHUH
[Laughter]
OL: You said that your mom passed away. Did she see your success as an artist? Did you feel
OLNH \RX ZHUHDEOH WROLNH OHW KHU NQRZQRZ WKDW \RX¶UH ILQDOO\ DQ DUWLVW EHFDXVH\RX VDLG IRr a
while you were kind of hiding it.
GL: Yes, she lived long enough to see me start showing things and²she passed away before I
was in the Whitney, so it was sort of²RU LQ ,QWHUURJDWLQJ ,GHQWLW\ LQ ¶,WKLQN ,VDLG LW ZDV6R
that was a shame. But I have, I have all these relatives in Washington and I had a show at the
+LUVKKRUQ LQ ¶DFWXDOO\ WKDW¶V WKH ILUVW WLPH WKDW WKH5XQDZD\ 3ULQWV WKDW you were talking
DERXW ZHUHVKRZQ DQG LWZDVYHU\ IXQQ\ EHFDXVH P\ UHODWLYHV ,GRQ¶W NQRZLI WKH\ JRWDQ\ RI
the work at all, but my name was on the outside of the Hirshhorn Museum. It was a huge deal. It
ZDVKXJH :KDWHYHU \RX KDGLQVLGH ZDVRND\ WKDW¶V DQRWKHU VWRU\ \RX¶UH DQDUWLVW ZHGRQ¶W JHW
DUWZHUHDOO\ GRQ¶W JHWWRPXVHXPV ZHGRQ¶W JHWLW EXW P\ QDPH ZDVRQWKHEXLOGLQJ--.
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OL: They knew that was important.
GL: Right. On the corner of 7th and Constitution, there was my name, it was amazing for them,
you know.
2/ 7KDW¶V LQFUHGLEOH
*/ ,¶GIRUJRWWHQ DERXW WKDW WKDW¶V VRUWRI IXQQ\
2/ <RXVDLG WKDW \RX ZHUHQ¶W YHU\ VRFLDO DVDFKLOG ,WKLQN RIWKHDUWZRUOG VRVRFLDO DQG,IHHl
like every time I see you, you know everyone, everyone knows you so is that something where
\RX IHHO OLNH \RX¶YH JURZQ RXW RIWKDW RUDUH\RX VWLOO OLNH WKDW ER\ZKR ZDQWV WRQRW--?
*/ ,¶P VWLOO YHU\ VK\ <RXNQRZ ,GRQ¶W OLNH SXEOLF VSHDNLQJ ,KDWH LW DFWXDOO\ ,KDWHGRLQJ
interviews. I have to drag myself to all those things that you have to go to--%HFDXVH \RX¶UH
ULJKW WKH DUWZRUOG LV LQFUHGLEO\ VRFLDO DQGKDOI WKH VKRZV WKDW ,¶YHHYHU JRWWHQ LQWR DUHMXVW
EHFDXVH ,¶P VRPHZKHUH DQG,PHHW VRPHERG\ DQGWKH\ GHFLGHRKOHW PHORRN DWKLV ZRUNDQG
put me LQ 6R,UHDOL]HG WKDW WKHUH¶V DKXJH VRFLDO FRPSRQHQW WRLW ,W¶VDOLWWOH FRWWDJH LQGXVWU\ LQ
DZD\ DQG\RX KDYH WRVKRZXSLQ RUGHUWREHLQ WKLQJV EXWLW¶V DOZD\V DVWUXJJOH IRUPH $QG
you know, in some ways, I feel like a friend of mine, a curator wKR¶V $IULFDQ $PHULFDQ ZHKDYH
this joke, we²after we go to some event in the art world, we call each other and say okay, how
many? And we do the count, which is basically how many Black people were there.
[Laughter]
*/ $QG\RX FDQ¶W LQFOXGH \RX NQRZSeople who were working at the venue. And sometimes
LW¶V EHHQ OLNH RND\PD\EH WKHUH ZHUH SHRSOHDWWKDW GLQQHU DQGWKHUH ZHUH%ODFN SHRSOH
And so--,W¶VQRWVXUSULVLQJ EXW LW¶V DOZD\V IXQQ\ WRPH EHFDXVH ,IHHO OLNH SHRSOH NQRZPH PRUH
than I²you kQRZOLNH DOO WKHVH SHRSOH FRPH XSWRPH DQGWKH\ NQRZ PH DQG,¶P OLNH KRZ
FRPH WKH\ NQRZ PH"$QG ,UHDOL]H OLNH RKEHFDXVH ,¶P LQ WKH DUWZRUOG E\%ODFN
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OL: You stand out.
*/ ,VWDQG RXWSUHWW\ HDVLO\ ZKLFK LV QRWWRVD\WKDW WKHUH DUHQ¶W WRQV DQd tons of, you know,
DUWLVWV RI FRORUEXW RIWHQ EHFDXVH\RX NQRZ DWWKLV SRLQW ,JXHVV ,¶P DPLG-FDUHHU DUWLVW DQG,¶P
LQ FROOHFWLRQV DOO RYHUWKH SODFH ,JHWLQYLWHG WRWKLQJV WKDW ,IHHO OLNH RK%ODFN SHRSOH DUHQ¶W LQ
these spaces, you know there are very few of them. And so I can look around the lobby of
0R0DWKH0XVHXP RI 0RGHUQ$UW DQG,¶P OLNH KPP RWKHU %ODFN SHRSOH KHUH<RX NQRZ"
OL: Right. Wow, amazing.
*/ $QGWKDW¶V MXVW WKH UHDOLW\ RIWKHDUWZRUOG ,PHDQ LW LV²LQ VRPHZD\V LW¶V WKLV incredibly
OLEHUDO FRQVWUXFW \RX NQRZOLNH KDUG SUHVVHGWRILQG VRPHRQH ZKRGLGQ¶W YRWHIRU 2EDPDEXW
RQWKH RWKHUKDQG LW¶V VWLOO WKH ZD\WKH SRZHUUXQV LQ WKHUH DQGWKH GHFLVLRQV WKDW DUHPDGHLW¶V
still very, in some ways very segregated.
OL: We talked about some of your literary influences, do you have artists, either contemporary
RUQRW ZKR¶YH EHHQLQIOXHQFHV" $QGPD\EH HYHQ WDON DERXW VRPH RI\RXU FRQWHPSRUDU\²some
of your peers in the art world.
GL: Well the first huge influences were all those abstract expressionist artists. Jackson Pollack,
Franz Klein²so those are the first loves. Second wave was Rauschenberg, Jasper Johns, Cy
Twombly, an artist using text. Third wave I think were artists using texts in photography. Like
Barbara Kruger and then my peers, people like Lorna Simpson, you know, or Carrie May
Weems, and should I tell this story?
OL: Yes.
[Laughter]
GL: I remember when I was in undergraduate at Wesleyan, one of my professors was Robert
2¶0HDOO\ +H¶VDKXJH 5DOSK (OOLVRQ VFKRODU, written Zorna Neal Hurston, written a lot on jazz
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WRR$QG :HVOH\DQ ZDVRQO\ PD\EH PLQXWHV DZD\ IURP <DOH DQGKHVDLG *OHQQ WKHUH¶V D
DUWLVW WKDW ,WKLQN \RX¶G UHDOO\ OLNH 5RVHPDU\ %HDUGRQ KH¶V VSHDNLQJ DW<DOH KH¶VGRLQJ D
lecture. And like you kQRZ ,¶P OLNH WLFNHWV LI \RX ZDQW WRFRPH ZLWK PH ,WZDVYHU\ QLFH RI
him to invite me, but he knew that I was interested in art and he thought this was an important
DUWLVW ,VKRXOG PHHW 6RZHJHWWRWKHOHFWXUH KDOO DW<DOH DQG,GRQ¶W UHPHPEHU ZKDW FROOHJH LW¶V
in, but in one of those big sort of chapel like kind of lecture halls. Very grand and stuff. And
WKHUH¶V DJX\ DWWKH IURQW LQ VRUWRI FRYHUDOOV \RX NQRZNLQG RIPRYLQJ SRGLXP RYHUDQG
DGMXVWLQJ WKHPLFURSKRQH DQG,¶P ZDLWLQJ IRU WKHOHFWXUH WRVWDUW DQGZH¶UHVLWWLQJ WKHUH DQGWKHQ
he starts speaking and I though oh my God, I thought that was the janitor.
OL: And that was Beardon?
GL: That was Beardon. And so really, I remember that moment very clearly because it was
almost as if Black artLVWV GLGQ¶W H[LVW IRU PH<RX NQRZLQ WKHVDPH ZD\ WKDW P\ PRWKHU WKRXJKW
RQO\ DUWLVWV WKDW VKH¶GKHDUG RIZHUHGHDG$UWLVWV H[LVWHG IRUEHEXW %ODFN DUWLVWV GLGQ¶W H[LVW IRU
PH $QGVR,FRXOGQ¶W HYHQ LPDJLQH WKDW WKHJX\ DWWKH SRGLXP ZDVWKH JX\ ZKR was going to be
speaking.
OL: Wow.
*/ <RXNQRZ DQGVRHYHU\ WLPH ,WKLQN OLNH RK,GRQ¶W ZDQW WRJRGRDOHFWXUH ,GRQ¶W ZDQW to
talk to students I remember that story and just think like, I know that times have changed but LW¶V
still important for mHWRJHW RXWWKHUH DQGMXVW EHOLNH RND\,¶P KHUH\RX NQRZ" ,W¶VSRVVLEOH
\RX NQRZ" ,¶YHGRQH LWRWKHU SHRSOH KDYH GRQHLW \RX NQRZ" 6R²but also my peer group, there
are artists like Gary Simmons and Lorna Simpson who I mentioned before. A younger group of
DUWLVWV ZKR DUHDFWXDOO\ PRUH FRQFHSWXDOO\ EDVHGOLNH 'DYLG .LQVH\ DORW RIZKRP ,¶YH PHW
WKURXJK WKHLU VKRZLQJ DWWKH 6WXGLR 0XVHXP LQ +DUOHP ,¶P DOVR RQWKHERDUGRIDQDUWVFKRRO
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named Skowhegan, which is a summer program in Maine. And a lot of those services come
WKURXJK WKHUH $QGVRWKH\ NLQG RILQVSLUH PHLQ WKDW ZKHQHYHU \RX WKLQN WKDW \RX¶YH JRW VKWick
GRZQ \RX NQRZZKDW \RX¶UH GRLQJ DQGWKHQ VRPHRQH GRHV\RXU VKWLFN EHWWHUWKDQ \RX"
[Laughter]
*/ $QGWKHQ \RX¶UH OLNH RKJRWWRFKDQJH XSDOLWWOH ELW 6RPHERG\¶V GRLQJ LW EHWWHU6RLW¶V
always interesting to kind of be in touch with younger artists and feel like I kind of²they kick
me in the butt. In a nice way.
[Break in Tape; Crosstalk]
OL: So you were talking about your contemporaries. I was going to ask you a bit about what
your process²you were also talking about kind of, staying on your toes and keeping--. I was
going to ask what your process is like now? Are you in a place in your life where you have space
to work now and are yoX GLVFLSOLQHG DERXWLW" 'R\RX JHW XSDQGVD\,¶P JRLQJ WRZRUNIRU WKLV
PDQ\ KRXUV" :KDW¶V \RXU DUWLVWLF SURFHVVOLNH"
GL: Well, I have a space²I live in Lower Manhattan in Chinatown. I have a space in, just
maybe the edge of Park Slope in scary Brooklyn.
OL: Dark Slope.
*/ 'DUN6ORSH6R,XVHGWREHPRUH NLQG RIWRDUWLVW *HWXSJRWRWKH VWXGLR ,¶GWUHDWLW
OLNH DMRE%XW LQ WKH ODVW FRXSOH RI\HDUV ,¶YH GRQHPRUH DQGPRUH ZRUNWKDW¶V UHTXLUHG
fabricators. So I started working in neon. My last show was in a gallery in Paris and it was all
installation work. They built a cobblestone street for me in the basement of the gallery, there was
a neon piece. And so it requires a different kind of studio practice. You have to go places, and go
check RQWKLQJV \RX¶UH RQWKH SKRQH RU\RXU WU\LQJ ILQG ILQG VXSSOLHV DQGPDWHULDOV $QGVRLW¶V
become less about²LW¶V VWLOO WREXW LW¶V VRUWRI WRDWP\ GHVNDWKRPH VRPHWLPHV $VPXFK
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DVLW LV WRLQ WKHVWXGLR $QGVRWKDW¶V NLQG RI²WKDW¶V EHHQ LQWHUHVWLQJ EHFDXVH ,¶YHKDG WR
DGMXVW ZRUNLQJ $QG,WKLQN ,¶P PRVW FRPIRUWDEOH ZKHQ ,¶P MXVW²ZKHQ LW¶V MXVW PH E\P\VHOI
making something. And²EXW RYHUWKH SDVWFRXSOH RI \HDUV,¶YH KDGWRFROODERUDWH PRUH MXVW WR
JHW WKHZRUNGRQHDQGVRLW¶V VRUWRIchanged my practice a bit. But I think sometimes I go back
to²RND\ ,¶P MXVW JRLQJ WRPDNH²IRU WKH QH[W PRQWK ,¶P MXVW JRLQJ WRJRWRWKHVWXGLR ,¶P
JRLQJ WRPDNH GUDZLQJV <RX NQRZ,GRQ¶W QHHGDQ\RQH HOVH ,GRQ¶W²,¶P MXVW JRLQJ WRJRWR
the studio and PDNHGUDZLQJV %XW ,¶YH KDGVWXGLRV DOO RYHUWKH SODFH<RX NQRZP\ ILUVW VWXGLR
was in my house basically. I had an apartment that I was subletting and one wall of my bedroom
was the studio, you know? And as the work²you know and when I got a gallery, or as the work
EHFDPH NQRZQ PRUH ,FRXOG VWDUW WRDIIRUG WRUHQW VWXGLR VSDFHWKDW¶V VHSDUDWHIURP ZKHUH ,OLved
and²but the studio I have now is sort of a big proper studio.
2/ <RX¶YH H[SHULHQFHG VRPXFK VXFFHVV GR\RX VWLOO SLQFK \RXUVHOI" ,PHDQ HVSHFLally since
\RX GRQ¶W WKLQN RI\RXUVHOI DVEHFRPLQJ DQDUWLVW²\RX GLGQ¶W FRQFHLYH RI WKDW EHLQJ VRPHWKLQJ
WKDW \RX¶G PDNH DOLYLQJ²EXW \RX¶YH GRQH WKDW
*/ <HVEXW,WKLQN ,¶YH GRQHWKDW EHFDXVH ,KDYHQ¶W IRFXVHG RQGRLQJ LW6RLW VRUWRI IHHOV
like²I know that I work very hard for things, but I also on some level, they just happen you
know? So for instance the first time I was in the Whitney Biennial, the curator that year was Lisa
3KLOOLSV ZKR¶V QRZ WKHGLUHFWRU RI7KH 1HZ0XVHXP DQG ,DVNHGKHU²she did a studio visit and
VKH¶V OLNH RND\\RX¶UH LQ <RX NQRZ" $QG,DVNHGKHURKZKHUH GLG \RX VHHWKH ZRUNILUVW" $Qd
she said oh, I saw the work at this little show you did at a space called Locha, which is in
'RZQWRZQ %URRNO\Q DQGLW¶V VRIXQQ\ WRPH EHFDXVHWKDW VKRZ ZDVFXUDWHG E\DQDUWLVW ZKR¶V D
IULHQG 3DXO 5DPLUH] -RQDVDQG ,ZDVQ¶W HYHQ WKHPDLQ DWWUDFWLRQ ,ZDVLQ WKHOLWWOH URRP LQ WKH
EDFN\RX NQRZ" %XW ,¶GVKRZQ VRPHSDLQWLQJV WKDW ZHUHYHU\ EDVHGRQ=RUQD 1HDO+XUVWRQ
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writings and the gallery space was underneath a theater space and in the theater was a play by
WKHQ WKH\¶UH MXVW VWDUWLQJ RXWSOD\ZULJKW QDPHG 6XVDQ /RUL 3DUNVZKRZHQW RQWRZLQ D
MacArthur and everything else you can win. And so I became friends with her because I would
go up and see the play and then I met her. And then while my show was up and while her play
was running, this theater director came to see her play and that was George Wolf and so George
Wolf, you know came a little early and went into my little room at the back and saw these
paintings by²you know with Zorna Neal Hurston text and it was just at the moment when he
ZDVDGDSWLQJ =RUQD 1HDO+XUVWRQ¶V VKRUW VWRULHV IRU DSOD\ WKDW ZDVJRLQJ WREHDWWKH 3XEOLF
Theater. So he bought one of the paintings. And then, I was at a going away party for Kelly
Jones, this curator that I knew from the Studio Museum and it was at this art writers house in
Brooklyn. And I always liked his writing, he wrote for Art News and Art America, I thought he
was a really good writer and he asked me what I was working on and I said oh well I have this
OLWWOH VKRZ LQ 'RZQWRZQ %URRNO\Q DQG\RX NQRZ ,GRQ¶W H[SHFW DQ\RQH WRJREXWLI \RX¶UH
down there--:HOO QRQR,¶OO GHILQLWHO\ JR$QG WKHQ DZHHNODWHU ,¶P UHDGLQJ WKH1HZ<RUN
Times and this guy, his picture is on the front, new curator of the Museum of Modern Art,
Robert Store.
[Laughter]
*/ $QGVR,¶P DVNLQJ /LVD 3KLOOLSV ZKHUH VKHILUVW VDZP\ ZRUNVKH VDZVRKWKDW VKRZ WKDW
you did at Locha. I thought it is so amazing to me that thH VKRZ WKDW ,WKRXJKW QRERG\¶V JRLQJ WR
see this show²VR PDQ\ WKLQJV KDSSHQHG IURP WKDW %XW WKH\ MXVW KDSSHQHG \RX NQRZ LW¶V OLNH ,
GLGQ¶W FDOO DQ\RQH WRFRPH VHHLW ,GLGQ¶W²you know I was just kind of like stuff just happens
with²the lesson there was OLNH DOZD\V KDYH \RXU EHVWZRUN&DQ¶WGRKDOI WKLQJV %HFDXVH \RX
never know. But it is², VWLOO KDYH WKHVH PRPHQWV ZKHUH ,¶P NLQG RIDPD]HG /LNH ,ZDVZDONLQJ
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through the Museum of Modern Art and they had re-hung their permanent collection and there
waVDGUDZLQJ RI PLQH WKDW ZDVXSDQG,WKRXJKW RKLW¶V QH[W WR-DVSHU-RKQV DQGWKDW¶V DPD]LQJ
<RX NQRZ"7KDW¶V NLQG RIDPD]LQJ
2/ ,W¶VUHDOO\ VRPHWKLQJ 7KDW¶V LQFUHGLEOH ,XVXDOO\ HQGLQWHUYLHZV E\DVNLQJ SHRSOH P\ ODst
question and then asking them²\RX NQRZWHOO PHDQ\WKLQJ HOVH WKDW WKH\ KDYHQ¶W KDGDFKDQFH
to say and my last question is usually a question about how²what you think of The Bronx today
as opposed to when you were growing up and how The Bronx figures in your life, if at all,
because yRX¶UH QRW OLYLQJ LQ 7KH %URQ[ DQ\PRUH 6RWHOO PH ZKDW \RX WKLQN RI7KH %URQ[ WRGD\
as compared to when you were growing up? What The Bronx means to you, how it figures into
your life and do you have relatives here, do you still come to The Bronx?
GL: Well, I have, I have funny memories of The Bronx because when I was living in the first
houses the church that we went to was²it was on 169th 6WUHHW,GRQ¶WUHPHPEHU WKH H[DFW
corner. But we used to go there²my mother started going there and it was in the miG µVDQGVR
over the next 10 years I basically watched everything around that church burn down. And then
ZHPRYHG RXW RIWKH QHLJKERUKRRG LQ ¶¶P\ PRWKHU ZRXOG VWLOO VRPHWLPHV JRWRFKXUFK
services there because she knew a lot of the congregation. But we started going to another church
in the Northeast Bronx but I would go and visit relatives that still lived around there and at a
FHUWDLQ PRPHQW PD\EH LQ WKH ODWH µVPD\EH LQ WKHHDUO\ µVWKH\ VWDUWHG UHEXLOGLQJ LQ WKat
neighborhood and now that church is surrounded by townhouses with white picket fences and so
P\ LGHD RI7KH %URQ[ LV VRUWRIOLNH WKDW ,Q VRPH ZD\VLW¶V IL[HG LQ WKLV PRPHQW RIWUDXPD \ou
know, because I lived through the burning of The Bronx, you know? And in some ways because
,ZHQW DZD\ WRVFKRRO HYHQ ZKHQ ,ZDVLQ HOHPHQWDU\ VFKRRO LW¶V VRUWRI OLNH ,ZHQW DZD\ WR
school because going from The Bronx to Manhattan was like going to another city in certain
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ways. So there was a certain kind of distance I had from The Bronx but I still have relatives here.
:KHQ ,VHHWKHP LW¶V PRVWO\ LQ VRPHZD\V RXW RIWRZQ )DPLO\ UHXQLRQV LQ RWKHU FLWLHV WKLQJV
like that. So I have a bit of a distant relationship to The Bronx and a bit of nostalgic relationship I
think because of that, yoX NQRZ" :KHQ ,ZDVFRPLQJ KHUH WRGRWKLV LQWHUYLHZ ,¶GIRUJRWWHQ WKDW
WKH 'WUDLQ VWRSVRQWKH *UDQG &RQFRXUVH DQG VR,¶P ZDONLQJ GRZQ WKH KLOO DQGWKLQNLQJ OLNH
oh, I used to do this when I was a kid. Like this was a big outing to come to Fordham Road and
JRWRWKH VWRUHV$QG VR,ZDVYHU\ QRVWDOJLF DERXWLW EXW ,MXVW WKRXJKW EXWWKDW¶V NLQG RI QRWPy
OLIH DQ\PRUH \RX NQRZ" %XW LW ZDVLQWHUHVWLQJ WRNLQG RI IHHO DELW RIZKDW ,PXVW¶YH IHOW Oike
when I was a kid, you know? Like it was still kind of exciting in certain ways. Like the kind of,
\RX NQRZ LW¶V GLIIHUHQW WKDQ %URRNO\Q <RX NQRZLW¶V OLNH )XOWRQ 6WUHHWDQG)RUGKDP 5RDG
DUHQ¶W WKH VDPH $QGLW¶V KDUGWRH[SODLQ ZKDW WKDW GLIIHUHQFH LVEXW WKH\ GRQ¶WIHHO WKH VDPH DQG
so when I was just wDONLQJ KHUHWRGD\ ,ZDVMXVW OLNH RK,PLVV WKLV VRPHKRZ LW¶V \RX NQRZ
OL: Yes, it feels a lot like--more like old New York than other parts of New York today. I mean
WKHUH¶V 6WDUEXFNV DQG--.
*/ $QGWKHUH¶V WKH*DSDQGDOO RI WKDW EXWVRPHKRZ \HV Lt retained something that I remember
IURP WKH µV\RX NQRZ ZKHQ ZHXVHG WRFRPH XSKHUHWRVKRSIRU P\ VFKRRO FORWKHV \RX
NQRZ 7KDW 6HDUVWKDW¶V WKHUH ZDVWKH 6HDUVZHXVHGWRJRWR\RX NQRZ"
2/ ,WVRXQGHG WRPH DORW OLNH ,GRQ¶W ZDQW WRSXWZRUGV in your mouth but when you were
WDONLQJ DERXW KRZ \RXU PRP ZDVWU\LQJ WRJHW \RX WRJRRXWVLGH DQGSOD\ DQG \RX GLGQ¶W ZDQW WR
and when you said when you were a teenager you found yourself hanging out more and more in
Manhattan. It sounded a lot like, who you were as a child and as an adolescent was sometimes in
conflict with what kids from The Bronx were supposed to do.
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*/ 5LJKW \RX¶UH ULJKW 1RWKDW¶V WUXH,PHDQ ,WKLQN ,LQ VRPH ZD\V FKDPHOHRQ OLNH DGDpted
to my environment. I remember getting on the bus on the corner of 163rd Street and Trinity to
WDNHWKHEXVWRWKHVXEZD\ WRWDNHWKH VXEZD\ WRVFKRRO DQG,¶GIRUJRWWHQ P\ EXVSDVVDQGWKH
driver just looked at me and said, oh you look like a rich kid, you know, pay me tomorrow. And I
just thoXJKW LW¶V MXVW IXQQ\ WKDW OLNH DNLG JHWWLQJ RQWKH EXVLQ WKH PLGGOH RI WKH6RXWK %URQ[
DQGWKH GULYHU ZRXOG VD\WKDW WRPH%XW ,WKLQN WKHUH PXVW¶YH EHHQVRPHWKLQJ DERXW PHWKDW ZDs,
you know, the environment that seemed important was my school. So I needed to fit in there.
$QG VR,VRUWRIOLNH SXW RQWKLV VKHOO OLNH ,¶P MXVW OLNH \RX \RX NQRZWKRXJK ,ZDVQ¶W $QG,
think in some ways that caused a kind of emotional rift, you know, between who I was most of
the day at school and what I was when I camH KRPH \RX NQRZ" $QGEXW \HVLW¶V MXVW IXQQ\ WR
me that little thing, that I remembered is so emblematic of this kind of split between my school
life and my home life.
Unidentified Person (UP): Did you dress more like the kids, like in Manhattan--?
GL: Yes, but they were hippies. You know, so there was even that was, you know like in the
µVWKHNLQG RIVW\OH RIP\ QHLJKERUKRRG ZDVQRWUHDOO\ ZKDW ,ZDVZHDULQJ <RXNQRZ VR,
was sort of halfway in between like²P\ PRWKHU ZRXOG DOZD\V VD\,FDQ¶W EHOLHve, you know
\RX¶G JRRXW RIWKH KRXVH OLNH WKDW \RX NQRZ OLNH--? And what she meant was like you know,
you dress like a white guy, you know? You look like a white hippie guy.
OL: The rich kids dressed poor and the poor kids tried to look rich.
GL: ExDFWO\ H[DFWO\ %XW ,ZDVQHYHU FRPIRUWDEOH NLQG RIOLNH µVIDVKLRQV GLGQ¶W UHDOO\ ZRUN
for me.
83 7KH\ GLGQ¶W ZRUNIRU DQ\ERG\
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GL: Exactly, exactly. So I had to sort of²but also you know, you had to dress, coming home to
a rough neighborhood so you sort of²maybe it was sort of like, I could adjust my attitude, even
though I dressed, like you know, oh you look like a rich kid, I could somehow like blend in.
2/ :HOO \RX NQHZ ZKHUH \RX ZHUHJRLQJ DQG\RX ZHUHQ¶W ORVW RU--.
GL: Right, right, right, right, right.
2/ :HOO LV WKHUH DQ\WKLQJ HOVH\RX ZDQW WRWDON DERXW WKDW ZHKDYHQ¶W WDONHG DERXW"
*/ ,FDQ¶W WKLQN RILW ,PHDQ WKH RQO\ WKLQJ PD\EH LV MXVW ZKHQ ZKHQ ZH²LQ ¶¶ZH
PRYHG WRWKH 1RUWKHDVW %URQ[ DQGWKDW¶V VXFK DGLIIHUHQW YHUVLRQ of The Bronx, it was really
suburban. I mean we talked about this a little bit. But I sort of relaxed when I got there.
OL: And what facilitated that move? Why did you--?
*/ 6RFLDO ZRUN6RFLDO ZRUNHUIURP P\ PRWKHU¶V MREZULWLQJ DOHWWHU %HFDXVH LQ WKH µVWKH
project that we moved to was a very small housing project, called the Shefflin Houses. 6 stories,
maybe 12 buildings and it was integrated. It was Black families, Italian families, Jewish families,
EXWLQ WKHµVLW ZDVYHU\ GLIILFXOW IRU %ODFN IDPLOLHV WRPRYH WRDSURMHFWWKDW ZDVQ¶W SULPDULO\
already. And so my mother got a social worker on her job to write a letter basically saying you
know Mrs. Ligon has young children, you know she has to commute all the way to the Northeast
Bronx becausH VKH¶V ZRUNLQJ DW%URQ[ 3V\FKLDWULF &HQWHUOLNH LW ZRXOG EHVRPXFK HDVLHU IRU
her, you know, if she lived in a project in the Northeast Bronx, the commute would be 20
minutes instead of an hour, you know so basically the only ways we got to move was the social
ZRUNHU¶V OHWWHU %HFDXVH LW ZRXOGQ¶W KDSSHQ RQRXURZQ
2/ :RZWKDW¶V LQWHUHVWLQJ
*/ %XW LW GLGFKDQJH DORW RIWKLQJV 6RLW¶V MXVW DFDOPHU QHLJKERUKRRG \RX NQRZ &RPPXWH
longer commute, calmer neighborhood. Like it was so far away from 7KH %URQ[ LW¶V WKH QXPEHU
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5 subway line, it was a commuter stop. It was a train line that was supposed to go to Boston and
they ran out of money, so the station said to City and from City on them as if you were on a
commuter train.
2/ 2KWKDW¶V LQWHUHVWLQJ 6RDOLWWOH OLJKW ZRXOG JRRQLW¶V OLNH RKLW¶V JRLQJ WRWKH &LW\ EXW
that was our relationship to Manhattan. Manhattan was the City and you wished, wherever²
whether you lived in Brooklyn or Queens, that you were going to the City. But it was literally in
the subway station, to City and from City.
OL: So you commuted from there to Walden? And then when you went to Wesleyan did you
come home for breaks and--?
GL: Yes, I came home for breaks and you know, summer and worked summers. I worked at a
social service agency in the Upper East Side called Boice Harbor and internships. My internship
with Studio Museum was one of my summer breaks yes.
OL: Thank you so much Glenn.
GL: Oh, it was fun.
[END OF SIDE B]
[END OF INTERVIEW]
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