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Cultural Autobiography
France Menk ICLT 

Who am I as a cultural being? 
What is the story of my becoming who I am as a cultural being? 

Who I am is never a constant. I will be different at the finish of this paper than I was at its start.  

I am an accumulation - an incorporation - an assimilation of what I began with and what I have 

lived through, with everything I have brought along with me from every moment before this 

moment. I feel overwhelmed by this question. 

I can only write what I hope will enable you - the reader - to infer who I am as a cultural being, 
and 

how I am becoming a cultural being. I say “becoming,” because I strive to always be “becoming.” 
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My ICLT stuctures/symbols I see as most applicable to my development, are the iceberg and the 

Johari window. The iceberg is self-evident. To rephrase, “I am the walrus…:”   “I am the iceberg.”  

The upper left quadrant: known to me and known to others. 

“You were a hellion,” I recall a relative telling me. My parents never said such a thing, 

but rather, “You were your own self.” 

I remember running down to a car to greet Mother, and her giving me a little white 

blanketed bundle called sister. I was 3.4 years old. New York City was my Meggie - my 

nursemaid - who toddled me along to Central Park for pony rides and pigeons eating out of      

my hand. 

My father was Assistant Dean of the NYU School of Architecture and also taught 

descriptive geometry. My mother had been a model, and was now a business woman and 

community activist with great acumen. When I was 4, Dad was offered a dream job as an 

architect in a major firm in Detroit. That move was the beginning of my truly conscious       

cultural development. 

Mother loved us dearly, but had only been on the receiving side of domesticity, and had 

no idea what to do with two little girls besides talking with them. I was sent to camp that 

summer - for the entire summer - so that she could get used to a new home and toddler, with 

the least amount of stress. You might wonder that it bothered me to go away at 4 years of age, 

but I just assumed that that’s what children did for the summer. I did - until I was 12.  

The lower left quadrant: known to self and not known to others: the hidden story: 

the background.  

This period of my childhood and teen years flows back and forth between the two left 
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quadrants.It lay the foundation for my life long struggles to find my own way to use my gifts in 

building a legacy. 

A quote from Picasso pretty much encapsulates my world view,  

“What do you think an artist is? 

 "An imbecile who only has eyes, if he is a painter, or ears if he is a musician, or a lyre in 

every chamber of his heart if he is a poet, or even, if he is a boxer, just his muscles?Far from it:   

at the same time he is also a political being, constantly aware of the heartbreaking, passionate,   

or delightful things that happen in the world, shaping himself completely in their image. 

How could it be possible to feel no interest in other people, and with a cool indifference to 

detach yourself from the very life which they bring to you so abundantly? 

No, painting is not done to decorate apartments. It is an instrument of war.” 

By the time I was 4, I was accustomed to being away from my patrents for much of     

the day. I had had my Meggie in New York, and now my nursery school, and my playmates.    

My parents ensured that I was watched and protected, and I felt emboldened to explore. My 

inherently intrepid nature, coupled with parental encouragement, often led to my sometimes 

very intransigent behavior at school. 

During that first year in Detroit, I went to 3 different nursery schools. My parents 

removed me from one they thought culturally inappropriate, and I was dismissed from the other 

two for unacceptable behavior, (I’ve often mused about children being expelled from nursery 

school. The two little princes in the Tower of London??) Kindergarten was another disaster. 

Why should I go to school to color? I could do that at home and in my own way and at my own 

choosing - and not have to take naps! First grade was what I wanted and what I got.  

My parents’ idea, that because of our privileged home environment we go to public 
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school, to escape a sense of entitlement, backfired. The school(s) abused my intellgence and 

creativity. The teachers bullied me about my differences, and the children sneered at them. After 

a couple of years of torment, and my daily complaining, Mother and Dad relented and sent me 

to private school. By this time, at about the age of 8, I had reached the mindset my parents had 

theorized their practices would keep me from.  Here is the basis for the root of hubris that has, at 

times, brought me to my figurative knees. The world of my family set me apart from the 

children in the public schools I had attended. We had lived - with deliberation - in the center of 

the city. To our family, it was paramount that we have access to all the arts and the freedom of 

movement that living there entailed. I was able to travel to museums, the main library, and other 

spots of interest, on a bus, by myself, from the age of 10. I had freedom and responsibility. I had 

self-esteem.  

And then, disaster! The day my father saw a rat cross my feet in our garage, was the day 

he decided we needed to move. Our new neighborhood was clean, white, and empty of vitality. 

I was sent to the local grammar school; once again, to be able to lay claim to comfort in 

any socio-cultural environ. But this was not the center of a vibrant, multi-racial and multi-

cultural city. Imagine a 7th grader from a nurturing, multi-cultural private school, full of herself, 

coming into her own with her peers, entering a school of lily-white mamby pambys, and having 

to practically kneel down to drink from the water fountains because the school had to 

accomodate kindergartners. I was also 2 years younger than my classmates. Consumed with the 

goal of getting out of school as quickly as possible, I had spent summers studying at camp to 

pass grade-skipping exams in the Fall.. 

Here’s the rub: 8th grade dance. “Frankie,” as I had always been called, had a new, pink 

organdy dress, and curls in her long, straightish hair. I was a true, blue tomboy. I played hardball 
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with the boys, and shunned any girls’ gym activities in school because they played with “sissy” 

rules. (There was no Title IX) The boys were embarrassed because I wore a party dress and had 

curls, and the girls laughed because I wore an undershirt instead of a bra. I turned around and 

walked home, vowing to my parents, once again, that I would never, no, nevermore go to school 

(I was Poe’s beating heart encased in the wall).

Paradise loomed with my being accepted into my dream high school. BUT, it started in 

the 10th grade and there was the 9th to get through. Thinking that one year would be bearable, 

and to simplify life, my parents sent me to the local, public high school. I was in shock. I had 

never been exposed to the language, cat calls and inuendos I heard from boys there. I left 

registration that first day, once again telling my parents I would not go to school. In desperation, 

they sent me back to private school for that 9th grade. And finally,10th grade and my dream 

school: Cass Technical High School in downtown Detroit. I was able to be myself; my talent 

was nurtured and celebrated; I finally learned in an environment of mutual respect from my 

classmates and teachers. (At the time, there was only one other high school like it - I think in 

LA .) We wrote an entrance exam and, for the art majors, had a portfolio presentation review to 

gain acceptance. We lived a full day in college prep courses and our chosen major: a university-

like setting. The school has produced a bevy of highly accomplished and well-known artists, 

musicians, designers, architects, mathematicians, scientists, etc. 

From the age of 13, I accumulated awards in fashon design and illustration. In my  

senior year, in addition to being accepted to Bryn Mawr (our “family” school), and other 

seven sister schools, I won a four year merit scholarship to Syracuse University, which had the 

top ranking art department in the country at that time. I chose Syracuse because of the art 

department. An unmitigated disaster as, unknown to me, the entire art department had left in 
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protest against some administrative directive the year before I arrived. I stayed the year to 

think about my future and decided to transfer to the School of the Art Institute of Chicago and 

the University of Chicago in my sophomore year. In my second year in Chicago, wanting an 

even more concentrated art environ, I transferred to Cranbrook Academy of Art in Bloomfield 

Hills MI, and spent the next two requisite years there for my BFA in painting. Until that time,  

I had forged my life inside blinders of a completely “me first” agenda. I had no awareness      

of how I appeared, no awareness of others’ feelings. 

Here is where elements of the upper right quadrangle appear: My blind area, 

visible to others.

I can’t recall a particular event, but in my last year at Cranbrook, my haze of self 

absorption cleared a bit, and I recall others telling me how changed I had become - how much 

easier to be with I had become. I was still, (and am), all about me, but I began to build an 

awareness of other people around me. I still cannot surmise what others thought of me then, and 

at many times, think of me now. 

Professionally, I sailed through sequential successes in the arts: a national award for an 

animated Shell Oil TV commercial; a stint at Doyle, Dane, Bernbach in the NYC of “Mad 

Men,” Assistant Art Director at Town & Country Magazine; magazine illustration and gallery 

recognition of my painting. I was not yet 25. 

Coming to NYC with a Michigan shield of social and cultural privilege, with rigid 

societal norms that that milieu held for its members, I had no clue about those of the 

commercial world in which I gained my livelihood. My own world was dressing for dinner; 

never going out without gloves or stockings; saying, “It was a pleasure to have met you,” 

charity balls, and “good works:” noblesse oblige all the way. I had a concomitant social world 



!7

in New York, but the days of my professional life were a planet away.  

I thank my powerful family ties, my parents’ unwavering love, and constant 

encouragement, as aides to the growth of my inner gut instincts of when and where to act, to 

proceed, and to know what I did not want. (Dear old Thomas Kuhn!) My art was my life. I was 

my art. That was my entire self - to myself. Here is proof of the blindness one can carry within. 

No matter how many times I was told that I was a whole person on my own, not only of my 

art, I could not believe it, nor can I. I learned about a different type of “artist” when I moved to 

New York. My new friends in the arts expressed embarrassment at my address. “My doctor 

lives in this neighborhood.” I expressed wonder that they thought living in the slums was a 

measure of integrity and dedication. They hung out in coffee houses and fire escapes. I stayed 

up until dawn working on my art. I had boyfriends, affairs, first loves, but never at the expense 

of my art. They spent much of their time together in lieu of their art.  

Through marriage, divorce, relationships and now another marriage, I have not, nor  

will I, place anything before my self and my art. I have held fast to my inner voice from birth.  

I have seen films of myself painting at the age of about 1 - with pointed seriousness - and I 

have never wavered. As I grew and became aware of injustice, I became aware of my power   

as an artist to illuminate the hidden, to prod an understanding to right wrongs. 

How can we prove the existence of the lower right quadrangle of Johari’s game? 

I call it a game, because categorization is anathema to a powerful and giving life. Lists 

of dos and do nots add up to nothing. Our world of extreme psychoanalysis has minimized the 

inner fire that makes us human. It is blanketing us in a hot-house of inertia. 

My history as a political illustrator, motivated by the possibility of the transformative 

power of art, pushes me along my search to find my legacy. With MAT and now the upcoming 
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CONTACT program, new knowledge - extra arrows in my quiver - will fuel my quest to 

transform wounds of war. It is conflict in living which gives rise to opportunity of healing.          

I was born into a world at war. I live in a perpetual state of conflict with the roots of evil, the 

flowers of ignorance, the seeds of injustice. It is “I, the artist ,” who has the power to inflame 

change.  

This is my cultural self. 




