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New director has long loved museums
Q:
A:

What was your initial introduction to The New Children’s Museum?
I first visited the New Children’s Museum in 2008, as
an educator working with
MCASD’s Teen Art Council. We
bounced in “No Rules … Except,”
Brian Dick’s reinvention of Allan
Kaprow’s mattress room. The
space was fresh, and the founding
ideology completely innovative —
a contemporary art space designed for children, where audience members of all ages could
engage with big, bold ideas
through play.

Q:
A:

Why was working with them
in this role something that
you were interested in?
I have always been taken
with the concept and the
stunningly creative execution of
the installations at NCM, first as a
museum professional and a community member, and now as parent. The museum industry is
undergoing a pivotal transformation of internal structures and
systems that will forever, and for
the better, change the narrative(s)
around what museums are, how
they are funded and by whom, how
they function, and who they serve.
I see NCM as an organization that
has the potential to be on the
forefront of this exciting change in
the narrative of the industry.
When the opportunity to lead this
organization arose, I enthusiastically said yes.

BY LISA DEADERICK ■ PHOTO BY NANCEE E. LEWIS
Museums were a safe space for Elizabeth Yang-Hellewell as she was figuring out who she was and
wanted to be in the world she saw around her. In the years since, she’s spent a considerable amount of
time thinking about the experiences of other people who visit the museums where she’s worked. How
students, teachers, families and communities engage with their local museum spaces, and how they’re
reflected in the selection of artists and exhibitions chosen for those spaces, are questions she continues
to work toward answering. It’s also an area of focus she brings into her new role as executive director
and CEO of The New Children’s Museum in January.
“In total, I’ve spent a decade of my career at (the Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego), first in
education/curatorial and then in fundraising,” she said of her time at MCASD as chief advancement
officer, working in corporate and foundation relations, and in education programming. “Through my
various roles … I’ve had the space to develop philosophies around leadership, engagement, audience
development, partnership, community and mission-driven fundraising. I’ll be bringing my collective
experiences in these areas forward at NCM.”
Yang-Hellewell, 38, lives in Bonita with her wife and two children, and took some time to talk about
the changes museums are experiencing in light of the pandemic and the focus on social justice, the role
children’s museums can have in fostering a more equitable and accessible community, and learning to
be her most authentic self.

As a parent, how do you see
and understand the purpose and potential of children’s
museums?
Children’s museums are
unique spaces for play,
exploration, learning and personal
expression. Fundamentally, they
come from a belief that investment
in early childhood development
and families is critical to the greater community good. Having positive and memorable museum
experiences as a child can hopefully lead to feeling welcome in and
a part of the larger cultural dialogue in museums as an adult.

A:

PEO P L E
Keys unveils new album
at Dubai world’s fair
Superstar Alicia Keys on
Friday debuted her new
album live in front of a
packed crowd at the world’s
fair in Dubai — a lively pop
performance full of soaring
vocals and piano solos.
“We can live on the air,”
she crooned from beneath
the vast shimmering dome at
Dubai’s Expo, a fortified
stage ringed by riveted —
and COVID-19 vaccinated —
fans bouncing, grooving and

A:

What is the best advice
you’ve ever received?
Be yourself. We give kids this
advice all the time. It sounds
so simple, but there’s a lot that can
get in the way of being one’s authentic self in life and in work. I’m
at a place in my life now where I do
feel like I’m my most authentic self
in all areas of my life, and it has
made me a better leader, partner,
collaborator and parent.

Q:
A:

A:

Q:

You majored in philosophy
and minored in art history
at Smith College. What are some of
the most memorable museum
experiences you’ve had as a patron?
In my early 20s, I spent a lot
of time in New York City
wandering through museums,
sketching, reading, journaling and
generally using museums as safe
spaces to grapple with who I was
and who I wanted to be in the
world. I was going through the
process of coming out as queer,
and I found museums to be liberating spaces for exploring my
identity. I saw “Ana Mendieta:
Earth Body, Sculpture and Performance 1972–1985” at the Whitney (Museum of American Art)
during this time, and it made a
huge impact on me. The unraveling of personal and societal
histories in Mendieta’s work resonated profoundly with me at that
point in my journey. There are so
many other museum, exhibition
and program-related experiences
like this one that punctuate my
personal history and have influenced my professional trajectory.

Q:
A:

Q:

What are your children
most drawn to/excited
about when you visit The New
Children’s Museum?
My 4-year-old loves the
hands-on activities. Her
first stop is almost always the clay
studio, where she’ll linger for 30
minutes or longer making one clay
creation after another. Wes
Bruce’s “The Wonder Sound”
installation is a favorite, too. She’s
particularly taken with real and
imagined animal imagery
throughout the space. For a child
who has spent a lot of time in more
traditional museum spaces, she’s
always thrilled with the idea of
being able to touch, play in/on the
art at NCM.

Q:

I’ve thought a lot about the
challenges facing museums today,
as community resources and as
employers, and I think that children’s museums are a place where
we can push these boundaries and
create new models. As young adult
author, Madeleine L’Engle wrote,
“You have to write the book that
wants to be written. And if the
book will be too difficult for grownups, then you write it for children.”
We need to build and support the
museum that our community
needs, and if that museum is too
difficult for grown-ups, then we
will build it for children.

Q:

What do you envision when
you think about developing
more diverse, equitable, inclusive
and accessible experiences at the

nodding to the beat. “Baby,
baby, we gonna rock forever.”
Keys, 40, sauntered
onstage in a glittery gold
bodysuit, her hair in a tight
bun, and jammed out her
eighth studio album along
with old classics, radiating
confidence.
“Tonight I want you to let
everything go, let everything
go, and come with me on
this journey,” she told revelers. “I never want this
night to end.”
The 15-time Grammy
Award-winning singer’s
sprawling double album,
“KEYS,” includes two versions of each song: “Origi-

What I love about Bonita...
We’re quite new to our specific neighborhood of Bonita, but I’ve lived in
west Chula Vista for over 15 years, and my wife grew up in the South Bay.
We love the close-knit, diverse community, great restaurants, and local
businesses (TJ Oyster Bar, Romesco Mexiterranean Bistro, Holy Paleta).
The proximity to downtown San Diego (and The New Children’s Museum!) is
also terrific.
museum?
I believe that real, authentic,
actionable change around
diversity, equity, accessibility,
inclusion and belonging in museums begins inside the organizations. In practice, this begins with
examining who is sitting at the
table making decisions, both at
the board room table and the staff
table. If decisions about audience

A:

nals,” produced by Keys,
and “Unlocked,” produced
by Keys and Michael
Williams II, who goes by
Mike Will Made-It.
Her piano-driven “Originals” consists of emotional,
intimate soul tunes oozing
with love and longing, while
“Unlocked” showcases
upbeat, more clubby pop
versions of the same tracks.
She presented the album’s premise to the crowd
as an experiment.
“Tell me which version
you like better,” she said
before performing starkly
different versions of the
same track, one swooning
and one synthesized, asking
for the audience’s preferences through their cheers.

Merkel considers book
about political career
Former German Chancellor Angela Merkel wants
to write an autobiographical
book explaining her most
important political decisions, a news outlet in Germany quoted a close aide as
saying Friday.
Merkel, 67, handed over
the chancellorship to successor Olaf Scholz on Wednesday after a near-record 16
years in power. She didn’t
seek a fifth term in office and
hasn’t disclosed her future
plans, though she has said in
the past that she will not
seek another political role.
Merkel’s longtime office
manager, Beate Baumann,
told news weekly Der Spiegel
that Merkel “doesn’t want to
retell her whole life. She
would like to explain her
central political decisions in
her own words, and referring
to her journey through life.”
Baumann said the book
is envisioned as a two- to
three-year project and
doesn’t yet have a publisher,
according to Der Spiegel.
“The chancellor and I are
sure that, if we do this book,
then we will do it alone,
without ghostwriters, without historians, without
journalists,” she said.
U-T NEWS SERVICES

and community are being made,
are the voices of those communities being represented in clear and
transparent decision-making
processes? Continuing to do the
critical work of making space for a
diverse array of voices in how our
museum moves forward is one of
my priorities as I step into this
role.

What is one thing people
would be surprised to find
out about you?
I’m first generation on my
mother’s side. My mother’s
family immigrated from Macau as
Chinese political refugees to the
United States in 1963 after a decade of delayed and canceled attempts. I don’t pretend to understand the complexities of immigrant experiences — they are
plural experiences, personal, and
unique to individuals and families.
I do, however, feel very close to my
own family’s experience of arriving
in this country without means,
without fluency in the language,
and with a desire to “fit in,” which
came with its own set of complexities. It’s certainly a part of my
family’s story and, in turn, my own
story.

Q:
A:

Please describe your ideal
San Diego weekend.
It would start with breakfast
at Nate’s Garden Grill in
City Heights, followed by a walk
around City Farmers Nursery (one
of my kids’ favorite places). Dumplings would be involved at some
point, as would some outside time
(beach or mountains) and taking
in a museum!

MICHAEL NESMITH • 1942-2021

SINGER-SONGWRITER, AUTHOR
BEST KNOWN FOR MONKEES
BY JOHN ROGERS
& BRIAN MELLEY
Michael Nesmith, the
singer-songwriter, author,
actor-director and entrepreneur who will likely be best
remembered as the woolhatted, guitar-strumming
member of the made-fortelevision rock band The
Monkees, has died at 78.
Nesmith, who had undergone quadruple bypass
surgery in 2018, died of natural causes at his Carmel Valley home near California’s
Central Coast, his family
said in a statement Friday.
Nesmith was a struggling
singer-songwriter in September 1966 when “The
Monkees” television debut
turned him and fellow band
members Micky Dolenz, Peter Tork and David Jones
into overnight rock stars.
Dolenz, the last surviving
member of the band who
last month completed a farewell tour that included a
stop in September at The
Magnolia in El Cajon with
Nesmith, said on Instagram
that he’d lost a dear friend
and partner.
“I’m so grateful that we
could spend the last couple
of months together doing
what we loved best — singing, laughing, and doing
shtick,” Dolenz said. “I’ll
miss it all so much. Especially the shtick.”
After the group broke up
in 1970, Nesmith moved on to
a long and creative career,
not only as a musician but as
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Mike Nesmith of The Monkees performs on Nov. 5 in
Rosemont, Ill. Nesmith died Friday. He was 78.
a writer, producer and director of films, author of several
books, head of a media arts
company and creator of a
music video format that led
to the creation of MTV.
Nesmith was running
“hoot nights” at the popular
West Hollywood nightclub
The Troubadour when he
saw a trade publication ad
seeking “four insane boys” to
play rock musicians in a band
modeled after the Beatles.
The show created by Bob
Rafelson and Bert Schneider featured the comical
misadventures of a quartet
that tooled around Los Angeles in a tricked-out Pontiac GTO called the MonkeeMobile and, when they
weren’t chasing girls, pursued music stardom.
Each episode rolled out
two or three new Monkees
songs, six of which became

CO R R ECT I O N
A classical music listing on page 20 of
Friday’s Night&Day had the incorrect price
for North Coast Symphony Orchestra’s
holiday performance. Tickets are $8 for
seniors and $10 general admission. The

Top 10 Billboard hits during
the show’s two-year run.
Three others, “I’m a Believer,” “Daydream Believer”
and
“Last
Train
to
Clarksville,” reached No. 1.
They had four No. 1 albums
in 1967 alone.
Jones, with his British accent and boyish good looks,
was the group’s cute lead
singer. Dolenz became the
wacky drummer. Tork, a
folk-rock musician, portrayed the comically clueless
bass player. Nesmith, with
his twangy Texas accent and
the wool hat he’d worn to his
audition, became the serious but naive lead guitarist.
After the show concluded
in 1968, the band embarked
on a lengthy concert tour
where members sang many
of their own songs and
played their own instruSEE NESMITH • A6

performance is scheduled for 3:30 p.m.
Sunday at the Encinitas Community and
Senior Center, 1140 Oakcrest Park.
It is the policy of the Union-Tribune to
correct all errors.
To discuss accuracy or fairness in the
news, email readers.rep@sduniontribune.com.

