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The Interview 

Section One 

Person Interviewed:  Dr. Alfreda Murck 

Interviewee’s title or position: art historian and independent scholar with a Ph.D. in 

Chinese Art and Archaeology 

Date, time, and length of interview: The interview was held on November 19, 2016 at 2 PM and 

lasted for forty minutes. 

Objective:    to trace the arc of Dr. Murck’s upbringing, education, and 

career and to connect her life to the broader context of 

U.S.-Asia relations

Section Two 

First, I conducted my research on a broad scope: I entered Dr. Murck’s name into 

different search engines, such as Google and YouTube, and looked through the results. This 

initial step led me to five important sources. The first was a brief biography of Dr. Murck posted 

on a Princeton University alumni board—while it did not include any biographical details, the 

overview of Dr. Murck’s education and career was most helpful. The second source I found was 

a video on YouTube of a presentation Dr. Murck gave as part of the Humanitas Visiting 

Professorship in Chinese Studies at the University of Cambridge. The third source I found was a 

short essay on Jstor from during her time working as the assistant curator of the Asian Art 

department at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. The fourth source was from the Stony Brook 

University website itself: an event description of a lecture on Mao and ‘The Sanctification of the 



Mango’ that Dr. Murck gave at Charles B. Wang Center on November 5, 2014. The fifth source 

encompasses all the author blurbs for her book, Poetry and Painting in Song China, that I found 

online on Amazon, on the University of Chicago Press’s website, and on the Harvard University 

Press’s website. These varied sources provided different insights into Dr. Murck’s life and career. 

I conducted the second part of my pre-interview research on a narrow scope: I focused on 

the five sources I mentioned above, took notes on the information they provided, and thought 

about how to use that information in my questions. From the Princeton University source, I 

learned that Dr. Murck earned her Ph.D. in Chinese Art and Archaeology from Princeton, 

worked at the Metropolitan Department of Art in the Asian Art department from 1978 to 1991, 

and lived abroad in Taiwan and China with her husband, Christian, from 1991 to 2013. During 

her time abroad, Dr. Murck worked as a consultant for the Forbidden City’s Palace Museum and 

as a teacher for Peking University’s Central Academy of Fine Arts. And from 2005 to 2013, she 

and the Henry Luce Foundation worked together on programs to introduce the study of Western 

art into China. From the YouTube video, I gained a sense of Dr. Murck’s personality and 

speaking style while the Jstor article, the Wang Center event description, and the author bios 

from her books gave a more comprehensive picture of her professional interests.  

Based on this research, I decided to divide my questions into three parts: her upbringing, 

her education, and her career. I wanted to learn more about Dr. Murck as a person but also 

supplement the information I found online with personal insights and experiences that I could not 

otherwise have heard.  I prepared fifteen questions, five of which I sent to Dr. Murck before the 

interview so that she could prepare for them. 

1. Where were you born?

2. What was your childhood or upbringing like? How did it influence the rest of your life?



3. Where did you get your undergraduate degree from and what did you study?

4. Did you always know that you wanted to study Chinese art?

a. For what reasons, did you choose to go into the study of Chinese art?

5. You worked at the Metropolitan Museum of Art from 1978-1991, correct?

a. What was your role at the Met and what was the experience of working there

like?

6. Did you encounter many other women in your field, whether during your time in school

or at the Met?

7. What aspect of your career do you most enjoy?

8. In our Women in U.S.-Asia Relations class, we briefly discussed the experience of

culture shock for Asian immigrants coming into the United States. In what ways did

you, as an American living abroad in China, experience culture shock?

9. What hardships did you encounter while living and working in Taiwan and China?

10. You’ve lived and worked in the United States, Taiwan, and China; what differences did

you perceive between these three countries, especially between the United States and

China or Taiwan and China?

11. In terms of your work with the Henry Luce Foundation, for what reasons did you choose

to introduce programs on Western art to a Chinese audience?

12. How does art history, whether it is the study of Chinese art or American art, fit into the

broader context of U.S.-Asia Relations?

13. To someone who might not believe in the importance of the arts, how would you

explain the value of art history?



14. What advice do you have for students like me who are pursuing Art History and/or

China Studies?

15. Moving forward, what else do you want to accomplish career-wise?

Section Three 

I conducted a mixed-structure interview but prepared enough questions beforehand for a 

structured one, in case I was unable to come up with questions during the interview itself. I think 

the mixed-structure format is the best fit for this type of interview, which needs to be organized 

and well-thought out to meet the expectations of a college-level course but does not have the 

rigidity of a more formal interview like a job interview. I asked many probing questions, 

especially regarding her career and time abroad. For example, one of the questions I prepared 

before the interview was: for what reasons, did you choose to go into the study of Chinese art? 

Dr. Murck’s response to this question seemed to reflect that it was a decision brought about by 

chance rather than careful planning, so I asked her to clarify her answer. 

Dr. Murck did not send me any background documentation or research that needed to be 

looked through, not unsurprising considering that she is a very private person as I learned over 

the course of my research; much of the information I found online about her was regarding her 

career—biographical and personal details were few and far in between. I sent Dr. Murck five 

questions about a week before the interview, and she was well-prepared with a sheet of notes for 

those questions. She was engaged and lively throughout the interview, and fully answered each 

of my questions. This completeness as well as the thoughtfulness of her answers seems to reflect 

her measured, well-spoken scholarly persona.  



Section Four 

Dr. Murck was born in Eugene, Oregon but grew up in Santa Barbara, California, where 

she also attended college. She credits her parents, who told her “to just do the best you can, and 

follow your interests, your enthusiasms,” for a “loving, nurturing” upbringing. After graduating 

with her undergraduate degree, Dr. Murck originally wanted to travel to Bordeaux, France to 

study French Impressionism but, realizing that her French language skills were not up to par and 

that Impressionism was what everyone else wanted to study, she applied to study in Hong Kong 

instead. In Hong Kong, she became captivated by Chinese culture and art; thus, a quick change 

of decisions and a desire “to see the world” were the foundations for her lifelong study of 

Chinese art history. 

When I asked Dr. Murck about whether she encountered many women in her field, 

whether at school or at work, she responded by describing her time at the Met Museum in the 

1980s. She explained that, at that time, many of the docents were talented, intelligent women 

with expansive knowledge of art but that now “you don’t get that quality of docentry anymore” 

because those type of women, who were doing docent work in the 80s, now occupy high-level 

positions in museums and companies. She also described one of her colleagues, who had worked 

her way up the ladder. Although Dr. Murck did not explicitly mention that she thought women 

faced disadvantages in the workplace for their gender, her response, in choosing to describe 

hard-working women who were limited to low-level positions or who had to struggle to the top, 

speaks for itself.  

Dr. Murck also did not explicitly discuss the limitations she faced as a woman but, once 

again, it was expressed in the stories she told. After she and her husband married, they both 

applied to Harvard and Princeton; however, she was accepted to Harvard not Princeton and he to 



Princeton not Harvard—after describing this, she laughingly said, “So we went to Princeton!” 

This story illustrates that Dr. Murck, as the wife, was expected to accompany her husband to 

Princeton and support him in his higher education studies while putting her own on hold. She 

thought that “it might be different now, that she might be more assertive, more of an 

independent-minded woman” but she still brushed aside the story by saying “but we had a great 

time and I re-applied to Princeton later.” When I asked Dr. Murck why she and her husband 

chose to live abroad and move to Taiwan and then to China, she described the job opportunities 

that were available overseas but not in America for her husband. Dr. Murck also worked while 

abroad but, at the same time, the reason why she and her husband moved at all was for her 

husband. 

Dr. Murck discussed how art history, as a profession, was sometimes not well-regarded 

during her stay in China: “sometimes, I would say I teach history, and that was okay but art 

history was not.” While people might dismiss the value of art history, Dr. Murck thinks art 

history is important because “it enhances life”—it exposes people to different cultures and 

allows them to gain a greater understanding of these cultures. If this is not reason enough, art 

history also has a valuable role within the framework of international relations; after all, 

“exhibitions are often turned to as a first gesture of diplomatic relations.” Countries that wish to 

develop good relations often will loan each other art “as a first gesture” and then progress from 

that point.  

Section Five 

The opportunity to hear from someone with Dr. Murck’s level of experience and 

understanding of art history was a meaningful one for me as an art history major myself. Over 

the course of the interview, I found myself drawing connections between the different parts of 



her career that Dr. Murck spoke on and understanding the role of art on a greater scale. When 

explaining why art history matters, Dr. Murck described art as having the power to enhance life, 

and I could see that held true for Dr. Murck’s own life—she originally intended to study 

Impressionism but her decision to pursue Chinese art, motivated by her curiosity about and 

interest in the subject, led her to the path she is on now. She also described the diplomatic 

importance of art not only to divide but also to unite different groups. Consider the role of 

propaganda and then consider the role of programs like the one Dr. Murck worked on with the 

Henry Luce Foundation. To promote the study of Western art inside China, she and the Luce 

Foundation invited professors and experts in Western art to China and had them travel to 

different universities and centers giving lectures. Not only was a program in Western art 

motivated by the need for one but also by a desire to bridge the gap between the two fields of 

Western art and Chinese art through the engagement of Western art experts and Chinese 

audiences. 

I appreciated how engaged she was throughout the interview and how willing she was to 

share her life stories; as Professor Christoff mentioned in class, sometimes life stories are the 

better vehicles than hard-hitting questions for communicating different ideas. Her stories of her 

life as an art historian and the time she spent abroad were amazing to listen to, and also 

reminiscent of, as James and John mentioned in their own presentation about their interview with 

Carolyn L. Brehm, who works at Proctor & Gamble, the lives of the missionary women we 

learned about in class. They traveled abroad, often accompanying their husbands, to places and 

into cultures unfamiliar to them to teach the people living there. While Carolyn L. Brehm’s story 

and Dr. Murck’s story may be reminiscent of these women, they are also very modern stories 

with modern sensibilities. Thankfully, we have learned some lessons from history. 

 *Publisher's note: Upon review of the student project, Ms. Murck requested the following 

addendum: "Peking University is an older and completely separate institution from the Central 

Academy of Fine Arts." - Alfreda Murck ​




