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WRESTLING’S 
BIG
NIGHT

GEOFF WINNINGHAM’S DOCUMENTARY 
PHOTOGRAPHY PROJECT, “FRIDAY 
NIGHT IN THE COLISEUM,” GETS A 
DIGITAL REVIVAL TO HONOR RICE 
MEDIA CENTER’S 50TH ANNIVERSARY.

By Avery Ruxer Franklin 
& Katharine Shilcutt

 “THE FIRST THING THAT THE 
PHOTOGRAPHER LEARNED WAS 
THAT PHOTOGRAPHY DEALT 
WITH THE ACTUAL; HE HAD NOT 
ONLY TO ACCEPT THIS FACT, 
BUT TO TREASURE IT; UNLESS HE 
DID, PHOTOGRAPHY WOULD 
DEFEAT HIM. HE LEARNED THAT 
THE WORLD ITSELF IS AN ARTIST OF 
INCOMPARABLE INVENTIVENESS.”
— John Szarkowski, 
“The Photographer’s Eye”

PHOTOS BY GEOFF WINNINGHAM ’65

lmost a half-century has 
passed since photographer 
Geoff Winningham ’65, the 
Lynette S. Autrey Professor 
of Humanities and profes-
sor of visual arts, devoted 
his Friday nights to docu-
menting the phenomenon 
of professional wrestling at 
the Sam Houston Coliseum. 
His acclaimed book, “Friday 

Night in the Coliseum,” published in 1971, was praised 
by critics from The New York Times, The Village 
Voice and Newsweek and became a rare collectible. 

This year, Winningham, a key figure in the 
founding of the Rice Media Center, has reissued 
and updated his book in honor of the center’s 
50th anniversary. More than 200 black-and-
white photographs have been digitally printed, 
rendering highlights from Houston’s theatrical 
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wrestling scene in vivid detail. Each 
image captures moments of what 
Winningham calls Houston’s own 
“folk theater” —  spectators screaming 
for a fight, garishly dressed competi-
tors entering the arena, and sweating 
athletes flying through the air or slam-
ming into each other behind the sport-
ing ring’s ropes.  

This spring, Rice Media Center show-
cased Winningham’s wrestling photogra-
phy with a gallery show, book signing and 
gallery talk. The exhibition also featured 

video clips from his rarely 
seen 16 mm black-and-
white films of the Hous-
ton wrestling  scene in 
the early 1970s. It was an 
event that John Spara-
gana, the Grace Christian 
Vietti Chair in Visual 
Arts, called “stunning 

in its synchronicity.” Winningham had 
processed and printed the film originals 
during the center’s inaugural year. 

During his gallery talk last Febru-
ary, Winningham described how a local 
newspaper ad sparked the idea for the 
series. “I was scanning the pages of The 
Houston Post … and came across a notice 
in the sports section: ‘Tickets avail-
able. Gulf Athletic Club presents an 
evening of professional wrestling in the 
Houston Coliseum. Main event: Chief 
Wahoo McDaniel vs. Johnny Valentine. 
6 preliminary events.’” Winningham 
called the promoter, Paul Boesch, and 
asked to take photographs, and then he 
returned each Friday for eight months. 
Eventually, Boesch gave him access to 
go anywhere, including into the ring and 
the wrestlers’ dressing rooms. To regular 
attendees, Winningham became known 
as “the professor.” 

 “THIS WOULD BE ALL GONE IF IT WEREN’T 
FOR PHOTOGRAPHY AND FILM TO PRESERVE 
THIS MARVELOUS FOLK THEATER. I LOVE 
THAT PEOPLE CAN COME AND SAY, ‘I WAS 
THERE IN THE FRONT ROW, THIS TAKES 
ME RIGHT BACK THERE.’”
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 “This would be all gone if it weren’t for 
photography and film to preserve this 
marvelous folk theater,” Winningham 
said. “I love that people can come [to the 
gallery] and say, ‘I was there in the front 
row, this takes me right back there.’”

Television stations across the country 
carried broadcasts of local wrestling 
matches and made their promoters and 
announcers into citywide celebrities. By 
1985, regional wrestling was destroyed by 
the phenomenal growth and popularly 
of the World Wrestling Federation, with 
productions conceived and designed for 
a national television audience. Local and 
regional wrestling heroes were replaced 
by celebrity actors, while professional 
wrestling became a steroid-fueled cari-
cature of its former self.  

“I suppose that I should not be shocked 

that the kind of wrestling that I witnessed 
five decades ago has disappeared,” 
Winningham wrote in the afterword 
to his book’s new edition. “In time, all 
things change. Still, as I prepare the 
second edition of this book, as I look 
again at the pictures that I took and read 
the words of the people that I remember 
from my Friday nights in the Coliseum, 
I am saddened by what has been lost, and 
I am grateful for what I have been able to 
preserve.”

The new edition of “Friday Night in 
the Coliseum” is available for purchase 
on geoffwinningham.com. ◆

As of March 8, due to COVID-19, all public events 
at Rice were limited or canceled, including the on-
going Rice Media Center 50th anniversary events. 
For rescheduling information, go to vada.rice.edu.
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FROM THE EDITOR

IMPROV 
LESSONS
WHEN THE FIRST CAMPUS alert 
about novel coronavirus arrived Jan. 23, 
the threat seemed remote and abstract. 
On Feb. 29, we learned of a possible 
case of the virus on campus, which was 
confirmed. A week later, classes and labs 
were canceled so Rice could prepare for 
the possibility of remote instruction. 
Rice events of “more than 100 people” 
were no longer permitted. From the van-
tage point of mid-April, these early steps, 
so helpful in preventing the spread of the 
disease, fill me with nostalgia. 

It seems like an age ago that Dean 
Bridget Gorman sent a heartfelt message 
to undergraduate students telling them 
that, for their safety, as many as possible 
should return home for the rest of the 
semester. “I know this news must be 
jarring to read,” she wrote, “and the days 
ahead will undoubtedly feel uncertain 
and stressful.” COVID-19 was wreaking 
havoc on campus routines, beloved tradi-
tions and future plans. And Gorman had 
a special message for seniors: “The final 
semester was supposed to be filled with 
celebration, a joyous time marking the 
conclusion of your Rice experience. … I 
do not have words to express my sadness 
in how this has all unfolded.”

And then, something kind of magical 
happened. Presuming that the spread 
of COVID-19 would postpone gradu-
ation, seniors improvised. Students 
quickly organized an alternative con-
vocation. On the afternoon of March 
13, seniors from all 11 colleges, donning 
stoles and holding high their college 
banners, walked from the Academic 
Quad through the Sallyport. While the 

Marching Owl Band played, a small 
crowd of fellow students, university 
leaders, faculty and staff cheered. 
Impromptu, unrehearsed and imagina-
tive — the graduation was perfect. 

In that spirit, our spring issue 
reflects both the before and after of 
COVID-19’s deep disruptions to our 
campus. In late February, an exhibition 
of remastered prints from Geoff Win-
ningham’s 1971 documentary project, 
“Friday Night in the Coliseum,” opened 
at the Rice Media Center to celebrate its 
50th anniversary. Though anniversary 
events were soon canceled, our photo 
essay — “Wrestling’s Big Night” — went 
forward in the hopes that readers 
would learn more about Winningham’s 
work and the center’s storied history. 

As the reality of COVID-19 became 
apparent, we asked President David 
Leebron to address readers in a longer 
column. Throughout this crisis, his 
timely and thoughtful communications 
about the unfolding pandemic have been 
reassuring. The decisions and actions 
being taken to protect the health and 
safety of our community make us proud.

Our departments capture campus 
life in more typical times — research 
news; profiles of faculty, students and 
alumni; and new buildings headline 
this list. Yet, a story about the student 
improv group Spontaneous Combus-
tion, or SpoCo, offers unexpected guid-
ance for this time. “One of the most 
important principles of improv is the 
phrase: ‘Yes, and … .’ SpoCo members 
always have to be ready to respond to 
any strange turn of events in a scene,” 
wrote Savannah Kuchar ’22. 

In so many ways, the Rice commu-
nity has responded to unimaginable 
circumstances with “Yes, and … .” 
We’ll tell you about some of these in 
our upcoming special summer issue 
on COVID-19. It’s not the issue we 
originally planned, but it’s one that, 
with contributions from Rice Owls 
everywhere, we’re improvising.
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    Most-read 
    research 
    story

   “We Don’t 
     Know: The 
Health Effects 
of Legalizing 
Marijuana”

We use an email survey and Google Analytics to gauge 
what our readers are paying attention to. Here are some reader 
favorites and comments about the Winter 2020 issue.

“Sisterly 
Safe Haven”
“‘Sisterly 
Safe Haven’ 
was important 
because it 
looked at 
people  whom 
the richest 
country in the 
world doesn’t 
take very much 
into account. 
I am glad to 
see articles 
that look at 
what students 

or faculty are 
doing to help 
others. I like 
to see the 
brains and 
energy of Rice 
being used to 
solve large 
problems 
that affect 
the less 
fortunate.”

“Super 
inspiring. 
Sent a check.”

75%
of readers say 
that Rice 
Magazine helps 
keep them 
connected to 
Rice University.

“Antarctic 
Journal”
Our cover 
feature shared 
photography 
and journal 

entries from Linda Welzenbach’s two-
month journey on a research expedi-
tion to Antarctica’s Thwaites Glacier.

You enjoyed

“Where Students 
Become Family”
A feature focused on 
Rice’s much-lauded 
resident associate 
system, including 
profiles on RAs.

A reader favorite 

“My favorite 
story: great 
breadth 
of people 
with their 
ideals and 
practices.”

“I’m a Rice 
staff member, 
so I was 
happy to 
learn more 
about this 
celebrated 

part of 
campus 
culture from 
the inside 
view.”

“It was fas-
cinating to 
see how RAs 
have stayed 
the same and 
changed in 
the new col-
leges since I 
left.”

“The photo-
graphy was 
beautiful.”

“Really 
great piece, 
from cover 
to story.”

“Love and Law” 
A profile of Charles 
Spain ’81, whose 
election to the 14th 
Court of Appeals in 
Texas caps a legal 
career centered on 
civil rights.

“Fascinating 
human interest 
story. This one 
put a face on 
the legal side 
of human rights 
advocates in the 
judicial system.”

Favorite 
department
Wisdom 
(research)
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A CHANGED 
WORLD

PRESIDENT LEEBRON

T SEEMS A WORLD AGO, 
not just three months, that I 
wrote my last column in this 
magazine about Kraft Hall 

and how new buildings reflect the 
ever-increasing scope and ambition 
of our university. The Dow Jones 
Industrial Average stood at 29,000 
and the unemployment rate was 3.6%. 
The Democrats had just had their last 
debate before the Iowa caucuses and 
the House was set to vote on sending 
the articles of impeachment to the 
Senate. A second death was reported 
in Wuhan, China, from a previously 
unknown virus, and human-to-human 
transmission of that virus had just 
begun to be suspected.

As I write this column in early 
April, we are well past the 1 million 
mark worldwide of confirmed cases of 
COVID-19. In the United States there 
are 400,000 cases, and by the time you 
read this there may be 1 million. Over 
12,000 have died from the virus in the 
U.S. and over 80,000 worldwide. The 
situation, at least in the U.S., appears 

still must go to their jobs worried about 
contracting this illness or, even worse, 
transmitting it to their families. 

 The university is not closed, but we 
are functioning in a completely differ-
ent way. We are acutely aware both of 
our expanded capabilities as we have 
achieved this extraordinary transforma-
tion, but also what we have lost as our 
community has dispersed. A university 
like ours — Rice especially — thrives on 
that sense of connection, community 
and engagement. I do not sense, in our 
early weeks of being online, the view that 
what we do could be replaced by remote 
education; rather I sense a longing for 
what our campus facilities and commu-
nity make possible.

 We are in fact reminded in these 
circumstances of why universities — in 
particular research universities — are 
so vitally important. Indeed, without 
the fundamental work done at research 
universities, we would not have been able 
to understand what this virus was and 
how we will ultimately be able to defeat it.

 Once we had settled into our new 
mode of operating, and even before, 
Rice faculty and students went to 
work. Our bioengineering department, 
making use of the Oshman Engineer-
ing Design Kitchen facilities, designed 
a prototype for a ventilator costing 
less than $300 that can be produced in 
part with 3D printing and shared the 
designs with the world. Other efforts 
were underway to develop new diag-
nostic testing for COVID-19. Our data 
scientists are offering their expertise to 
create a deeper analysis of the spread of 
COVID-19. The Kinder Institute for Ur-
ban Research is focusing on the effect 
of the pandemic on cities, where it has 
struck especially hard. Detailed efforts 
will be undertaken to study the effect 
on Houston, and especially how the 
pandemic’s harm has not fallen equally 
on socioeconomic and ethnic groups. 
Rice researchers also created a very 
helpful interactive map of COVID-19 
cases in Texas, which you can find at 
www.coronavirusintexas.org.

 There arose across our community 
a broad desire to contribute. We helped 
those working at Houston Methodist 

poised to get significantly worse.
Our society and economy have been 

upended with the vast majority of 
Americans told to stay home. Schools 
and businesses are closed. The most 
vulnerable people in our society have 
lost their jobs, and in just two weeks 10 
million people filed for unemployment 
benefits. Long-term strategy has been 
supplanted by immediate necessity as 
colleges and universities have moved 
their classes online in a matter of 
weeks. At Rice, only three online classes 
were offered to the residential student 
population for credit in February. By 
March 23, that number became 1,906. 

 This is not the first time Rice has 
been affected by a pandemic. E. Finley 
Carter, a student at Rice in 1918 during 
the Spanish flu outbreak, wrote nearly 
60 years later how he had become a 
patient in one of the residential colleges 
that had been converted to a hospital 
staffed by the Army. After partially 
recovering, Carter climbed the stairs 
to Edgar Odell Lovett’s office with 
difficulty to appeal a decision denying 
him leave to return home. Now more 
than a century later, we have offered 
our residential colleges as places where 
medical workers may stay while at-
tempting to save lives near our campus.

 This is a crisis unlike any other in 
my lifetime. My experience in New 
York City with the terrorist attacks of 
Sept. 11, 2001, was similar in disrupt-
ing activity and also posing a sense of 
immediate threat. I certainly won’t 
forget that sense of doom after watch-
ing the planes crash into the World 
Trade towers, knowing that was where 
my wife, Ping, worked. Telephone 
connections were out, so I ran home 
where I was relieved to find my wife 
and daughter still there. (Luckily, it was 
my daughter’s first day of preschool, so 
that delayed Ping’s departure.) Later 
that morning, we were able to pick our 
son up from his school. But as horrible 
as those attacks were, within a few days 
we felt confident that the immediate 
threat had passed and life quickly 

I

Amid the uncertainties 
brought about by COVID-19, 
Rice transforms its campus 
in every imaginable way 
and reaches out to help its 
neighbors. Right: President 

Leebron and 
Y. Ping Sun were 
photographed 
during a visit to 
campus April 8.

Below: Students 
utilized storage 
pods while 
moving off 
campus.
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moved back to our regular routines, 
despite the monumental destruction of 
the towers and surrounding buildings.

 Similarly, with hurricanes the threat 
can last days or even a week or more. 
But now we have been under threat for 
a month, with every indication that we 
will be living in this completely differ-
ent environment for more months to 
come. And while we have confidence 
that Rice will open as usual for the 
fall semester four months from now, 
we cannot be certain even of that. To 
borrow a phrase, there is a “brooding 
omnipresence” of this virus, and its 
dangerous spread and its lethal conse-
quences are never far from our minds. 
Our daily routines have been replaced 
for many of us by a rough equivalent of 
house arrest, even while many others 
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Rice’s one and 
only improv group 
works hard to be 
spontaneous.
BY SAVANNAH KUCHAR ’22
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CAMPUS NEWS AND STUDENT LIFE

BY KATHARINE SHILCUTT

  COMEDY  

Yes, and ...

We are inevitably part of 
our surrounding world, 
near and far, and we exist 
for the purpose of creat-
ing new understanding of 
that world and making it 
better. We do that every 
day and we do it especial-
ly when we face crises. 

For the latest updates on 
Rice’s response to COVID-19, 
go to coronavirus.rice.edu.

A Rice team 
used OEDK 
facilities to 
create an 
open-source 
emergency 
ventilator 
design.
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Hospital by providing parking on our 
campus. We then made the decision to 
vacate two of our residential colleges 
to make the space available for medical 
personnel working to save lives in the 
hospitals of the Texas Medical Center. 
We were worried what the reaction 
might be, but we should not have been. 
Our faculty, students, staff and alumni 
wrote in to express their support and 
pride. And still, I am receiving commu-
nications from our faculty, students and 

staff asking, “How can we do more?”
 I am hopeful that 100 years from 

now, soon after Rice has celebrated its 
200th anniversary, the pandemic of 
2020 — like the Spanish flu of 1918 — 
will be a reference point in our history. 
And I am confident that when we look 
back, people will say that the character 
of the university we see so evident 
across our community today is the 
character that has endured.

 This terrible pandemic has also 
reminded us that universities are not 
inwardly focused institutions. They are 
not limited by their geography or their 
origins. We are inevitably part of our 
surrounding world, near and far, and 
we exist for the purpose of creating new 
understanding of that world and mak-
ing it better. We do that every day and 
we do it especially when we face crises. 

As I wrote in my message to the 
campus announcing we would house 
the medical center workers: “We have 
seen in the past how our Rice com-
munity in responding to a crisis has 
exercised both concern and action not 

only toward those on our campus, 
but also those in our community and 
around our city, our state, our nation 
and our world. That is who we are, 
and that is what we do. We thank all of 
you for reflecting the character of our 
university.”
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MURDEROUS 
alchemist, a communist 
Barney and a pair of rival 
unicyclists are just a hand-
ful of the colorful charac-

ters that were onstage at Herring 100 
for Spontaneous Combustion’s first 
show of the spring semester. 

Commonly referred to as SpoCo, the 
12-person ensemble typically performs 
on campus each month. As Rice’s only 
improv group, they also compete in 
the College Improv Tournament’s 
regional competition every spring. 
Students may audition to join SpoCo in 
the fall, where they compete for a spot 
by participating in improv games and 
exercises. “I would say about 20 people 
audition, and we have taken anywhere 
from one to five people. We prefer not 
to have any more than 12 members 
on the troupe at a time,” said Landon 
Mabe, a Hanszen College senior. 

Braedon Schlechte, a freshman at 
Martel College, said SpoCo is a comical 
distraction from the more stressful 
aspects of life at Rice. 

“It’s nice to have a place where you can 
just be silly and mess around. … If people 

A

are going to be laughing at you, at least 
you can be on the stage and wanting 
them to laugh,” Schlechte said. Their 
spontaneity does require some rehearsal, 
though. SpoCo typically has two-hour 
practices twice a week, where members 
run through games and exercises to work 
out their comedy muscles.

“People ask us, ‘How do you rehearse 
for improv?’ We don’t plan everything 
before we go in, but there are fundamen-
tals of improv that you have to work on, 
and that’s what we practice,” said Mabe.

One of the most important principles 
of improv is the phrase: “Yes, and … .” 

SpoCo members 
always have to be 
ready to respond to 
any strange turn of 
events in a scene. 
Noah Kenner, SpoCo’s 
president and a Martel 
College senior, said that 
although they rehearse 
often, all characters 
and dialogue in their 
performances are 
created in the moment. 
“I’d say that the frame-
work we operate under 
is set beforehand, but 
the actual content is 
100% on the spot,” 
Kenner said.

For many members, 
these skills help them 
beyond just being 
quick-witted onstage. 

“Improv has helped so much more than 
just my acting. It makes it so much 
easier to think quickly on my feet, 
from essays to just talking to people. It 
makes me more outgoing and confident 
in myself,” said Jake Yount, a sopho-
more at Martel College.

SpoCo was originally created by Rod 
Sanders ’99 in 1995. Some alumni from 
this group have gone on to pursue a 
career in comedy following graduation. 
One of the most notable is Adrien Pel-
lerin ’13, an actor, writer and comedian 
based in New York City. His original 
series, “Night Crew,” won the Comedy 
Central Development Award at the 
New York Television Festival in 2017.

In their weekly practices, members 
work on their group dynamic and get-
ting to know each other better. “Most 
of what we’re practicing is working 
with each other, not just working on 
improv,” Yount said. “I didn’t expect 
to find such a strong community,” said 
Lily Sethre-Brink, a Baker College 
freshman. “We do the wildest, most 
random, probably very stupid things 
together that are also very fun.” 

Follow @spoco on Instagram.

 “Improv has helped so 
much more than just 
my acting. It makes it 
so much easier to think 
quickly on my feet, from 
essays to just talking 
to people. It makes me 
more outgoing and con-
fident in myself.”

FILLED WITH rich 
illustrations, “The Big Bang 
Book” presents the mystery 
of how the universe began in 
a way that’s easy for anyone 
to understand. It’s a project 
that was particularly fitting 
for astrophysicist Asa Stahl. 
The graduate student is 
pursuing his Ph.D. in phys-
ics and astronomy at Rice, 
and his mother is children’s 
book author Marissa Moss, 
best known for the “Amelia’s 

Graduate student Asa Stahl brings 
astrophysics down to earth. 

Big Beginning
 ASTROPHYSICS 

Notebook” series.
Most of the space in “The 

Big Bang Book” is committed 
to lush illustrations from 
Stahl’s collaborator, Carly 
Allen-Fletcher, with only 
a few important words per 
page. This was by design.

“It was excellent practice 
for me as a science com-
municator to be able to tell a 
story to children in this way 
because it shows not only do 
I understand this stuff, but 

that I can communicate it 
well to anyone,” said Stahl, 
who plans to continue 
research and science com-
munication after completing 
his Ph.D.

“It’s always harder to tell 
a story in fewer words and 
with simpler words, but it 
really goes to show how well 
you know a subject,” Stahl 
said. “It would be much 
easier for me to write a five-
page essay on all of this than 
it was to write, you know, 
less than a paragraph.”

Even then, he said, he 
couldn’t resist an author’s 
note that explains much 
of the science. The book 
also comes with anno-
tated sources for teachers or 

parents to reference, as well 
as lesson plan suggestions 
for making the most out of 
the material.

“Educating the public on 
discoveries forwards the 
cause of science just as much 
as making the discover-
ies themselves.” Most of 
all, Stahl said, he wanted 
to make a book that was 
re-readable. “I distinctly 
recall the books that I read a 
bajillion times as a kid — or 
rather that I had my mother 
read to me a bajillion times 
as a kid — and I hope that 
‘The Big Bang Book’ would 
be one that a parent would 
not resent reading too 
much.”

 — KATHARINE SHILCUTT
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A Sensational 
Course
Lan Li is an assistant 
professor and historian 
of the body who uses her 
passion for medicine 
and health to teach 
students about the many 
social, physiological and 
neurological complexities of 
sensation. Using examples 
from diverse regions and 
periods of history, Li’s class 
blurs the line between 
history and science to 
transform the ways one 
usually thinks about the 
senses and the body.  

 SYLLABUS 

AS AN ELECTIVE FOR 
history and cognitive science 
majors, as well as the medical 
humanities minor, Li’s class 
blends art history, medi-
cal history, and science and 
technology studies.  

“Sensation is just compli-
cated, period,” Li explained. 
“I want my students to be 
able to look at psychology, 
neuroscience and neurology 
and make sense of the incon-
gruities present in each field, 
especially in connection 
to concrete historical case 
studies and critical social 
theories.”

Each class involves dis-
cussions and collaborative 
learning activities aimed at 
helping students develop 
a new understanding of 

sensation. Students may be 
asked to draw anatomical 
models of the senses and 
the body (like those of 
11th-century Arab scientist 
Ibn al-Haytham) and answer 
questions about what these 
models reflect about the so-
ciety that created them. This 
activity, Li explained, helps 
students apply the concepts 
acquired from the critical 
essays, scientific papers and 
anthropological studies they 
read each week.

Joy Wang, a junior his-
tory and kinesiology major, 
wanted to take the class 
because of how it juxtaposed 
the humanities and sciences. 
“Our senses mediate between 
ourselves and the world, 
and I was interested to see 

how the class would explore 
this,” Wang said. “So far, 
the class has really helped 
me question how social 
influences affect our sensory 
processing.”

Li hopes to give her 
students the tools to think 
critically and groundedly 
about cognition. “I try to 
raise difficult questions that 
don’t really have an easy 
answer,” Li said. “What do 
non-European, non-Western 
ways of knowing contribute 
to science studies conversa-
tions? What does sensation 
look like from within a 
nonnormative body or even a 
nonhuman perspective? How 
can we reconfigure the biases 
and stigma we have about the 
body?”  — MARIANA NÁJERA ’21

HIST 353
History of 
Sensation

DEPARTMENT
History

DESCRIPTION
This new 
course opens 
a window into 
how scientists, 
philosophers 
and medical 
practitioners 
developed 
theories 
of touching, 
tasting, 
smelling, 
hearing and 
seeing. 

“I DON’T LOVE WINNING,” says 
Kendall Brice ’20, an 800-meter runner 
on Rice’s women’s track and field team. 
It’s a refreshingly taboo thing to hear 
from an athlete. “Winning feels good, 
but it’s not what I love. I love moving.” 
Movement. Brice’s life is a study in it. 

As a kinesiology major, Brice learns 
about it; on the track, she puts that 
knowledge into practice. “Every time 
I run, I go back to my biomechanics 
classes,” Brice says. “I think about how 
to reduce the torque movement on my 
knee. How to reduce the impact force 
going into my shins — based on how I 
place my foot on the ground, based on 

my stride, based on my cadence.” How 
an athlete who puts this much thought 
into running — but not winning — ends 
up on a Division I track and field team 
is, as she puts it, “a complicated path.” 

A runner in high school, Brice had 
opted not to pursue athletics in college. 
She wanted to focus on academics, but 
also, she had torn the anterior cruciate 
ligament (ACL) in her right knee during 

on. He was on board. “I was sick of 
hearing everything I couldn’t do while 
rehabbing. I wanted to try and do it to 
see if I could — and I did,” Brice says. 

After graduation, she plans to pursue 
a career that helps others get moving, 
too. In 2018, Brice volunteered with the 
Range of Motion Project in Guatemala 
to fabricate orthotic and prosthetic 
devices. “I’ve seen people walk for 
the first time in six months, 15 years, 
ever,” Brice says. “That makes me light 
up like nothing else.” Her dream is to 
serve those with mobility challenges, 
like amputees, and to be able to fit 
them for devices that will help them 
move better, whether running, playing 
basketball or standing to cook. 

It’s no wonder she loves moving 
more than winning. “In high school, 
on meet days, I felt like I was going to 
throw up all day long,” she says. “Now, I 
calm my nerves by putting everything 
in perspective. I ask myself why I do 
this. Sometimes it’s to appreciate what 
I have. If someone gave you a T-shirt for 
your birthday, you’d wear it. I wear my 
mobility.”  — JAMES COSTANZO 

Two ACL tears couldn’t keep 
Kendall Brice from moving 
forward — on the track or in 
the classroom.

Career 
Moves

 STUDENT-ATHLETES 

 “I’ve seen people walk 
for the first time in six 
months, 15 years, ever. 
That makes me light 
up like nothing else.”

her senior season of track. She ended 
up tearing that same ACL again while 
playing pickup soccer three weeks into 
her first year at Rice. While rehabbing 
for the second time, she began to get the 
itch to run again, eventually emailing 
women’s track and field coach Jim 
Bevan about the possibility of walking 
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Rice Dedicates Kraft Hall 
The School of Social Sciences celebrated its 
40th anniversary and threw a housewarming for 
its new 78,000-square-foot building.

ON A SUNNY February day, mem-
bers of the Rice community gathered to 
dedicate the newly constructed Patricia 
Lipoma Kraft ’87 and Jonathan A. Kraft 
Hall for Social Sciences. 

 The building’s completion marks the 
growth of social science scholarship at 
Rice and creates a policy corridor that 
includes the Jones Graduate School of 
Business and the Baker Institute for 
Public Policy. “Today, 30% of [Rice] 
majors are in social sciences,” said 

President David Leebron in his dedica-
tion comments. “And some of the most 
important things that we do that have 
impact outside this university and 
across the country and around the world 
occur in social sciences.”  

 Kraft Hall is now home to the School 
of Social Sciences’ sociology and eco-
nomics departments, sociology lab space, 
the Texas Policy Lab, the Kinder Institute 
for Urban Research, the Boniuk Institute 
for Religious Tolerance, the Religion and 

as the iconic St. Joe brick seen on many 
campus structures, with new concepts, 
including an interconnected mix of 
spaces: classrooms of varying sizes, 
conference rooms and offices, including 
the dean of social sciences’ suite. The 
windows in Kraft Hall — a feature of 
every office — fill the structure with 
natural light. The building also offers 
lounge and work spaces.  

The 40th anniversary festivities 
also included faculty lightning talks — 
five-minute talks on research by faculty 
from each of the social science disci-
plines — and a distinguished alumni 
lecture by David Rhodes ’96, senior 
adviser at Boston Consulting Group and 
former president of CBS News. To watch 
Rhodes’ talk or to learn more about 
Kraft Hall, go to magazine.rice.edu. 

 — AMY MCCAIG

 SOCIAL SCIENCES 

Public Life Program and the Houston 
Education Research Consortium.  

The four-story building was designed 
by the Rogers Partners architecture 
firm and features a native plant-filled 
inner courtyard along with many 
informal gathering places. The struc-
ture’s design combines some of the 
more traditional Rice elements, such 
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Clues to 
Healthy Coral
Marine biologists adapt 
lessons from “Anna Karenina.” 
BY JADE BOYD

INNOVATION IN THE LAB, THE FIELD AND THE CLASSROOMW
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THE ORIGIN OF BAKER Shake-
speare, now affectionately known as 
“BakerShake,” began in 1969 when 
Chuck Becker ’73 and Ed Dickinson ’73 
asked English professor Wes Morris 
to help them produce and perform one 
of Shakespeare’s plays in the Baker 
College Commons. “I quickly said ‘no,’” 
Morris recalled in a written history 
of this now-beloved tradition. “How-
ever, when committed to an idea, Rice 
students rarely take no for an answer. 
I was intrigued; they were persistent.” 
Morris then embarked on the daunt-
ing journey that he now calls one of the 
highlights of his Rice career.

BakerShake’s 
Beginnings
Fifty years ago, an 
idea from a couple of Rice 
students sparked an 
enduring tradition.

  TR ADITIONS  

Morris approached his English 
department colleague and resident 
Shakespeare expert, Dennis Huston, 
for added guidance and support. When 
asked which play would work best for 
the spring 1970 performance, “[Huston] 
suggested ‘The Taming of the Shrew’ 
because it was a comedy, had a straight-
forward plot, fewer characters, and 
demanded only sparse stage settings 
and props,” he wrote. 

However, the newly formed group 
quickly faced the project’s many 
challenges. “Most of us were doing our 
first Shakespeare play and struggling 
to make the language accessible 
to the audience — and sometimes 
to one another,” remembered 
Huston. They also had to trans-
form the Baker Commons into 
a performance space, grappling 
with staging, lighting and other 
production elements. “A stage 
appeared, based on a design from 

Donald Bayne ’73; 
Jim Thomson ’73, 
Chuck Becker and 
Bronson Stilwell 
’73 built and 
ran the lighting 
system; spotlights 
were ‘borrowed’ 

(I hope); lumber was 
delivered; and costumes and props were 
‘found’ or made,” Morris explained. The 
group worked tirelessly up until the day 
of the performance. “Then people came, 
and the magic of theater happened for 
our little play.”

The success of their inaugural pro-
duction gave those involved the courage 
to tackle “A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream” in 1971 and “Twelfth Night” in 
1972. In its fourth year, the Baker crew 
decided to try something different: “The 

Country Wife” by William 
Wycherley. “This show was 
not nearly as much fun to 
do as the three earlier plays, 
so we went back to staging 
Shakespeare,” Huston 
recalled. “Not long after 
that, the phrase ‘Baker-
Shake’ was born and took 
hold permanently.”

Like many campus 
traditions, BakerShake emerged out of 
Rice students’ ambition, perseverance 
and sense of community. “Chuck and 
Ed’s desire to put on a Shakespeare 
play in Baker Commons sprang from 
a deeper shared desire to understand 
ourselves and our human condition in 
its diversity and sameness, to explore 
the emotions and thoughts of people 
interacting with one another by acting 
them out onstage,” Morris concluded. 
“That’s what started BakerShake and 
keeps it going year after year.” 

 — KYNDALL KRIST

Clockwise from 
left: Program 
from “As You 
Like It,” 1989; 
“The Tempest” 
poster, 1985; 
Mary Weeks ’73 
in “The Country 
Wife”

Bottom right: 
Cast of the 2019 
production of 
“A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream”
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CLEANING 
ENERGY
Given the key role of 
oil and gas in the 
global economy, how can 
humanity stop adding 
carbon dioxide to 
the atmosphere? Is a 
zero-emissions future 
achievable? A new 
research initiative 
has an answer: Instead 
of burning hydro-
carbons as fuel and 
releasing carbon diox-
ide, split them to make 
clean-burning hydro-
gen fuel and solid 
carbon materials. The 
latter can be used to 
make buildings, cars, 
clothing and more. 
The new Carbon Hub 
initiative includes 
researchers from more 
than 20 universi-
ties, institutes and 
national laboratories. 
The Carbon Hub will 
fund and direct $100 
million of basic sci-
ence and engineering 
projects — including 
an initial $10 mil-
lion commitment from 
Shell — to deploy new 
technologies, includ-
ing several that have 
already been proven 
in the lab. “No single 
approach to climate 
change addresses as 
many issues as the 
Carbon Hub,” said 
director Matteo 
Pasquali, the A.J. 
Hartsook Professor of 
Chemical and Biomolec-
ular Engineering, of 
Materials Science and 
NanoEngineering, and 
of Chemistry.  — JADE BOYD

  CLIMATE CHANGE  
APPY FAMILIES 
are all alike; every 
unhappy family is un-
happy in its own way. 
If that sentence 

sounds familiar, you can 
thank your English teacher 
for introducing you to Leo 
Tolstoy’s “Anna Karenina.” 
In addition to being one of 
the most memorable open-
ing lines in literature, Tolstoy’s 
keen insight into family dynamics 
has been adopted by the scientific com-
munity as a helpful metaphor. 

For example, Rice marine biologists 
have discovered the health of complex 
reef systems often depends on family 
dynamics within corals — specifically, 
the relationships among different 
“helper” algae cells that live inside 
them: their symbiotic microbiome. The 
findings of their collaborative research 
project were published recently in the 
journal Global Change Biology.  

 Algae are key to coral health. In 
exchange for a protected life inside 
corals, algae help feed their hosts by 
converting sunlight into food. They 
also impart the vibrant colors that are 
seen in reefs. A single coral colony can 
be home to multiple species of single-
celled algae, whose differences are only 
detectable by DNA analysis.

In their study, U.S. and Australian 
researchers created an experiment that 
simulated the effects of climate change 
on coral reefs. Marine biologists from 
the Australian Institute of Marine 
Science (AIMS) gathered corals from 
the Great Barrier Reef and used 
separately controlled tanks to compare 
how well they responded to rising 
ocean temperatures, increased acidity 
and exposure to bacterial pests.   

Back to Tolstoy and the “Anna 
Karenina principle.” It applies to 
complex undertakings where success 
depends on many things going right, 
and a single critical failure can make 
everything go wrong. The principle 
means that individual catastrophes are 
unique, like views through a kaleido-

H
scope. Successes, 

in contrast, are 
monochromatic, each alike in 

their absence of failure.  
A look at the algae that live inside 

corals revealed an interesting dynamic: 
Corals with more similar groups of 
algae survived better under stress. 
Those were the happy corals. Corals 
with more variable symbiotic commu-
nities of algae performed poorly under 
the experiment’s stresses. There were 
a variety of ways for these corals to be 
unhappy under stress. 

“In the best-performing corals, we 
saw a more constrained community 
that changed very little, no matter 
which stress they experienced,” said 
Lauren Howe-Kerr, a Rice graduate 
student and study lead co-author. “In 
contrast, the colonies that performed 
poorly under stress had community 
characteristics that varied.” The results 
suggest that the symbiont communities 
in the best performers are working well 
together and with their coral host, both 
under good conditions and under stress. 
In the worst performers, the diversity 
of patterns instead suggests that some 
corals aren’t as good at controlling their 
microbiome, and under stress, their 
algae families can go haywire. 

In the Global Change Biology study, 
Howe-Kerr, Rice marine biologist 
Adrienne Correa and co-authors, 
including Bénédicte Bachelot of Rice 
and Line Bay of AIMS, showed how 
algae community diversity might be 
used to predict coral stress response. 
“We may be able to use algae team group 
characteristics to identify coral colonies 
that are likely to be ‘happy’ under stress, 
and to focus on those for conservation 
or restoration,” said Correa.
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The Hip-Hop 
Humanist
Anthony Pinn 
in his own words
INTERVIEW BY KENDALL HEBERT

Engaged Research and Collaborative Learning 
(CERCL), director of Rice’s new Center for 
African and African American Studies (CAAAS), 
and director of research for the Institute for 
Humanist Studies in Washington, D.C. Awarded 
Rice’s Faculty Award for Excellence in Research, 
Teaching and Service in 2018, Pinn is constantly 
looking for new ways to nurture and shape 
moments of student engagement.

On the Role of Religion 
I was involved in the church from a really young 
age. When I went to Columbia University, that 
interest in religion continued, but it began to shift. 
I became less interested in church ministry and 
much more interested in the academic study of reli-
gion. As my interest in ministry declined, 

  TEACHING  

I began a fascination with 
the way in which religion as a 
cultural force has influenced 
and informed humans across 
the centuries. I had more 
questions than answers, 
and so the academic study 
of religion was a much more 
conducive environment for 
having good questions and 
not very many answers. I 
completed a degree at Har-
vard Divinity School and 
then got my Ph.D. in the 
study of religion at Harvard’s 
Graduate School of Arts and 
Sciences. Today, I describe 
myself as a humanist. When 
it comes to the basic markers 
of Christianity, I could also 
be described as an atheist. 
Religion has had tremendous 
cultural influence for me, but 
I don’t personally hold to any 
belief structure. 

Connecting to 
Houston’s Community
Shortly after I arrived at Rice, 
I felt there was more that Rice 
could be doing in terms of 
connecting to the Houston 
community. There were seg-
ments of the local community 
that we needed to be in better 
conversation with, and those 
discussions could influ-
ence and inform how we do 
our work on campus, which 
prompted me to propose the 
Houston Enriches Rice Edu-
cation project, which eventu-
ally grew into the CERCL. 
Our goal is to rethink what 
we mean by leadership on 
campus and the ways that 
we can connect to the larger 
Houston community. The 
CERCL is a way to showcase 
all of the knowledge that is in 
Houston, and to bring those 

AS THE AGNES CULLEN ARNOLD 
Professor of Humanities and a profes-
sor of religion, Anthony Pinn focuses 
on religion and culture, humanism 
and hip-hop culture. He is also the 
founding director of Rice’s Center for 
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encounters on campus in 
ways that transform us.

Tapping Into Houston’s 
Hip-Hop History
While Houston doesn’t 
receive the same sort of at-
tention as New York and Los 
Angeles, you can’t really talk 
about hip-hop as a global 
phenomenon without giving 
attention to Houston and the 
major players here — Rap-A-
Lot Records, Swishahouse, 
DJ Screw. To teach hip-hop 
culture at Rice and not tap 
into this long-standing and 
really important culture 
would be doing hip-hop and 
higher education all wrong. 
One of my former stu-
dents, who was interning at 
Rap-A-Lot Records, started 
connecting me with art-
ists. This took a bit of work 
as the hip-hop community 
was suspicious of Rice — the 
university had never really 
shown any love to hip-hop 
culture, and why would that 
change now? After some 
conversation, we were able to 
get rapper Bun B to campus. 
I asked him if he’d be willing 
to co-teach the course with 
me, and it’s gone really well. 
It puts Rice in a national and 
international conversation, 
and I’m proud that we were 
early in discussing hip-hop 
on campus in a way that ac-
tually engaged the culture.

The Center for 
African and African 
American Studies
While faculty and students 
across the university were 
doing work in African and 
African American studies 
before, everyone was siloed, 
working along their own 
interests, and there was no 

real way to acknowledge 
and expand upon existing 
synergy on campus. We 
decided [to found] the center 
because it would provide a 
space for faculty and stu-
dents to come together to 
recognize intellectual and 
research overlap.

We’ll have a robust 
curricular opportunity 
for undergraduates and 
graduate students, and 
we’re working on growing 
the faculty too — 10 hires 
over five years. The CAAAS 
steering committee has 
student representation on it, 
and the students are really 
excited. They understand 
that this is long overdue and 
that Rice is positioned to do 
something unique.

Teaching Black 
Lives Matter
Right now, my favorite core 
course is Religion and Black 
Lives Matter. From start to 
finish, we try to not only learn 
about the Black Lives Matter 
movement, but also model 
their leadership style. Rather 
than a final paper or an exam, 
the CERCL grants the stu-
dents $5,000 to come up with 
public programming that 
reflects what they’ve learned. 
The students are in charge 
of what that looks like, and I 
play whatever role they think 
is appropriate when it’s time 
to assess their work. It’s a bit 
of a challenge for me, in part 
because it is a break from the 
assumption that the instruc-
tor knows it all — I’ve learned 
a lot from it. 

This past fall, my students 
surveyed students, faculty 
and staff of African descent. 
They presented the state-
ments outside Rice Cof-
feehouse to reveal a snapshot 
of what it’s like to be at 
Rice with respect to issues 
of race — it demonstrated 
Rice at its best and its worst. 
This was accompanied by a 
day of learning open to the 
public, which was incredibly 
informative. 

Learning From Students 
I learn from my students 
how the cultural codes of life 
change. With each group of 
students, there’s a different 
type of engagement with the 
world, a different type of opti-
mism and a different sense of 
what the world makes available 
to them and what it offers. I’m 
constantly learning to switch 
my cultural examples to be 
mindful of how these students 
have encountered the world.

Value in Vulnerability 
Within the classroom, 
I want to provide students 
with an opportunity to 
extend themselves beyond 
campus to think about 
things in a way that pushes 
them beyond the hedges to 
get them to understand 
the value in vulnerability — 
the “I don’t know” moments 
that are followed by the 
“let me find out” opportu-
nities. As a teacher, I see 
myself as having a responsi-
bility to nurture and shape 
moments of engagement. 
I provide students with 
some resource, whether 
that’s books or people, but 
they have some responsi-
bility to apply what they’re 
learning. 

To teach hip-hop culture at Rice 
and not tap into [Houston’s] 

long-standing and really important 
culture would be doing hip-hop 
and higher education all wrong.
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Copper 
wool plugs

Turbostratic layers are loosely stacked, making 
them easy to suspend and separate. This 
quality is preferable over orderly arranged 
A-B stacked layers that are hard to pry apart.

STRONGER CONCRETE DURABLE PLASTIC MEDICAL TECH
Just 0.1% graphene by weight  
increases its strength by 35% 

Strengthened and conductive
plastic would find new uses

Graphene could strengthen
implants, improve sensors 
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FIRING THE CHARGE

BREAKING THE CARBON SOURCE

MAKING GRAPHENE

Wall outlets charge bays of 
capacitors. When released, 
the current races toward 
brass electrodes on either 
side of the carbon source.

The current flows through the 
source with enough energy to 
break every molecular bond. 
Noncarbon elements are 
captured for reuse.

As carbon cools, new carbon-
carbon bonds form to make 
“turbostratic” graphene that is 
easier to separate than stacked 
graphene commonly produced.

Just adding a small amount of 
graphene would toughen concrete, 
metals, plastics and more. This 
allows a reduction in the use of 
those materials, which in turn 
reduces energy usage, pollution  
and greenhouse gas emissions. 
Trapped as graphene, the atoms 
are removed from the carbon cycle.

Carbon 
source

Extra-strength 
graphene flakes

Turbostratic 
(misaligned)

A-B stacked 
(orderly aligned)

5,000°F radiation 
(flash)

Carbon 
atoms

Noncarbon 
volatiles

Less than 
10 milliseconds

Copper 
wool plugs

Carbon 
source

Flash 
graphene

Electric 
wires

Vise screw

Current

Quartz 
tube

Brass screw
(electrode)

Rubber stoppers  
gradually compress to 
increase conductivity
of the carbon source

PLASTIC
TIRES

COALWOOD

FOOD 
SCRAPS

MIXED 
WASTE

GREENER AND STRONGER

Flash heating 
system prototype 
shown above
(1/2 actual scale)

FIRING A FLASH of electricity through a carbon-
containing material produces high-quality graphene.
The strongest known material is an atom-thick sheet of 
hexagonal carbon lattice. The Rice lab of chemist James 
Tour is developing an a�ordable process to turn bulk 
carbon waste into tiny graphene flakes. Benefits include 
reducing plastic, food and industrial waste.

A Rice lab turns trash 
into valuable graphene 
with a flash.

Waste Not
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WELCOME, 
PROVOST 
DESROCHES
Reginald DesRoches, 
the dean of the 
George R. Brown 
School of Engineer-
ing, has been named 
the university’s 
next provost. 
“I could not be 

more grateful and 
excited that Reggie 
has agreed to serve 
as our next provost,” 
President David 
Leebron said. “He 
is an accomplished 
scholar and a proven 
academic leader. His 
commitment to excel-
lence extends to 
every part of our 
endeavors.”
DesRoches has 

served as the Wil-
liam and Stephanie 
Sick Dean of Engi-
neering since 2017. 
Effective July 1, 
he will assume the 
duties now fulfilled 
by interim Provost 
Seiichi Matsuda, who 
succeeded Provost 
Marie Lynn Miranda.
“I am deeply 

honored and 
excited,” DesRoches 
said. “It is an 
absolute privilege 
to serve as the next 
provost and I look 
forward to work-
ing with President 
Leebron, the fac-
ulty and staff to 
enhance the uni-
versity’s stellar 
reputation.”  
 — DOUG  MILLER

  FACULTY  

The Other 
Ellis Island  

 HISTORY 

A 1907 guide for Jewish 
immigrants illuminates 
a fascinating chapter in 
Texas history.

MOST OF THE 10,000 Jewish im-
migrants from Eastern Europe who 
arrived as part of the Galveston Move-
ment between 1907 and 1914 fanned out 
across Texas and the rest of the nation. 
As they settled into new lives, memen-
tos occasionally sent from back home 
reminded them of their difficult deci-
sions to leave the Old World behind. 
Some artifacts, like a rare guide to the 
immigration process obtained last 
year, can be particularly revealing. 

Located in Fondren Library’s 
Woodson Research Center, the 
Houston Jewish History Archive 
(HJHA) contains documents, testi-

monials and objects that illustrate the 
complex history of the Jewish communi-
ty in Texas. One of its newest additions is 
a pamphlet obtained by Joshua Furman, 
HJHA’s director, from a rare Judaica 
book dealer in New York City. It is one of 
only two known to exist, printed in 1907 
in Ukraine, mostly in Yiddish.

The pamphlet was revealed to be a 
guide to Texas — home to 20,000 Jews at 
the time — that was remarkably accurate. 
It described the jobs available in various 
Texas cities, the Jewish populations and 
institutions found there, what to expect 
upon arrival at the Port of Galveston 
and honest assessments of the weather: 
“Except for its southern section, its 
climate is good for your health, especially 
in the winter months.”

For Furman, it was a tremendous 
find. “Now we have the document that 
would have convinced people who live 
in a shtetl, in a small village, in Eastern 
Europe in 1907 … to try to entice them to 
make this incredible journey,” he said.

The Galveston Movement had an 
outsized impact on the Jewish 

diaspora in the U.S. It all started 
because a wealthy philanthropist from 
New York City, Jacob Schiff, recognized 
the need to settle Eastern European 
Jews in the heartland of America, 
where it was less likely they would be 
targeted by xenophobic opponents of 
immigration. Schiff’s guide illustrates 
the path across Eastern Europe taken 
by thousands of Jews that led them 
to Germany and then Texas, which 
eventually allowed them to take trains 
to towns as close as Marshall and 
Temple and to states as far away as 
Rhode Island and California.

For Furman, the pamphlet will help 
shed even more historical light onto 
the journeys these men, women and 
children decided to undertake. “What 
did they think they were getting into?” 
Furman said. “Right now, we have 
some information about that — we’ve 
got some memoir literature, some 
newspaper articles in the American 
press — but this is one more piece of the 
puzzle that we didn’t have before.”

 — KATHARINE SHILCUTT

A rare pamphlet 
printed in 
Ukraine in 1907 
sheds new 
light on the 
Galveston 
Movement.

A LOT OF MY WORK involves 
studying a biomolecule called the amy-
loid beta protein, which is one of a vari-
ety of things in the brain that we think 
lead to Alzheimer’s disease. If you do an 
autopsy on someone with Alzheimer’s, 
you’ll find clumps of this protein that 
have kind of settled together into solid 
masses called plaques. But the odd thing 
is, everyone makes these proteins all the 
time, so the molecules themselves aren’t 
the problem — and lots of people have 
amyloid beta plaques in their brains but 
don’t go on to develop Alzheimer’s. So 
why does the protein cause the disease 
in some cases but not in others?

It could be that amyloid beta plaques 
are not really the toxic form of the 
molecule. The really bad stuff might 

be aggregates of the protein that are 
still dissolved in the fluid of the brain. 
They can diffuse quickly throughout 
the brain tissue and affect a large area, 
whereas plaques can’t move once they 
form. But the big underlying question 
remains: What does amyloid beta do 
to the brain in general? It’s possible 
that its plaques don’t actually cause 
much damage, and that they form as a 
result of the brain trying to remove the 
protein from the fluid between its cells. 
That would explain why some people 
develop plaques but not the disease — 
their body may recognize early on that 
they have excess amyloid beta and pull 
it out of solution before their neurons 
start dying. But we just don’t know, and 
the scientific community is desperately 
trying to grasp that. 

If we can figure out how amyloid 
beta works in the brain, it would be a 
huge step for treating Alzheimer’s and 
a number of other neurodegenerative 
diseases like Parkinson’s, Huntington’s 
and ALS. Those conditions may seem 
very different on the surface, but the 
mechanisms that cause them have a lot 
in common: They’re all triggered by 
proteins aggregating in the brain. 

 — AS TOLD TO DAVID LEVIN

Angel Martí is an associate professor of 
chemistry, bioengineering, and materi-
als science and nanoengineering at Rice.

How Amyloid 
Beta Plaques 
Affect the 
Brain
Biochemist Angel Martí 
studies the mysteries of 
Alzheimer’s disease.

  WE DON’T KNOW  ...  

WISDOM
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Radical 
Revisionists

 VISUAL ARTS 

Contemporary African artists 
confront past and present 
in recent exhibition

INSIDE THE CENTRAL GALLERY 
of the Moody Center for the Arts is 
Ghanaian artist Serge Attukwei 
Clottey’s newest site-specific installa-
tion, “Softening the Borders,” featuring 
dozens of different chairs suspended 
from the high ceiling as though paused 
in flight. Along the gallery’s walls, 
bright yellow posters bear postage 
stamps and pieces of Clottey’s own pass-
port and other travel documents. Amidst 
the chaos, Clottey said he hopes to evoke 
the feeling of displacement he and other 
migrants often feel while negotiating 
travel abroad — especially to Western 
countries from African nations.

“What I’m interested in as an artist 
is to speak out about those situations,” 
Clottey said. “And all those experiences 
of being rejected and denied become a 
reflection of what I’m creating. I never 
give up.”

Clottey’s installation is on exhibit 
through May 16 as part of the Moody 
Center’s spring exhibition, “Radical 
Revisionists,” which brings together 
the work of 10 contemporary artists 
from Africa and the diaspora across a 
range of media, including sculpture, 

large-scale photography, a virtual 
reality installation and performance art. 
“Radical Revisionists” addresses how 
the histories of marginalized people are 
often erased and the ways in which art-
ists reinterpret familiar themes through 
contemporary, Afrocentric lenses.

“The works engage with questions of 
migration and displacement, represen-
tation and identity, and the exploitation 
of land, resources and people in the 
colonial and postcolonial eras,” said 
Alison Weaver, the Suzanne Deal Booth 
executive director of the Moody Center.

The Brown Foundation Gallery has 
been completely transformed thanks 
to custom-built walls designed by Rice 
architect Carlos Jimenez and painted 
vivid red, green and yellow. On display 
are photographic portraiture by 
Omar Victor Diop rendered in equally 
intense hues and stunning black-and-
white self-portraits by Zanele Muholi. 
Two sculptures by Yinka Shonibare 
confront visitors at two important 
turns in the winding gallery space, and 
a colorful plastic bag installation by 
Pascale Marthine Tayou demands to be 
examined from multiple angles.

Works by Sammy Baloji, Njideka 
Akunyili Crosby, Adama Delphine 
Fawundu, Robin Rhode and Mary 
Sibande round out this spring’s 
exhibition, with Sibande’s work found 

in the intimate Media Arts Gallery 
that houses video and VR installations. 
Sibande’s “A Crescendo of Ecstasy” 
asks guests to fit their faces into masks, 
three visitors at a time. Her surreal 
virtual experience, like all the works 
in the exhibition, powerfully ques-
tions Western hegemony and colonial 
perspectives that Americans often take 
for granted. — KATHARINE SHILCUTT

The Moody Center for the Arts was 
closed in March due to COVID-19. Visit 
moody.rice.edu for information about 
the center’s reopening.

Left: Mary 
Sibande’s 
“A Crescendo 
of Ecstasy”

Right: Serge 
Attukwei 
Clottey stands 
in his installa-
tion, “Softening 
the Borders.”

Right: A detail 
of Clottey’s 
“Softening the 
Borders” 
installation

Below: Omar 
Victor Diop’s 
photographic 
portraits
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Taking Responsibility for 
Climate Change 

  R ADIO  

Despair, depression and guilt aren’t helping us — or the 
planet. But one Rice professor might know what will.

WE CAN’T THINK OUR WAY out 
of a climate crisis without first learning 
to feel our way out.

That’s the premise of a new show on 
BBC’s Radio 4 from Timothy Morton, 
Rice’s Rita Shea Guffey Chair in Eng-

but largely set in Houston, Morton’s 
show is a contemplation of the complex 
reasons why it’s difficult for many 
people to face climate change head-
on — and how to cope with the anxiety 
and despair caused by contemplating 
the magnitude of current climate 
disasters. 

“If there’s one thing I really want to 
communicate to people with this show,” 
Morton explained, “it’s that you’re not 
guilty — but that we can all be respon-
sible, and there’s a difference.” 

Morton uses ideas like hyperobjects, 
which describe something so large 
it can’t be pointed to as one thing, 
massively distributed across space 
and time, to better explain the climate 
crisis. Global warming, for example, is 
a hyperobject. So is all the Styrofoam 
on Earth — ever. Hyperobjects must 
be reckoned with, Morton argues, if 
humans are to understand that we are 
not apart from the world but of it and in 
it. Only then, perhaps, will we be better 
equipped to care for the environment 
as a holistic part of us that is also shared 
with the entire world.

But the reckoning part can be tough, 
as Morton discusses in the opening of 
the show’s first episode. Set against a 
background of ambient urban sounds, 
Morton’s emotional and honest 
conversations with experts across many 
fields dig into why so many people 
are reluctant to engage with the topic 
of climate change. Hilton Kelley, an 
environmental activist in Port Arthur, 
Texas, for example, shows Morton 
what one person can — or, just as often, 
cannot — achieve against a hyperobject 
like the oil and gas industry.

It’s a distillation of Morton’s own 
philosophy: Despair and guilt aren’t 
helpful feelings. But reckoning with 
other emotions and learning how to 
channel them into something positive? 
This, Morton contends, is the true path 
forward. We have a collective responsi-
bility to the environment. “It’s on us.” 

 — KATHARINE SHILCUTT

Listen to Morton’s radio show at 
magazine.rice.edu.

lish and a leading expert in ecological 
theory and ontology. “The End of 
the World Has Already Happened” 
premiered Jan. 2 and aired in three 
parts that are now available online. 

Broadcast in the United Kingdom 
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Qatar and the 
Gulf Crisis
Kristian Coates 
Ulrichsen  
Hurst, 2020

THREE YEARS into its standoff 
with the Middle East’s so-called 
“Anti-Terror Quartet,” Qatar still 
appears unlikely to give in to the 
group’s demands — and the quartet 
seems equally unlikely to back 
down. Because Qatar is set to host 
the FIFA World Cup in 2022, its re-
stricted borders and airspace could 
soon pose very public problems. 

In “Qatar and the Gulf Crisis,” 
Kristian Coates Ulrichsen, fellow 
for the Middle East at Rice’s Baker 
Institute for Public Policy,  breaks 
down the historical steps that led 
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt 
to impose a blockade on Qatar 

in 2017, triggering a crisis that 
has heightened long-simmering 
tensions between the Gulf states. 
The blockade was meant to isolate 
Qatar and force it to submit to its 
powerful neighbors, who expected 
that the vulnerable state would 
cave within days. Coates Ulrichsen 
argues that it may have made Qatar 
stronger and more united instead. 

The Gulf crisis “has taken on 
aspects of a long-term ‘cold war’ 
stalemate between parties unable 
or unwilling to find a middle 
ground to negotiate over,” he 
writes. While there may be no 
easy solution to the crisis, Coates 
Ulrichsen’s examination of the 
factors involved helps illuminate 
what works and what doesn’t in 
international affairs, where cava-
lier power plays carry the risk of 
falling short — and compromising 
credibility on a global scale. 

Faculty Books
  NOW READING  

BY JENNIFER LATSON

Joy at Work
Organizing Your Professional Life
Marie Kondo and Scott Sonenshein
Little, Brown Spark, 2020

CLUTTER CAN BE MORE THAN a distraction — it can suck the life out of 
your career. In their new book, “Joy at Work,” tidying expert Marie Kondo and or-
ganizational psychologist Scott Sonenshein, the Henry Gardiner Symonds Profes-
sor of Management at Rice’s Jones Graduate School of Business, make the case that 
simplifying and organizing your work life can help you focus on what’s important 
and bring joy back to your job. Rice Magazine contributor Jennifer Latson spoke 
with Sonenshein about how we can all achieve tidier, more meaningful work lives. 

Q: Do the lessons in the book 
apply to everyone? Aren’t some 
jobs just inherently miserable?

A: That’s actually the surprising thing 
about work: While some jobs have more 
exposure to things people find un-
pleasant, what really predicts our joy at 
work is our attitude — and the stories 
we tell ourselves. A lot of research 
shows that just the way we frame our 
jobs makes a huge difference. In one 
study, researchers talked to a woman 
who has a cleaning job in a hospital, 
dealing with some of the most unpleas-
ant tasks imaginable — and statistics 
show that janitorial work is one of the 
least enjoyable jobs. But this woman 
framed her job by thinking of herself 
as part of the care team, along with 
the doctors and nurses. She’s not dis-
pensing medication. She’s dispensing 
smiles. Thinking of it that way brought 
her a sense of meaning and made the 
work rewarding. 

Q: You use the term “clutter” to 
mean not just physical clutter, 
but also the tasks that get in the 
way of our “real” work. Where 
do we find this kind of clutter, 
and how do we get rid of it? 

A: Email is a great example. People 
spend up to half their day on emails, and 
a lot of it is not useful. We create a lot of 
our email problems from fear that we’re 
not visible enough, that we don’t look like 
we’re working hard enough. So we send 
emails and then we get all these emails 
back that we then have to answer. If we 
can build confidence in our standing at 
work, that we’re doing enough and are 
valued, we can control that problem of 
emailing out of anxiety, thinking that 
email will be the way that our perfor-
mance will be evaluated or measured. 

Q: What’s wrong with 
multitasking? 

A: Science makes it clear that there’s 
no such thing as multitasking. What 

we’re doing is switching between 
tasks very rapidly, and every time we 
switch, there’s a mental and time cost. 
Every time you check an email in a 
meeting, you stop listening, so you’re 
missing out. What we need to figure 
out is: What’s driving this multitask-
ing? Do you feel like you have too 
much to do and not enough time? Or 
is it because you’re not really engaged 
in what you’re doing? If it’s the sec-
ond one, we need to spend some time 
exploring why that’s the case. It could 
just be out of habit: You have your 
phone nearby, and it’s really hard to 
ignore. 

Q: Is part of our clutter prob-
lem due to the fact that we’re 
more distracted than ever be-
fore, thanks to our devices and 
all the demands they place on 
our attention? 

A: When clutter starts to build, it’s 
easier for it to keep accumulating. 
Once you have a bunch of emails, 
there’s the sense of, “What’s 15 more?” 
But I think we’re intentionally dis-
tracting ourselves, too. On one level, 
it’s a lot easier to send off a bunch of 
emails than to focus on a long-term 
project. But focusing on these super-
ficial tasks distracts you from the true 
meaning of your work. The point is 
not simply getting rid of these things 
to free up time, but to get in touch 
with your purpose at work. The piles 
of mess obscure that true purpose. 
This is something people often have a 
hard time with. How many of us just 
give ourselves permission to dream 
about what we want our work to be? 
It’s empowering, but it is a little scary, 
and people don’t always want to feel as 
vulnerable as you do with that kind of 
self-discovery. It means asking, “Can 
I really do this? Can I make a differ-
ence?” You can’t know that until you 
open yourself up to thinking about 
how you really want to feel at work. 
And clutter distracts from that jour-
ney of self-discovery.

Put It 
on the 
Windowsill 
An Italian-
American Family 
Memoir
Marcia Brennan  
Dark River, 2019

WHEN MARCIA Brennan’s 
mother wanted to guarantee good 
weather for a special occasion, 
she’d place a statue of the Virgin 
Mary on the windowsill — and it 
worked. On her father’s dresser, 
meanwhile, stood a statue of 
Joseph cradling the baby Jesus in 
one arm. In the other arm, Bren-
nan’s father had placed a dime. 
Brennan, who teaches art his-
tory and religious studies at Rice, 
explains that Joseph served as the 
patron saint of their home; her fa-
ther believed that keeping a dime 
on the statue ensured there would 

always be enough money for the 
family. And there was. 

 “Just as these sacred figures 
were associated with the tran-
scendent, so too were they deeply 
integrated within domestic set-
tings, where they were actively 
used,” Brennan writes in “Put It 
on the Windowsill,” her memoir. 
“In houses like the one I grew up 
in, such sacred objects were living 
presences because they were 
actively a part of our lives.” 

In Brennan’s childhood home, 
the saints were as real — and as 
powerful — as the relatives who 
were constantly preparing food and 
issuing blessings, along with the oc-
casional curse. In this collection of 
anecdotes and musings, sprinkled 
with recipes, Brennan recounts the 
ways her colorful relatives and the 
spiritual practices she grew up with 
shaped her life and illuminated the 
quirks of Italian-American culture. 
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visit to the 
Houston Zoo is 
never complete 
without seeing the 
Asian elephants. 
Methai, Tupelo, 
Shanti, Tess, 
Thai, Tucker and 
Duncan are all 
members of the 
zoo’s herd. Between 

the sunbathing, rolling around in water and 
mealtime antics, the elephants add a touch of 
whimsy to an afternoon at the zoo.

 Of course, Asian elephants are also 
members of an endangered species. They used 
to be found in forested regions of India and 
Southeast Asia. Now, due to the loss of their 
native habitat, conflicts with humans and a 
devastating virus, their population is in steep 
decline. One-third of Asian elephants live in 
captivity, while the rest live in fragmented 
pockets of forest. Zoos play an essential role 
in conservation efforts, both by preserv-
ing members of threatened and endangered 
species as well as raising public awareness. In 
the coming years, as the world grapples with 
an extinction crisis on an unprecedented scale, 
zoos will play an even more critical role.

A pathbreaking genomic project 
supports worldwide research 
and conservation efforts.

A
By Rachel Fairbank
Illustrations by Gina Triplett
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Just down the road from the Houston Zoo, a 
very different kind of “zoo” is rapidly growing. 
Housed in a laboratory high in the towers of the 
Texas Medical Center, the DNA Zoo is bringing 
a group of scientists together to offer genomic 
tools to aid in research and conservation efforts. 
Instead of a zoo where endangered species make 
their physical homes, this one is made up of test 
tubes, DNA samples, lab equipment and algo-
rithms, housed in a laboratory with wall-to-wall 
whiteboards crammed full of diagrams, notes 
and equations, and staffed with scientists who 
are dedicated to sharing their research with 
anyone who needs it. Their goals are not modest.

“The DNA Zoo has a goal of putting together 
high-quality genomes for all existing critters,” 
said Olga Dudchenko, a researcher in Rice 
University and Baylor College of Medicine’s 
Center for Genome Architecture. Having a 
sequenced genome available for a species lays the 
foundation for researchers and conservation-
ists to do their job. Examples include identifying 
possible genes involved in disease, monitoring 
for inbreeding within small populations and 
tracking individuals in the wild.

“Today, the barrier to entry for doing serious 
biological work on a species is the need to have a 
reference genome,” said Erez Lieberman Aiden, 
director of the DNA Zoo and the Center for 
Genome Architecture, and assistant professor of 
computer science and computational and applied 
mathematics at Rice. “What this [project] means is 
the barrier for entry just disappears.” After only 
one year, researchers have already put together the 
genomes for more than 100 species, with the results 
and techniques made freely available to the entire 
conservation and research communities.

According to a recent United Nations report by 
the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform 
on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services, 1 million 
species are headed toward extinction, many 
within the next few decades. This extinction crisis 
is driven by several factors, such as the effects of 
climate change and sea level rise, the loss of habitat 
due to urbanization and agricultural development, 
and the increase in pollutants.

“If  biodiversity fails, we are all going to fail,” 
said Parwinder Kaur, an associate profes-
sor of genomics and computational biology at 
the University of Western Australia, and the 
co-director of DNA Zoo Australia. In order to 
preserve the biodiversity we have, and to ensure 
the continued survival of different species, 
scientists and conservationists will need a 
variety of tools at their disposal, one of which 
is having a sequenced genome available for a 
particular species.

A Visit 
to the 
DNA Zoo
The ongoing work 
by the DNA Zoo 
team will aid in 
biomedical research 
and conservation 
efforts for a broad 
range of species. A few 
of the species whose 
genomes have been 
assembled by the DNA 
Zoo include Asian 
elephants, California 
condors and right 
whales, which are 
facing extinction, as 
well as Aedes aegypti 
mosquitoes and 
Madagascar rousettes, 
which act as reservoirs 
for new and emerging 
viruses, or Chinese 
hamsters, which 
play a large role in 
biomedical research. 

Asian 
Elephant 
One of the major threats 
to Asian elephants, after 
loss of habitat, is a virus. 
Elephant endotheliotro-
pic herpesvirus (EEHV) 
is a highly fatal virus that 
is responsible for half of 
the deaths among young 
Asian elephants in zoos.

Using samples 
collected from the 
elephants at the Hous-
ton Zoo, the DNA Zoo 
released an assembled 
genome in January 
2020. This information 
will help researchers 
tease out the differ-
ent factors that make 
elephants so susceptible 
to EEHV, as well as come 
up with possible cures or 
vaccines.
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California 
Condor 
In 1987, the California 
condor, whose range 
once extended across 
much of North America, 
was declared extinct in 
the wild with only a few 
dozen surviving indi-
viduals found in captiv-
ity. These iconic birds, 
with wingspans of up to 
10 feet and who soar at 
heights of up to 15,000 
feet, are vulnerable to 
a number of threats, 
including power lines, 
environmental toxins 
and habitat destruc-
tion. In the years since, 
a concerted conserva-
tion effort has led to the 
reintroduction of the 
California condor back 
into the wild and an 
increase in population 
to a few hundred indi-
viduals, although they 
remain highly vulner-
able to environmental 
factors.

Together with conser-
vationists, the DNA 
Zoo put together a 
high-quality genome of 
the California condor. 
This will help conser-
vationists keep track of 
condors in the wild and 
help with biomedical 
studies.

Chinese 
Hamster 
For decades, cells 
derived from the 
ovaries of Chinese 
hamsters have played 
an important role in 
the pharmaceuti-
cal industry. These 
cells, which are 
easy to grow, can 
be manipulated to 
produce specific 
proteins. Such 
proteins range from 
anti-cancer drugs to 
hormone therapies, 
with Chinese hamster 
cells acting as the 
silent partner that 
makes this production 
possible.

Until recently, 
researchers were 
using a draft genome 
for the Chinese 
hamster. Thanks to 
the DNA Zoo, a fully 
assembled genome is 
now available.

GENOME JIGSAW
A genome is the sequence of base 
pairs that acts as an organism’s 
blueprint. The human genome has 
more than 3 billion base pairs that 
are found on 23 chromosomes. Bases 
come in two paired sets — adenine 
(A) pairs with thymine (T), and 
cytosine (C) pairs with guanine (G). 
The sequence of these bases — the 
C’s, G’s, A’s and T’s — forms the code 
for everything needed to make our 
bodies work, such as how a string 
of zeros and ones contains all of the 
information computers need to run 
and carry out complex tasks.

 “Genome assembly is similar to 
a jigsaw puzzle,” said Dudchenko, 

“where you examine the individual bits 
and pieces and look for the overlap, the 
sequence similarity at the edges, that 
allow you to stitch them together.”

Putting together a genome works 
by chopping up DNA into small 
pieces called reads, figuring out the 
sequence of bases for each of these 
reads, then stitching all of the reads 
together by looking at how the pieces 
overlap. Dudchenko is adept at using 
metaphors to describe the challenges 
inherent in genome assembly. “Imag-
ine you have a region that is all blue 
sky, where everything looks the same. 
This is the problem of  ‘repeats.’”

Along with Aiden and other collab-
orators, she has come up with a solu-

tion to this puzzle based on Hi-C, a 
technology originally proposed to 
study how genomes fold inside the 
nucleus. Hi-C determines the spatial 
position of DNA sequences relative 
to one another in 3D and is usually 
used to analyze gene regulation. 
Dudchenko and her team developed 
algorithms that instead use Hi-C to 
trace the sequence of chromosomes. 
In a way, the spatial metadata from 
Hi-C works like identifying the 
corner piece of the blue sky section 
to help assemble the jigsaw puzzle.  

An important part of the assembly 
infrastructure created at the Center for 
Genome Architecture is the tool called 
Juicebox Assembly Tools, or JBAT.  PR
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JBAT works by creating a visualiza-
tion map that gives information about 
points of contact between sections of 
DNA, through which an uninterrupted 
sequence can be assembled. Watching 
this in action is like watching a game of 
Tetris, where all of the different pieces get 
assembled into a coherent block of text. 
“I believe in searching for simple solu-
tions,” Dudchenko said. “Humans are 
visual creatures. Our approach to solv-
ing this problem is extremely visual.”

 The ability to use the Hi-C method 
to quickly assemble a genome was 
demonstrated, to remarkable effect, in 
2017 with a Science paper published by 
the Aiden lab with Dudchenko as the 
principal author. At the time, the Zika 
epidemic was in full effect. Research-
ers were struggling with the lack of a 
good reference genome for the Aedes 
aegypti mosquito, which transmits the 
Zika virus. A draft of the genome had 
been published, but due to the large 
number of repeats, the pieces hadn’t 
been assembled, which was like having 
a manual in which all of the pages were 
unbound and unordered.

Using the JBAT algorithm, Dudchenko 
and collaborators were able to take these 
sequences and put them in order for the 
modest price of $10,000, a price point 
that, with additional refinements, has 
since dropped to $1,000.

“This is something that cost millions 
of dollars just a handful of years ago,” 
Aiden said.

BECOMING DNA 
ZOOKEEPERS
As they were developing these tools, 
Aiden, Dudchenko and the rest of the 
research group were laying the ground-
work for the DNA Zoo, including build-
ing up a repository of DNA samples for 
a wide range of species that could later 
be sequenced. One of the first organiza-
tions to step up was the Houston Zoo. 
Even before they had developed a low-
cost technique, the Houston Zoo was 
there, willing to give whatever samples 
they had available to help out future 
conservation efforts.

“We try to hold the long view,” said 
Joe Flanagan, a senior veterinarian at 

Right Whale 
With only 400 individuals left, 
the North Atlantic right whale 
— Eubalaena glacialis — is 
one of the most endangered 
whale species. So named 
because they were the “right” 
whale for whalers to harvest, 
hundreds of years of whaling 
activity has left them teeter-
ing on the edge of extinction.

Right whales are huge, 
reaching up to 52 feet in 
length and 70 tons in weight, 
but the combination of their 
ocean habitat and migra-
tory habits makes them hard 
to study. Almost nothing is 
known of their social struc-
ture or mating habits, which 
makes coming up with effec-
tive conservation strategies 
especially tough.

Previously, the strategy 
for identifying individuals 
was to look at the tail, which 
served as a sort of fingerprint. 
This approach is laborious 
and requires getting a good 
glimpse of the tail, which can 
be tricky.

Now that the DNA Zoo has 
put together a high-quality 
genome for the right whale, 
this can make identifying 
individuals a lot simpler. 
All it would take is a small 
sample of DNA, which 
could be obtained from the 
water blown out of a whale’s 
blowhole, similar to the way 
humans might spit into a 
test tube for a genetic test. 
Having this as a tool will help 
researchers piece together 
more information about these 
creatures.

 M A G A Z I N E . R I C E . E D U   4 1
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Olympic 
Spirit
Rosey Edeh has been 
clearing hurdles on 
and off the field since 
coming to Rice.

PROFILES, HISTORY AND CLASSNOTES
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Madagascar 
Rousette 
In the wake of the novel 
coronavirus (SARS-
COv-2, which causes 
the disease COVID-19), 
the DNA Zoo was able to 
assemble and release a 
genome for the Mada-
gascar rousette. The 
Madagascar rousette 
is a small fruit bat, part 
of the Pteropodidae 
family, which are natural 
hosts for many types 
of viruses. As DNA Zoo 
team members Aviva 
Presser Aiden, Cara 
Brook and Dudchenko 
wrote in their blog post 
announcing its release: 
“[W]e believe that the 
reference genome for 
a species in this genus 
— even one endemic 
to Madagascar rather 
than China — could be 
relevant to studies of 
the coronavirus and its 
reservoir.” Studying the 
original host species as 
well as related species 
can offer insight into 
disease mechanisms.

the Houston Zoo and one of the early 
DNA Zoo collaborators. “We want to see 
wildlife thrive for the long run.”

For years, every time veterinarians 
at the Houston Zoo took blood samples, 
usually during the course of periodic 
checkups or diagnostic tests, the little bit 
that was left over went to the DNA Zoo, 
where it was stored, ready for the day 
when it will be sequenced.

“Our idea was to do this as unobtru-
sively and as opportunistically as possi-
ble,” Dudchenko said.

Since then, more than 50 institutions 
have joined forces with the DNA Zoo, 
offering DNA samples and expertise. 
Collaborators include the Texas State 
Aquarium, the Duke Lemur Center, 

the Smithsonian Conservation Biology 
Institute, the Wildlife Conservation 
Society and many others. Together, they 
have been able to curate a collection that 
contains the DNA of more than 1,000 
species.

Given the need for genomic data, as 
well as the ability for rapidly respond-
ing to issues such as the outbreak of 
new viruses, DNA Zoo collaborators 
are “democratizing” the tools of genome 
assembly by making their data open 
source. “We share the data associated 
without any restrictions to help move the 
scientific and conservation communities 
forward as fast as possible,” Dudchenko 
said. “We wanted to launch an effort that 
is fully transparent.”  ◆
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HEN ROSEY Edeh ’90 
studied art and art his-
tory at Rice, she could 
often be found behind a 
camera, one of her pho-

tographic subjects being the campus’s 
historic architecture. 

But with such a full life, there are 
iconic photos of Edeh that we would 
want to take: That of a smiling teen with 
several track and field medals hanging 
from her neck, the hurdler reacting to 
breaking a Canadian record in one of 
her three Olympic appearances and, of 
course, the alumna being inducted into 
the 1996 Rice Athletic Hall of Fame. 

We would also include photos of her 
different media personas: TV sports 
reporter, CNN meteorologist, “Enter-
tainment Tonight Canada” reporter 
and Toronto TV reporter jogging 
alongside the premier of Ontario 
during her morning run. Most recently, 
Edeh wrote and directed a documen-
tary film capturing a farewell concert 
for a Montreal jazz legend. 

Growing up in Montreal, Edeh’s 
Nigerian-born parents insisted their 

W

describes each hurdle stride as a deep, 
personal drumbeat. Soon she was setting 
Rice records in both the 100-meter 
and 400-meter hurdles. But the other 
drumbeat she was hearing in 1987 was of 
the upcoming Summer Olympics. 

The novice hurdler would make it all 
the way to the 1988 games in Seoul to 
compete for Canada. Still an undergrad 
at the time, she found time to work 
on an anthropology research project 
for Stephen Tyler (now the Herbert 
S. Autrey Professor Emeritus of 
Anthropology and Linguistics) while 
there. “We had some downtime before 
the competition began,” she says, “and 
researching Buddhism in South Korea 
was a great distraction.” 

She later qualified for the 1992 and 
1996 Olympics and set and repeat-
edly broke a Canadian record in the 
400-meter hurdle. Her 1988 record 
stood for 35 years — until last October.  

She earned that record one year 
after giving birth to daughter Micha, 
whose father is former U.S. Olympic 
long jumper Mike Powell. Micha also 
became an athlete and Olympian on 
the 4x400-meter relay team in Rio 
de Janeiro in 2016. When Micha was 
young, Edeh took up TV broadcasting, 
the highlight being 10 years with “ET 
Canada,” conducting about 1,000 celeb-
rity interviews. She later worked in 
local news in Toronto and through her 
company, Micha Muse Media, wrote 
and directed a documentary film, 
“Oliver Jones: Mind Hands Heart,” 
on legendary jazz pianist and fellow 
Montrealer Oliver Jones.

Her drive was learned on the track 
and continues off the field. Edeh 
recently signed on as a contributor 
to byblacks.com, an online magazine 
serving black Canadians. And once 
social distancing measures due to 
COVID-19 have been lifted, she plans 
to shoot more video interviews, such 
as one she recently did of R.T. Thorne, 
the creator of “Utopia Falls,” for the 
magazine. “You don’t really give 
yourself another choice,” she says. “You 
let those dreams take you.”

Duct Tape
Christian Carr turns 
utilitarian tape into 
bold works of art.

 I ’M A NERD ABOUT … 

daughter stay active. “They were 
typical immigrant parents,” she says. 
“They’re like, ‘I’m working hard. So you 
think you’re going to just sit around 
and watch TV?’”

Her local and national track and field 
wins led to a California State University, 
Fresno scholarship. However, the gap 
between the frequent first-place runner 
and her competitors had her looking for 
tougher challenges. She had heard about 
Victor Lopez, the Rice women’s track 
and field coach who would go on to pro-
duce 18 national champions during his 
26 years at Rice. She transferred to Rice 
and spent a year “redshirting,” meaning 
she could train but not compete. Her 
year did not suffer from that restriction. 

“I loved Rice from the moment I got 
there.” She marveled at its architecture 
and was taken with the caliber of 
athletes. After a year of running mostly 
sprints, she and Lopez decided that Edeh 
should try hurdles, an Olympic sport that 
had recently begun accepting women. “I 
trained and raced, trained and raced, and 
sat in a bucket of ice,” she says, refer-
ring to the inevitable shin splints. She 

GRAD YEAR 
2019

COLLEGE 
Duncan

MAJOR 
English and 
political science

DAY JOB 
Marketing 
coordinator at a 
software company 
in Houston

HOW I GOT MY 
START  
When I was in the 
fourth grade, I 
would stay up to 
watch David Let-
terman on Fridays. 
One night, he had 
a dude on who was 
making all kinds 
of stuff out of 
duct tape — shoes, 
wallets, purses. I 
was like, “I could 
do that.” I made 
my first duct tape 
wallet in 2006, 
and then I started 
putting designs on 
them, and then it 
just became exclu-
sively the designs.

MASTERING 
THE CRAFT 
I had to work on 
this for a long time 
to figure out what 
techniques worked 
and what kind of 
blade was best and 
what kind of cut-
ting mat and that 
sort of thing. Years 
of knowledge, 
years of trial 
and error.

PROCESS  
Each piece takes 
about four hours 
start to finish, but 
the larger ones, 
like one I did of 
Hanszen College, 
can take up to a 
week.

DONKEY KONG 
I made the Donkey 
Kong artwork my 
senior year 
because I was 
listening to a lot of 
’80s music at the 
time and was in-
spired to do some-
thing ’80s themed. 
I did a Mario Kart 
piece when I was 
in high school. 

ON VIEW  
I’ve exhibited and 
sold work at shows 
and galleries like 
the Insomnia 
Gallery in Houston.

NATIONAL DUCT 
TAPE FESTIVAL 
I’ve been going 
sporadically since 
2012. It’s outdoors, 
like a carnival 
[with] a bunch of 
tents where 
Shurtape, the 
company that 
makes duct tape, 
displays new 
products. 

SEE MORE 
Carr’s work can 
be found on 
Instagram at 
@ductology.  
        — SAVANNAH 
              KUCHAR ’22

ALUMNI
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Aloha, Orientation 
and Owl Cake

To access digital Classnotes, create a Rice Portal account at alumni.rice.edu/connect. Once registered, log in and click “Owlmanac Online.”

Excerpts from Owlmanac

1970s
Regina Pappas Seale 
’79 (Brown: BA) 
writes: “Social media 
postings and videos 
of Orientation Week 
at Rice reveal the 
changing times and 
traditions that now 
embody the Rice im-
mersion experience. 
Matriculation remains 
a constant and still 
a cornerstone of the 
week, which is the 
official introduction 
and baptism into this 
unique world ‘beyond 
the hedges.’ As one 
would expect, with the 
advent of social me-
dia, what once was an 
individual and private 
experience of being a 
freshman is no more. 
Parents, family and 
friends now have the 
opportunity to peek 
at and join in this 
Rice excursion while 
alumni reflect and 
relive that fun, excit-
ing and carefree week 
once again. … 

“My Rice Orienta-
tion Week occurred 
44 years ago, but I 
remember it vividly. … 
Following the pomp 
and circumstance of 
the ceremonial activi-
ties, there were three 
items of business that 
required our 

attention that week: 
an English competen-
cy exam, swimming 
proficiency test and 
class registration. 
Once completed, the 
remainder of the week 
was ours to enjoy —  
meeting, greeting and 
partying.”

Harry Burglass 
Jr. ’79 (Wiess: BA) 
writes: “I remember 
meeting Regina dur-
ing Orientation Week 
while waiting in line to 
sign up for John Par-
ish’s English class. We 
became fast friends. 
I don’t remember 
the swimming test (I 
was a good swim-
mer, so it probably 
wasn’t a big deal) or 
the English test, but 
Griff C. ‘Tracy’ Lee III 
’79 (Wiess: BS; MEE, 
1980) reminded me 
that we did have it. 
The day trip to Galves-
ton was a lot of fun 
and there were a lot 
of parties, so maybe 
that’s why I don’t re-
member the daytime 
events as well! The 
most frequently asked 
icebreaker question, 
I think, was ‘what was 
your SAT score?’!” 
— Contributed 
by class recorder 
Marian Barber ’79 
(Jones: BA)

2010s
“On March 16, 2019, Gillian Wooldridge ’09 (Martel: BA) and I were married in Houston. We met 
in November 2014 at a Rice football tailgate and have been active in supporting Rice and 
Rice athletics throughout our relationship! More than 40 Owls attended the wedding, ranging 
from the Class of ’75 to the Class of ’15. The groom’s cake featured an Athenian owl and, in 
true Rice tailgating fashion, copious amounts of beer were chugged to the tune of AC/DC’s 
‘Thunderstruck.’ Gillian and I live in Houston and continue to attend (or, in Gillian’s case, 
provide medical coverage for) as many Rice sporting events as we can!” — Contributed by 
Jonathan Myers ’12 (Will Rice: BA)

Sharon “Shay” Jones Bintliff ’57 (BA) 
has lived in Hawaii almost ever since 
graduating. She wrote a book of poems, 
“Soular Energy,” described by her as 
very personal and autobiographical. 
It is dedicated to her granddaugh-
ter, Ileiana, who passed away in 2005. 
Proceeds from the book go to Camp 
Anuenue, a summer camp on the North 
Shore of Oahu for children with cancer. 
In 2019, she published another book of 

poems, “Soular Rainbows.” In the 
introduction, Shay writes: “This book 
is dedicated to all the people in my 
life who have loved, encouraged and 
supported me in my quest for a career 
as a physician.” Both books are avail-
able on Amazon. — Contributed by 
class recorders Anne Westerfield 
Brown ’57 (BA), LaNelle Ueckert 
Elston ’57 (BA) and Shirley Dittert 
Grunert ’57 (BA)

1950s
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Groeten uit 
Hilversum 
(Greetings From Hilversum)

 WRITING HOME 

During a Fulbright year, 
Mahdi Fariss ’19 turns 
teaching into learning.

IT’S 7:53 A.M., BUT THE DUTCH 
sun has yet to show its face and very 
well may hide behind a gray blanket of 
clouds all day. As I trot down the steps 
of my apartment, I run through the 
English lessons I’ve prepared for the 
day. Having studied economics rather 
than English or education, my cur-
rent role at De Wilge Primary School 
(grades three through six) has come 
with a steep learning curve. Fortunate-
ly, my students seem unphased by my 
lack of experience. With games like Si-
mon Says or Telephone, I can challenge 
my students to improve their English 
listening and speaking skills without 
too much distress.

I half-successfully use my scarf 
to wipe rain droplets off my bike’s 
dilapidated seat, then open my phone 
to pick an album for today’s ride. Soon, 
“Flower Boy” by Tyler, the Creator 
pumps through my headphones as I be-
gin the 10-minute commute to work. I 
know — listening to music while riding 
your bike through Houston is practi-
cally a death wish. Not so in Hilversum, 
a midsize city about 10 miles southeast 
of Amsterdam that boasts the widest, 
smoothest bike lanes I’ve ever had the 
pleasure of riding. 

A progression of Tyler’s chords 
cascades flawlessly toward resolution, 
and I shake my head at the hours I’ve 
spent and will spend trying to emulate 
such seemingly effortless harmonies. 
Because my Fulbright scholarship 
requires that I work just 20 hours a week 
as a teaching assistant, my free time is 

spent behind my piano or guitar. It’s this 
freedom to explore myself as a multi-
dimensional person that attracted me to 
the fellowship in the first place.

Arriving at a stoplight, I feel the 
gaze of the woman waiting before me 
and we make pregnant eye contact. 
Given well-documented prejudice 
against Moroccans in the Netherlands 
— which has motivated my research 
into whether reportedly high levels of 
student happiness here are consistent 
across students of all backgrounds — I 
often assume the worst of my white 
neighbors in situations like this one. 
I try to shake it off. Either we both 
just made unfair assessments of one 
another, or I did that alone. 

The sun finally breaks over the 
horizon as I make my way through a 

park and into the city center. Direct 
sunlight is a rare treat these days, and 
it momentarily melts away any petty 
worries trudging through my mind. 

I signal a right turn and roll over 
train tracks into the residential stretch 
leading to school. It’s at this point every 
morning that I remember what brought 
me to a faraway land where my sense of 
belonging — being an ethnic minority 
as well as an American with little 
Dutch proficiency — continues to be 
challenged. For the next five hours, I’ll 
work with a group of Dutch children 
to bridge the gaps of language and 
culture. For fleeting moments, without 
even realizing it, everything that 
makes us different will be dissolved by 
the pursuit of something unreasonably 
difficult — learning English.

  CLASSNOTES  
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IN JANUARY, Rice’s Shep-
herd School faculty and alumni 
brought home three Grammys 
from the 62nd awards show in Los 
Angeles. The Houston Chamber 
Choir, led by founder and artistic 
director Robert Simpson, received 
the Grammy Award for Best 
Choral Performance for “Duruflé: 
Complete Choral Works.” Simpson 
is a lecturer in church music at the 
Shepherd School. The recording 
also included Ken Cowan, profes-
sor of organ, and Norman Fischer, 
the Herbert S. Autrey Professor of 
Cello. Ryan Stickney ’09 is a mem-
ber of the choir. The album was 
recorded in the Shepherd School’s 
Edythe Bates Old Recital Hall and 
Grand Organ and was produced 
by Blanton Alspaugh ’87. 

Alspaugh was separately 
honored as Producer of the Year 
in the classical category for eight 

different projects, including 
the “Duruflé” album. This is 
Alspaugh’s ninth Grammy Award. 
He has been a member of the 
Soundmirror classical music and 
recording production team since 
1999 and earned his master’s degree 
in orchestral conducting from Rice. 

Also this year, conductor Cris-
tian Măcelaru ’06 won a Grammy 
for Best Classical Instrumental 
Solo for his direction of “Marsalis: 
Violin Concerto; Fiddle Dance 
Suite,” performed by Nicola 
Benedetti. He is music director of 
the Orchestre National de France, 
was named the inaugural artistic 
director and principal conductor 
of the World Youth Symphony 
Orchestra at Interlochen Center 
for the Arts, and is music director 
and conductor at the Cabrillo 
Festival of Contemporary Music. 
 — AMY MCCAIG

Alumni Books
  NOW READING  

BY JENNIFER LATSON

All the Houses 
Were Painted White 
Historic Homes of the 
Texas Golden Crescent
Rick Gardner ’65 
Texas A&M University Press, 2019

NEAR THE TURN OF THE 20th century, 
before the advent of electricity and air condition-
ing, it was an impressive feat even to live in Texas. 
Equally impressive are some of the exuberant and 
intricately ornamented homes built by the settlers 
who occupied the edge of the western frontier in 
the 1880s, many of them immigrants who came to 
the Gulf Coast with virtually nothing and became 
pillars of their communities. They were immense-
ly proud of their “Texanness,” Rick Gardner ob-
serves, and their homes reflect that pride. 

In “All the Houses Were Painted White,” Gard-
ner pays photographic tribute to the architectural 
jewels that remain from that era, in varying stages 
of preservation, in the so-called Golden Crescent 
region between Houston and Corpus Christi. The 
photos themselves have a historic feel; they were 
taken with a large-format camera on black-
and-white film in the mid-1970s, when Gardner 
received a grant for the project from the National 
Endowment for the Arts. The original character 

Health Justice Now 
Single Payer and What Comes Next
Timothy Faust ’09  
Melville House, 2019

AMERICA’S HEALTH care system 
is ailing, and that’s not just bad for sick 
people, Timothy Faust argues. A writer 
and activist, Faust makes the case that 
unequal access to health care underlies 
the systemic inequality that plagues 
our country, perpetuating racism, sex-
ism and classism.

The book is not a quest to find the 
solution to this problem, however. 
Faust already has the answer in mind: 
A government-sponsored system that is 
free and readily available to anyone who 
needs it. His book makes both a finan-
cial and a moral case for why we should 
agree, interspersed with tales of people 
who died because they couldn’t afford 
medical treatment or went broke trying 
to get healthy. “In America,” Faust 
writes, “sickness makes you poor; and 
poorness makes you sick.” These stories 
are like many we’ve heard before, which 
only makes his case more compelling. 

“America has privileged corporate 
profit over the health of its people,” 
Faust writes. “You, me, and virtually 
everyone we know cannot afford the 
costs of staying alive.” And we as a na-
tion can’t afford to keep living this way. 

And the 
Grammys Go to …

 NOW LISTENING 

of the houses had already been altered, of course, with the wires and 
pipes that come with electricity and indoor plumbing. Outhouses had 
disappeared, and garages replaced the stables where horses and mules 
were once kept. But Gardner manages to capture a sense of what life 
would have been like in these homes in the late 1800s, and he celebrates 
the architectural flourishes that reflect the ingenuity, creativity and 
endurance of those who built them. 
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Julia Casbarian ’20 photographed Rice campus landmarks and layered them with historical images 
of the same locations. The resulting images show “how Rice has both changed and remained the 
same since its founding.” Her project, “Re/Rice: A Visual Experiment,” was completed for a class 
that was co-taught by Adrian Lenardic, professor of Earth, environmental and planetary sciences, 
and Geoff Winningham ’65, the Lynette S. Autrey Professor of Humanities.LA
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Clockwise from top:
Lovett Hall, 1913; 
the Sallyport, 1912; 
Mechanical Laboratory, 
1913; Baker College, 1979
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Students often choose Rice for its exceptional qualities, but for 
Teveia Barnes ’75, her decision to attend came with a twist. “Rice 
chose me,” Teveia says, recalling the moment she stepped foot on 
campus and the immediate sense of belonging that overwhelmed 
her. That feeling has stayed with Teveia, and it continues to fuel a 
lifelong relationship with her alma mater. With a provision in her 
trust that will provide unrestricted support to the university, Teveia, 
along with her husband, Alan Sankin, are honoring the place that 
launched her future.

To learn more about To Rice Be True, the flagship initiative for gift planning at 
Rice, visit giftplan.rice.edu/toricebetrue.

Above: Teveia at her home in Tiburon, 
California; framed photo: Teveia at Baker 
College,1975
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SINCE 2017, WE’VE PRODUCED SUMMER ISSUES with 
distinctive themes: How Rice graduates are contributing to Houston’s hot 
food scene (2017); how alumni are innovating in the beverage industry — 
from boba to bourbon (2018); and how to navigate life after Rice for recent 
graduates (2019). When the COVID-19 pandemic started to spread into 
our communities, including on Rice’s campus, we were elbow deep into 
an issue about adventure. One definition of adventure is the kind of travel 
that requires both the discipline of planning, and just as important, that 
of letting go of plans when things don’t work out as expected. So, here’s 
our pivot. In our next issue, we look forward to highlighting voices from 
the Rice community about the COVID-19 pandemic. Look for a special 
issue of essays and more, in print and online, in early July. 

ON THE WEB
magazine.rice.edu

 PHOTOGRAPHY 

Visualizing 
Change 
We shared 
more exam-
ples from 

senior Julia Casbarian’s fascinating 
Rice “re/photography” project online. 
These perfectly layered now-and-
then campus scenes capture images 
of endurance and change.

 MUSIC 

Live From 
Living 
Rooms
With the 
cancella-

tion of in-person rehearsals and 
performances, student and alumni 
musicians are getting together virtu-
ally to play music for each other and 
for the world — and often with a tip 
jar handy. Check out a series called 
“#coronacovers” by Shepherd School 
of Music violinist Allison Smith ’22 and 
her brother Nathan, a pianist. 
Find links to these student and 
alumni performances online.

  COVID-19  

Commit to 
Kindness
As the COVID-
19 pandemic 
continues to 

disrupt every plan and ruin daily rou-
tines, we are staying attuned to the 
acts of kindness taking place within 
our Rice community. We want to share 
these stories in a new online series 
called “Tiny Acts of Kindness.” Tell us 
about the kindness of Owls by writing 
to ricemagazine@rice.edu.


