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You Will Pay
Why SAIC costs so much, how students are coping and what Obama’s planning

By Alejandra González Romo

“You can’t assume you’ll just
jack up tuition every single year,”
said President Barack Obama
to the cheers of 4,000 students
at the University of Michigan in
January. “If you can’t stop tuition
going up, your funding from taxpayers will go down. We should
push colleges to do better; we
should hold them accountable if
they don’t.”
Considering the economic
crisis and the constant hikes in
tuition rates nationwide, it is not
surprising that Obama would
take this mission as a keystone
for his reelection campaign.
“I have taken out around
$100,000 in student loans,” said
Jay Fernandez, a graduate
student in the Advanced Painting Department. “At SAIC every
day was a battle. I could go days
without eating and would usually
have to steal my food on a daily
basis.” Fed up with the difficulties
of a student’s life, he sent a message to school and country authorities. “They don’t understand
how hard it is to live right now.
Raising tuition in this economy is
killing students who could really
make the world better.”
In a recent article, the New
York Times referred to SAIC as
the third most expensive net
cost private, non-profit, four year
university in the country ($38,965
a year), citing the Department
of Education’s Transparency
ranking. (Net cost is the total
cost of of attendace minus the
average amount of government or
institutional aid offered.) Out of
the five most expensive institutions listed, four are art schools.
As Times’ editorial page editor,
Andrew Rosenthal, pointed out in
the article, “Not only does art not
pay, but if you want to study art,
you will pay.”
In an effort to listen to students
concerns and answer their questions, SAIC authorities organized
a Student Town Hall meeting in
early February, where they spoke
about tuition and the school’s
budget, among other issues. Rose
Milkowski, vice president of enrollment management, responded
to the government’s ranking of
SAIC net costs by saying that
the federal government chose a
methodology* in which they only
analyze the part of a school’s

*Net Price after Scholarships and Grant Aid,

student body that receives grants
or scholarships, whether they are
federal, state or institutionally
awarded. “Our philosophy here
is to try to give as much aid to as
many students as possible, ” she
said. But according to her, larger
Liberal Arts schools choose to
award larger scholarships to a
smaller number of people. “Let’s
say you’re at a school like Harvard, and they only give ten of
their 100 students a full scholarship — if the government is only
looking at the cost for those ten
students, then Harvard looks
cheap when it’s not. It’s because
they are not averaging across
the whole institution,” Milkowski
says. It could also be that SAIC is
admitting more students than it
can afford to help properly.
In that same meeting, Brian Esker, vice president for finance and
administration, made a presentation explaining to students where
their tuition goes and presented
evidence that SAIC’s average
tuition increase of 3.9% over the
last two years is well among the
range of similar schools like the
Rhode Island School of Design
(3.9%) and the Pratt Institute in
New York (5.9%).
Students also wanted to know

president’s $600,000 salary, as
reported in the school’s 2010
tax returns, the latest available.
School authorities agreed to look
for a new date to give students
more information. The meeting
has not yet been scheduled.
big tuition, big problems...

While in school, it might be
possible to block the thought
of being thousands of dollars in
debt in order to concentrate on
studying, but having an empty
stomach or being unable to afford a place to live is not as easy
to forget.
Chiara Galimberti, single mother of twin girls and MFA 2012 candidate, said to F Newsmagazine,
“I asked the school for help to find
a house, and to figure out how to
set up schooling for my daughters. I was given a pamphlet with
a one-paragraph description of a
few neighborhoods and was told
to look on Craigslist.” Galimberti
was disappointed she didn’t receive more help, since she says
some other schools in the city
have more elaborate programs
to help students in complicated
situations. “The University of
Chicago offers affordable coop-

“They don’t understand how hard it is to live right
now. Raising tuition in this economy is killing
students who could really make the world better.”
— Jay Fernandez, graduate student at SAIC
if one of the reasons why tuition
is so high could be because part
of it was being spent at the musuem, to which Esker responded
emphatically that the School and
the Museum have completely
separate budgets that rarely ever
mix.
But the time devoted for the
Q & A session wasn’t enough for
the attendees, who requested a
second meeting at which budget
issues would be discussed in
depth and questions could be
raised about the school’s biggest
expenses. As an example, one
questioner referenced the school

in-state, where applicable), books and supplies,

erative houses for students and
families. Could SAIC devote some
resources to a similar project —
not downtown, but somewhere
affordable — with tuition of over
$18,000 a semester? I think so,”
she said. Other schools, like
UCLA, have also created special
programs to assist students in
financial crisis.
Last semester, Albert Porto,
and Sophia Cho, both SAIC
students, worked on a research
project about housing issues at
the school for Anne Elizabeth
Moore’s class, Collaboration: Art
as Social Force. A survey that

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education,

2008-09 Note: Average net price is generated

and the weighted average for room and board

National Center for Education Statistics, Inte-

by subtracting the average amount of federal,

and other expenses.

grated Postsecondary Education Data System

state/local government, or institutional grant or

they designed as part of the project, which was answered by over
200 students, showed that some
of them are sacrificing their basic
needs in order to cover high
tuition fees. 30% of the students
who responded mention struggling to afford a suitable place to
live, and some of them even experienced periods of homelessness.
Porto himself went through this
experience, having to hide from
guards in order to spend nights
on campus couches.
“I was seeing students who
were saying, ‘Hey, I can’t access
the housing system at all because
I can’t get together funds for a
deposit,’” said Moore. “And, of
course, at this same time I saw
more and more students dropping out of school for a semester
or longer, which is an indication
of the same problem.”
As part of the project, Porto
and Cho, along with their teacher,
met last semester with SAIC
authorities Milkowski, Patrick
Spence, Assistant Dean of
Student Affairs for Campus Life
and other school officials, to talk
about the issue and to look for a
solution. The meeting was more
than four months ago, but so far,
not much has been done.

Average net price is for full-time beginning

(IPEDS), Fall 2009, Institutional Characteristics

scholarship aid from the total cost of attendance.

undergraduate students who received grant

component and Spring 2010, Student Financial

Total cost of attendance is the sum of published

or scholarship aid from federal, state or local

Aid component.

tuition and required fees (lower of in-district or

governments, or the institution.
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Looking for more statistics,
F Newsmagazine distributed
surveys to learn more about
students’ financial issues, and
when asked if their basic needs
(food, rent, etc.) had been sacrificed in order to pay tuition, a
common answer, mainly among
undergrads, was “yes.” Students
reported, “having to go days on
dry cereal and not much else to
eat,” as well as having to “turn
off the heat in their apartments”
as emergency measures to save
some money.
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Illustration by Emily Haasch

looking for solutions...

President Obama offered a
plan to reduce college tuition
costs nationally by increasing the
amount of federal grant money
available for low-interest loans.
But the part of his proposal that
has not been so well received
by higher education institutions
is linking federal support to a
college’s efforts to offer lower
net tuition prices or to restrain
tuition growth.
His plan would increase
federal investment in the Perkins
loan program from $1 billion to
$8 billion and, according to a
White House fact sheet, it would
especially benefit colleges that
set a “responsible tuition policy.”
Higher education institutions
would be evaluated as well by
the way they prepare graduates
to get jobs and pay back their
student loans, and their ability
to enroll and help low-income
students graduate.
But judging colleges to determine the federal aid they deserve
might not be an easy, or even a
fair task. Colleges that fail to do
well in these evaluations would
lose millions of dollars in federal
aid — and of course, those most
affected by this decision would
be, again, the students.
Interested in knowing how
this proposal would affect SAIC
if brought to reality, F News-

magazine met with Brian Esker,
Rose Milkowski, and the school’s
Provost Elissa Tenny.
“The educational system is
very complex and diverse,” Esker
said. “We have public, community and private forms of education,
among others. It’s hard to make
a plan that can help them all.
Several aspects of this proposal
have been presented before and
they have failed because of these
complications.”
Provost Tenny explained that
school authorities have been
looking at options for controlling
costs. She said the school’s main
priority in this respect is to raise
more scholarship money for the
undergraduate population in
particular. About the other part
of the plan, where Obama talks
about evaluating schools’ efforts
in preparing students for getting
well-paying jobs, she said that is
complicated task when talking
about art and design schools, but
assured that they’ve been looking
for solutions that have included a
revision of the Co-Op and Career
Services programs, along with
the creation of the sophomore
studio seminar with its component of professional practices.
“But even with all of that, we
know that our costs are high,”
she admitted, and listed some
of the reasons behind this. “We
are in an urban setting and real
estate is more expensive here.
Many art schools chose to be

inside the city in order to be near
art and culture scenes, but that is
a costly place to be. We also have
a low student-faculty ratio (10:1),
which is a very expensive model,
but one to which SAIC has always
been committed in order to offer
quality education.”
She said that an art school also
depends on expensive equipment,
ranging from ceramics, photo or
film video and new media and
beyond. “And on the graduate
level, where we give the students
studio space, again we are dealing with expensive real estate
prices,” Tenny concluded.
It is clear that the costs of
equipment and space are high,
but so the ones for engineering
students, for example. That still
does not explain why art students are receiving less overall
aid. Thinking back to the New
York Times article, if art schools
are far from having the highest
tuition rates nationally, why are
art schools ranked as the most
expensive net cost institutions?
“The entire art and design
segment of higher education, in
comparison to other segments,
does struggle with raising more
endowments for scholarships.
They are not like an Ivy League
school that produces a lot of
business people and attorneys
who make millions of dollars and
who give millions back to their
alma maters,” explained Esker. So
it apparently all comes back into
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the difficulty of raising money for
the arts.
In regard to the 2010 salary
of SAIC’s President — reported
to be over $600,000 — Provost
Tenny explained, “Any reputable
institution has a compensation
committee, which looks at what
other institutions pay in their
sector. “In order to attract the
best talent, the institution has
to be competitive in that way, so
that salary is not really out of line
compared to similar institutions.”
Columbia College president’s
yearly compensation is $568,721
and this number, reported in
990 tax forms, includes the base
salary plus a number of extra
benefits and compensations.
Looking for more recent
numbers, F Newsmagazine asked
if the current salary of President
Walter Massey could be made
public. Tenny responded, “The
school doesn’t publish current
salaries, but when the 990 tax
form comes out, they will become public information.”
Thirty-six of the 519 private
college presidents analyzed by
the Chronicle of Higher Education make over a million dollars
a year.
Education institutions are one
of those places where the 99%
shares buildings and hallways
with the otherwise distant 1%,
clear evidence of the nation’s
growing economic divide.
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Careful Colony
A neighborhood’s gentle shift from hood to hot spot
by Thania rios

After years of being politely described as a “troubled” neighborhood by the mainstream media,
East Garfield Park — a Westside
community with high crime and
foreclosure rates — has, as of
late, been the recipient of an unprecedented amount of positive
attention.
From a profile in the Chicago
Tribune to F Newsmagazine’s
own review of a Mark Booth
show staged in an area gallery
last month, East Garfield Park’s
burgeoning arts scene has been
portrayed as a revitalizing force
in the community by artists and
journalists alike. But with its
increased profile comes concerns
about the consequences that this
spike in popularity could have
for the neighborhood’s black
residents.
Artists have sometimes been
called the “shock troops” of
gentrification and not without
reason. Journalist Dan Knauss
summarizes the phenomenon:
“Students, artists, and other
‘bohemians’ settle in depressed,

low-rent districts and then complain about the influx of yuppies
that follows them, driving the
bohemians out as prices rise.”
Even though artists and young
stockbrokers may have different
values, they still “favor a local
economy centered around things
that are perceived as non-essential ‘specialty’ items: arts and
crafts, health food, micro-brewed
beer and rock bands,” Knauss
points out.
In recent years, gentrification
in Chicago has been marching steadily westward from the
Loop, transforming working-class
neighborhoods like Ukrainian Village and Wicker Park into trendy
nightlife locales, and prompting
realtors to keep their eye on
neighboring East Garfield Park.
In 2007, Business Week deemed it
one of the nation’s most notable
up-and-coming neighborhoods,
sparking a flurry of Westsideinterest in investors and speculators.
The economic crisis of 2008
dampened that fervor, but some
speculators still consider the
neighborhood a viable pros-
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pect. A poster on the real estate
website NabeWise advises: “The
housing stock in EGP is impressive to say the least. There are a
vast number of graystones and
other 19th century housing that
can be procured for exceptionally
cheap prices. ... If you were to
buy real estate here, chances are
good that in five to ten years the
return on your investment will be
large.”
Most people dwelling in metropolitan areas are familiar with the
consequences of gentrification:
long-term residents, unable to
make payments on the drastically increased rent and property
taxes, are forced to move from
their communities, oftentimes
to neighborhoods with less
resources and higher crime rates.
But Knauss feels that not enough
people are aware of the role that
artists play in gentrifying an
area.
While he concedes that “artists
who just want a space of their
own obviously have difficulty
with the idea that their own way
of life might drive them and other
people out of a neighborhood,”

he also claims that “a study by
the National Endowment for the
Arts has shown that downtown
gentrification in cities all over the
U.S. increases in proportion to
the number of artists in the area.”
Upon first glance, it might be
tempting to pigeonhole East Garfield Park as yet another example
of this trend. A 2011 Tribune profile of the neighborhood entitled
“East Garfield Park: the Next
Artists Frontier” takes pains to
illustrate the disconnect between
the art scene and the rest of the
Garfield Park community. Artists,
gallery owners, and residents
alike are quoted as wishing for
a stronger relationship with one
another. Gallery Julius Caesar
expresses an interest in outreach
programs, but bemoans a lack of
resources; a native of the neighborhood is shocked to hear of the
existence of the Albany Carroll
Arts Building, which has been a
fixture of the East Garfield Park
arts scene for over two decades
and wonders why the building offers no community programs.
However, merely focusing upon
the lack of large-scale, systemic
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connections runs the risk of
painting an overgeneralized picture of East Garfield Park; furthermore, so does describing it as a
“blighted” area being encroached
upon by artists. East Garfield
Park is unique among Chicago
neighborhoods in many ways,
not the least for being home to a
national attraction.
The Garfield Park Conservatory
is widely acknowledged as one
of the most impressive conservatories in the United States. As
a free, safe and publicly-owned
tourist destination, it serves as a
gathering place in the neighborhood, and as a place where residents of differing socio-economic
statuses can come together. The
Conservatory sits squarely within
Garfield Park itself, which — at
184 acres — comprises 20 percent of the community.
The Garfield Park Conservatory
Alliance and the Garfield Park
Community Council, two nonprofit organizations dedicated,
in the words of the Alliance, to
enhancing “the environmental,
social, and economic vitality of
Chicago’s West Side,” already
serve as outreach organizations
in the community, accounting
artists, long-time residents, and
realtors among their ranks.
“We are absolutely committed
to diversity,” says Mike Tomas,
head of the Garfield Park Community Council, a member of the
Garfield Park Conservatory Alliance, and an eight-year resident
of East Garfield Park. “Both organizations should contain as many
viewpoints as possible.”
He points out that, despite
struggling with racial segregation, East Garfield Park is already
home to a certain amount of
socio-economic diversity. 30
percent of East Garfield Park’s
residents earn under $30,000 a
year, while another 30 percent
earn over $60,000 a year, a statistic that complicates its image
as a poverty-stricken, troubled
neighborhood.
The Garfield Park Community
Council has developed a retail
plan that calls for a walkable
commercial district, which Tomas
says reflects the desires of most
of East Garfield’s Parks residents:
“We don’t want big box stores,
and we don’t want to become
Michigan Avenue.” He also thinks
that becoming more racially
diverse can only be a good thing
for East Garfield Park; it was the
only West Side neighborhood to
report growth during the 2010
Census, thanks to the white and
Latino residents trickling into the
community.
But he believes that East
Garfield Park’s unique geography
— whereas certain blocks were
once busy commercial strips,
others used to be industrial corridors, existing side-by-side with
residential blocks — ensures that
certain blocks will retain affordable housing even as others begin
selling houses at market rate. “We

want to avoid the ‘up-and-coming’
label,” he says. That, he says,
only attracts speculators who
have no long-term interest in the
community.
The stereotypical image of the
gentrified neighborhood is one of
a community that has long been
neglected by the city surrounding
it. However, this image does not
accurately portray East Garfield
Park; 20 percent of the neighborhood is managed by the Chicago
Parks Department, and lively
outreach programs operate out of
the Conservatory. If nothing else,
the city is certainly aware that it
exists.
The neighborhood is still a
food desert, and foreclosure
remains an issue. But publiclyowned spaces are a much more
visible part of East Garfield
Park than they were in Wicker
Park, Ukrainian Village, and
other gentrified areas, giving the
neighborhood a different character. Though they may inhabit

inhospitable to artists, something
that became clear to Bladholm
when she returned to her studio
the morning after a night game
only to find that the sign hanging
over her door had been stolen.
“Obviously, I’d have no way of
knowing, but I always imagined
that it’s hanging in a rec room in
the suburbs somewhere.”
Wrigleyville can no longer be
described as seedy, funky, or a
resource for studio space, complicating Knauss’s claim that yuppies and artists basically want
the same thing from neighborhoods: micro-breweries, health
food, and music venues. If artists
are out-of-place in “blighted”
neighborhoods, they fit in no better in “trendy” areas.
But Bladholm doesn’t feel
out-of-place in East Garfield Park
at all. Having lived there for
decades, she has forged bonds
with her neighbors. While she
concedes that there is a lack of
large-scale artistic projects in

30 percent of East Garfield Park’s residents earn
under $30,000 a year, while another thirty
percent earn over $60,000 a year, a statistic
that complicates its image as a poverty-stricken,
troubled neighborhood.
different socio-economic spheres,
incoming residents and long-term
residents have a place where
they can interact as equals.
The Conservatory and Garfield
Park itself were big draws to artist Sharon Bladholm, who lives in
East Garfield Park, is a member
of the Garfield Park Community
Council and has had studio space
in the Albany Carroll Arts Building for the past 22 years. “I understand that if artists are working
their day jobs and coming to
their studios for two hours, they
probably aren’t going to interface
with the neighborhood much,”
she says.
But as a resident who “absolutely loves the neighborhood,”
she feels that her work has been
enriched by living in East Garfield
Park. “My work is very inspired
by organic forms, so being near
the Conservatory has been wonderful.”
Before moving to East Garfield
Park, Bladholm had studio space
in Wrigleyville, “when it was still
kind of seedy and funky.” She
left shortly after the Chicago
Cubs began playing night games,
which made the already-packed
community feel even more tightly
squeezed and which drew a
different crowd to the neighborhood: the beer-swilling suburban
transplants that Wrigleyville is so
well-known for today.
With these transplants came
more sports bars to serve them.
The neighborhood became

the area, she casts doubt upon
the claim that many East Garfield
Park residents are ignorant of
Albany Carroll’s existence. “My
eighty-year-old neighbor — who
I bring green tomatoes to from
our artist’s garden — he certainly
knows we’re here.”
Painter Tracy Ostmann, another resident with studio space
at Albany Carroll, also describes
East Garfield Park as neighborly.
“It’s the only place I’ve ever experienced a neighborly atmosphere,
in that I know and talk to all of
my neighbors, most of whom are
native to the area. We invite each
other over for barbecues or share
food with less fortunate neighbors. We’ve banded together
for causes from barking dogs to
garbage issues and street light
outages.”
Ostmann does worry about
the possibility that many of her
neighbors could be forced out
if the neighborhood begins to
gentrify entirely. But to call artists like Ostmann and Bladholm
gentrifiers is to overlook the
fact that they have forged bonds
with their neighbors and have
developed an attachment to the
neighborhood as it is — not as
they want it to be.
In Bladholm’s opinion, this
might serve as a model for a
different approach to the search
for artistic havens — one that,
in keeping with the theme set by
the Conservatory, is a bit more
organic.
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march

12–april 23

MFA Writing Program
Graduate Readings

march

17–april 4

BFA Undergraduate Exhibition

march

31

Undergraduate
Performance Festival

april

1

BFA Writing
Program Readings

april

19

SAIC Fashion 2012

april

28 & 29

Graduate Performance
Festival

april

28– may 18

MFA Graduate Exhibition
Guest curated by Steven L. Bridges,
grupa o.k. (Joanna Szupinska and
Julian Myers), Pablo Helguera,
and Tumelo Mosaka

may

9–11

Film, Video, New Media,
Animation, and Sound Festival

june

9–july 21

Architecture,
Interior Architecture,
Designed Objects, and
Fashion Graduate Exhibition

For locations and additional events:
saic . edu / highlights

( mfa 2012)
This is NOT Rehearsal, 2011, performance documentation
Photo: Joshua Slater

victoria eleanor bradford
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This Is a Sunset
Marina Abramović searches for a way to preserve a fleeting art form
by Annette Elliot

Photo by Ben Macri
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“T

he unknown is the most exciting
place to enter. If we were afraid
of the unknown, human beings
would not discover the universe.”
Marina Abramovic leaned back
deep into the velvet couch.
The 65-year-old Serbian artist,
renowned for her interminable,
grueling and often painful performances, explores the physical and emotional limits of the
body as artistic subject. Born in
Belgrade in the former Yugoslavia, Abramovic began her artistic
career as part of the pioneering
generation of performance artists
in the 1970s and over the past
decade has risen to the controversial status of celebrity.
“The story of Columbus is a
story of the unknown. He was
sent by the queen of Spain to
find a different way to India. At
the time, the belief was that the
planet was just a flat plate, so you
could actually fall off. He sailed a
boat manned by condemned convicts who had no fear of death
— they were the only ones who
would go with him.”
“They sailed for El Hierro, the
last island in the Canary archipelago, and had a last dinner there.
The next day they were going
into the unknown. They risked
falling off the earth. To me this
is more interesting than going to
the moon — the idea of falling
into nothing.”
“They took this risk and discovered America. So you see, the
unknown is very important to go
into.”
In the 1970s a daring group of
artists stepped into the unknown.
Performance art challenged the
bureaucracy and consumerism
of the art market. “Attempting to
create art that had no object, no
remaining trace to be sold, collected, or otherwise ‘arrested,’”
Stanford drama scholar and critic
Peggy Phelan writes, “performance artists of the seventies
were working against the accumulative logic of capital.”
“Performance art is the most
immaterial form of art,” explains
Abramovic. “The memory is all
that remains.”
“I remember my first painting lesson at the age of 14.”
Abramovic’s teacher was a
military friend of her father who
studied abstract painting in Paris.
In the space of her small studio,
the old man created a pile of
torn canvas, glue, cement and
pigment. He then poured gasoline
over the canvas, lit a match, and

“Performance is a living form of art. If it
wants to live, then we need to create a
situation where performance can be reperformed.” — Marina Abramović

everything exploded. “This is a
sunset,” he said and left. “There
was nothing left of the canvas,
just a pile of ash on the floor. I
understood then that the process
is what is essential.”
Fluxus art historian Simon
Anderson explains the anticommercial focus of performance
artists on the creative process:
“Revealing the process of making
art was a way of saying the art
started before the product and it
goes on after the product. Performance art is a way of challenging
the boundaries of what is or isn’t
art. Performance itself asks the
question, ‘When did the art start?
When do you get it?’ Part of the
function of a lot of the work in
the 1970s was to pull us up short
before we made up our minds
about what the art was.”
Half a century later, the
avant-garde has seeped into the
sphere of the market, complicating the relationship between
performance art and commodity.
Abramovic won the Golden Lion
Award for Best Artist at the 1997
Venice Biennale, staged a seminal
retrospective at New York’s Museum of Modern Art, starred in an
autobiographical play “The Life
and Death of Marina Abramovic,”
posed for the cover of Vogue, was
featured in an episode of hit TV
show “Sex and the City” and even
designed a limited edition of Illy
espresso cups.
“I spent my life working for
performance to become mainstream,” Abramovic explained
in her interview with F Newsmagazine. “It’s happening right
now, that is why I’m so busy.” It
is one thing to be “alternative”
when you are 20 or 30 or 40, she
confesses to the camera in the
2012 documentary “The Artist
is Present.” “But excuse me, I’m
[65]! I don’t want to be alternative anymore!”
Abramovic’s contemporary
pursuits are charged with the
desire to preserve her legacy
as a performance artist. “I am
interested in what will remain
after I die.”
“I am creating a Center for the
Preservation of Performance Art
which will open in two years.
Rem Koolhaas, the architect,
signed a contract. I am creating
something called the ‘Abramovic
Method,’ in which I will teach the
audience and a young generation
of artists how to perform. It is a
very tough school — five days,
no food and no talking. I have designed strict exercises that push
the mental and physical limits of
the body.”
Abramovic is also an emphatic
defender of copyright laws for
performance art. “In the 1980s
and 1990s, I saw how everyone
stole from performance art. I was
fed up with MTV, theater, music
and fashion appropriating from
performance art without giving
credit. So I said OK, performance
is a living form of art. If it wants
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Abramović’s contemporary pursuits are charged
with the desire to preserve her legacy as a
performance artist.
to live, then we need to create a
situation where performance can
be re-performed.”
Until recently, performance
art remained uncharted territory
within the museum. “When they
renovated the MoMA in 2004, I
went right after it reopened,” says
professor of Art History Daniel
Merkle. “The first thing I noticed
was the complete and utter lack
of anything about performance
art. I remember thinking there is
nothing here — nobody who has
done anything in performance
between 1970 and 1990 is here.”
Abramovic establishes reperformance as a model for
preserving performance art. In
the 2005 Guggenheim Museum
exhibition “Seven Easy Pieces,”
the artist reenacted seminal performances of Bruce Nauman, Vito
Acconci, Valie Export, Gina Payne
and Joseph Beuys from the 1960s
and 1970s.
However Abramovic’s efforts
to obtain permission from the
artists and their estates met
with resistance. Re-performance
called into question previously
held convictions concerning the
essentially transient nature of the
art form, reflected in Abramovic’s
own proclamation of “no rehearsal, no repetition, no predicted
end.”
Chris Burden refused permission to restage the 1974 crucifixion, in which he nailed himself to
a Volkswagen Beetle. His secretary responded: “Mr. Burden is
not talking publicly these days
and he doesn’t give permission
to repeat this piece or any other
pieces.”
The self-proclaimed “grandmother of performance art,”
Abramovic insists the purpose
of re-performance is not only the
preservation of her own work but
also to secure performance art’s
legacy. “Nobody of my generation
performs anymore and nobody
is concerned with the survival of
performance art. I’m the only one
doing it.”
“You know, Abramovic may
well be the grandmother of
performance art,” responds
Anderson, “but some of the great
grandparents are still going. I
think her efforts to preserve
performance art are admirable;
otherwise the form has to reinvent itself with each new generation. It is hard for the medium to
make real progress under such
circumstances.”
Performance artist and former
member of Goat Island Performance Group Mark Jeffery
defines re-performance as partly

imitation, partly appropriation,
partly homage. “For me it is
about trying to connect within a
lineage of art history and pose
the question of what it means
to reenact and re-contextualize
performance.”
Smart Museum Chief Curator
Stephanie Smith considers how
to preserve performance art
within the space of the museum.
A collaborative performance by
Abramovic and her partner Ulay,
“Communist Body/Fascist Body,”
is currently on display as part of
the group show “Feast: Radical
Hospitality in Contemporary Art.”
“A question raised in an exhibition like ‘Feast,’” explains Smith,
“is whether and how to represent
performance art in the museum.
There are obviously losses when
one attempts to present these
practices from within a museum
but we can help a broader audience engage with the power of
performance through documentation and artifacts, such as artists’
books, photos and video.”
“It is important to consider
the shift between performance
art in the 1960s and 1970s, when
much smaller groups of people
were trying to figure out what
this new mode of art might be,
and the present moment, where
performance art is woven into
the fabric of popular culture,”
says Smith. “Marina has become
a celebrity, name-checked in rap
songs, and Lady Gaga is considered by some a performance
artist. There is a wider field of
popular discussion about performance art and the setting for its
presentation is much larger.”
“I don’t have any time in my
private life,” remarked Abramovic, bemoaning her life of fame.
“My life is literally on schedule,
divided into 5, 10, 15 minute
segments. I am a soldier.” As she
reflects on the progression of her
art from alternative form into the
mainstream, she sighs. “Before I
didn’t have time because I had to
get where I am now. Now I don’t
have time because I am where I
am now.”
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Cleaning the Mirror I, 1995. Courtesy of Lia Rumma Gallery, Naokes and Milan
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David Wojnarowicz, Untitled (Buffalo), 1988-89 Photo by Nathan Keay

Steeped in Crisis
“This Will Have Been: Art, Love & Politics in the 1980s” at the Museum of Contemporary Art
By Patrick G. Putze

How exactly can one encompass AIDS, feminism, the
conservative right, gay rights,
rapid technological advances, the
threat of nuclear holocaust and
activism into a single show? How
does one approach the daunting
task of categorically selecting 130
works by 96 artists — working
from 1979 to 1992 — and assembling them into a definition of an
era? What about the excesses
that seem to be the trademark
of the time? The MCA answers
these questions with “This Will
Have Been: Love, Art & Politics in
the '80s,” which is open through
June 3. Helen Molesworth, Chief
Curator of the Institute of Contemporary Art in Boston, tackled
this intimidating assignment and
presents us with her version of
the “decade of decadence.”
If you thought remembering
the '80s meant big hair, glam
metal, shoulder pads, Duran
Duran and valley girls — the
MCA reminds its audience of the
forgotten parts of the decade.
Molesworth brings to the fore
AIDS activism and the experimental processes of the times, as
well as the commingling of mass
media and high art. A decade
defined by greed-fueled excess
(“Greed is good”) and light-heartedness has metamorphosized

into a time of brooding and a calling to arms. Not that the 1980s
wasn’t that, but Molesworth’s
revisionist look has us believing
we only imagined all the fun we
were having during those times.
It’s not only because of the artists
and works she has chosen for
“This Will Have Been,” but also
for the ones she has consciously
omitted.
Filling the entire fourth floor
galleries of the MCA Chicago,
“This Will Have Been” organizes
the work thematically. Fueled by
four motifs, the exhibit divides
into quadrants that articulate
relevant issues from the period.
“The End Is Near,” “Democracy,”
“Gender Trouble” and “Desire
and Longing” all expound upon
the 1980s sociopolitical climate,
describing the predominant issues of the period and illustrating
major shifts in artistic process.
Many of the major artists of the
period are present and accounted
for, including several whose work
was previously thought to be irrelevant up until now; many more
are only referenced and others
are just plain absent.
“The End Is Near” focuses
on the death of painting — or
more specifically its historical
conventions and metamorphosis
towards new avenues of narration and expression. Works in this
group also explain the death of

the counter-culture and the theoretical end of history. “Democracy” embraces the acceptance by
artists of mass media as fodder
and the widespread phenomena
of street art. With works that
convey — and draw nourishment
from — the conservative political
climate of the time, “Democracy”
features examples previously
exhibited in the public sphere.
This section also provides details
about the '80s inclusion in the
art world of groups unaccounted
for in previous generations, such
as women, people of diverse
ethnic backgrounds and alternative sexual orientations. “Gender
Trouble” explores the '80s movement towards a more open acceptance of sexuality while elaborating on the feminist advances
from previous decades. Lastly,
“Desire and Longing” serves up
works that communicate notions of human desire through
the appropriation of objects and
the feelings of longing created by
obtaining them.
The two major undercurrents
woven through the exhibit focus
on the AIDS crisis and the presence of the — albeit unspoken
— concept of feminism in art of
the 1980s. “There was no way for
me to organize a '80s show as if
I somehow didn’t know how the
AIDS crisis ended,” explained
Molesworth during her press
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tour of the exhibition. “It would
be like writing a WWII script and
pretending you didn’t know how
it ended. I couldn’t do it and so
you’ll feel the pull of that crisis.
This is partly where the melancholy of the show and its title
come from. In 1981 the HIV virus
is identified. This is the beginning of what will become a major
health and political crisis of the
decade.”
The MCA’s newest curator,
Naomi Beckwith, supports
Molesworth’s decisions and offers insight into the exhibition.
“Helen’s adamant in saying that
it’s a single version of the 1980s,
not the definitive version but one
version that is trying to map out
the question of how does one respond to the social and political
climate around you. How the '80s
engendered artists to do that.”
In the decades prior to the '80s,
artists had taken more singular
stands towards confronting or
discussing socio-political issues
through their artwork. In the '80s
a quasi “call to arms” emerged
from the art world. Big issues
that directly affected individuals
and institutions took center stage
and beckoned for increased public and national attention. Using
the mass media in artwork and
also as a launch pad to spread
the word became commonplace.
“You had artists tackling all the
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In the '80s a quasi “call to arms” emerged from the art world.
Big issues that directly affected individuals and institutions took center
stage and beckoned for increased public and national attention.

Jimmy De Sana, Seashells & Eggshells, 1982 (left) and Jeff Wall, Picture for Women,
1979 (right) Photos courtesy of the MCA

meaty and political crises of the
time: the AIDS crisis, homelessness, feminism after the '60s and
'70s. They were no longer looking
at art about artwork, but about
ideas — what artists wanted to
communicate and how.”
Frederic Moffett, SAIC professor in the Film, Video, and
New Media department agrees
whole-heartedly: “The '80s were
a horrible decade full of inequities and injustices. In these hard
times, some artists got activated
and angry. They created unapologetic, in-your-face, political works
that were much needed. Folks
like Barbara Kruger, the Guerrilla
Girls, Gran Fury, David Wojnarowicz and countless others contributed vital and urgent works
for the period that still resonate
today.”
There are those who think that
doing a show under the auspice
of covering the 1980s should
include a more realistic tone of
what the decade really felt like. “I
was surprised — shocked, really
— to see an '80s show that didn’t
have anything in it by Anselm
Kiefer, Andy Warhol, Elizabeth
Murray, Francesco Clemente, Sandro Chia, Jean-Michel Basquiat,
Andres Serrano, Maya Lin, Sigmar
Polke, etc.,” explains SAIC Art History professor and New Arts Journalism head Jim Yood. “In fact,
there are several others missing
from the exhibit that would serve
to produce a more well-rounded
look at the art world during the
1980s. Where was Robert Longo,
Jörg Immendorf, or A. R. Penck?
These aren’t figures who just
might be my preferences over
those of Molesworth, they are
key and definitive figures and
while the omission of one or two
or three could be chalked up

to curatorial idiosyncrasy, the
failure to include several of these
is just an exercise in revisionist
history, particularly when several
other artists are represented with
multiple works,” Yood furthers
the explanation. There certainly
is a feeling of loss and something
missing after experiencing the
exhibit; perhaps it is the lack of
these central figures and not just
the sobering subject matter.
Boris Ostrerov, a MFA Painting
and Drawing graduate student,
hoped to see Warhol at the
exhibit. “Warhol was a killer of
art. He glorified everyday life and
promoted the idea that what is
the most popular is also the best
in our democratic country. He
turned everyday things into art,
which questioned what the point
of making art was if everything
could be art. He had this piece
where he videotaped a kitchen
scene of a woman washing dishes
and an overheard conversation,
while playing around with zooming in and out on random things
with the camera. He got me interested in presenting things that
don’t need to be presented again
— banality and nothingness. It
would have been great to see
some of his work included.” Some
of Warhol’s friends are missing as
well, though Basquiat will be at
the Walker Art Museum in Minneapolis and Intitute of Contemporary Art in Boston when the show
proceeds to those cities.
When asked about Basquiat’s
absence in the MCA version of
the show, Karla Loring, MCA
Director of Media Relations,
explained the curatorial decision:
“It’s very common for museums
to place a limit on the duration of
a loan, particularly if the work is
of high value or in any way frag-

ile. In the case of ‘This Will Have
Been,’ there are actually quite a
number of works that will only be
seen at the MCA for this very reason. The lender of the Basquiat is
allowing that work to be shown at
only two venues, not three — although they left it up to the curator Helen Molesworth to choose
which two.” Molesworth chose to
show the Basquiat at the Walker
and the ICA Boston. The Chicago
audience will see paintings by
Julian Schnabel, Leon Golub and
Eric Fischl. “We’d love to include
all of these works at all three
venues,” Loring explains, “but the
logistics of arranging loans of major artworks don’t always allow
for that possibility.” The details
of the artwork loans complicate
Jim Yood’s ideas about “curatorial idiosyncrasy.”
“I saw the show and I am happy
to have it in Chicago,” said Jim
Yood. The absence of certain artists and works affect the viewer
only slightly — one may merely
wonder of the absence after the
fact. The exclusion of so much
art from the period only comes
to mind after experiencing the
show firsthand and it may only
hit home once the realization of
the missing Basquiat and other
art-stars sinks in. This isn’t to say
that Molesworth has assembled
an exhibition that shouldn’t be
considered. On the contrary, the
works selected (sans a few) are of
stellar quality and speak volumes
about the issues center stage in
“This Will Have Been: Art, Love &
Politics in the 1980s.” Don’t skip
the show for what it doesn’t contain — instead experience it for
a tremendous insight into what
the art world has been keeping
to itself for the last 30 years: observations on social movements,
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government policies, the envelopment of mass-media, and the
inclusion of previously shunned
social, ethnic, sexually-oriented
and gender-specific artists who
created emotionally charged
and thought provoking art that
changed the world.
“This Will Have Been:
Art, Love and Politics in the 1980s”
Museum of Contemporary Art Chicago
Until June 3, 2012
mcachicago.org
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Felix Gonzalez-Torres, “Untitled” (Perfect Lovers),
1987-1990.

Felix Gonzalez-Torres
“Untitled” (Perfect Lovers), 1987-1990.

General Idea
“AIDS Wallpaper,” 1989.

winner

General Idea
This is one of those unfair match-ups, where both
teams deserve to win. Torres’ work is subtle and
elegant, while General Idea made a point of being
in your face. While we’re fond of the quietude and
deeply political nature of Torres, we feel it gets lost
on the YouTube generation.

winner

Julian Schnabel

Julian Schnabel

“Portrait of Andy Warhol,” 1982.

Jeff Koons’ work is rehashing his greatest hits from the
'80s. “Balloon Dog,” originally a modest sculpture, has
now been transformed into a massive public installation. Plus, Koons is suing other artists for infringing
on his copyright. While we’re not a huge fan of Julian
Schnabel, who gives away portraits as prizes in Vanity
Fair and mostly directs movies now, we did really like
“The Diving Bell and The Butterfly.”

winner

Jeff Koons
“Rabbit,” 1986.

General Idea
Schnabel is '80s art world
royalty, but if we’re talking about contemporary
reach, we have to give it to
General Idea, who worked
to destabilize and dissolve
old standards within culture and subverted public
spaces — a tactic today’s
young artists rely heavily
upon. General Idea wins
by dragging taxidermied
poodles covered in International Klein Blue paint
through the arena.

winner

General Id

General
Idea
Holzer has been
increasingly political,
and she still makes
bold art work, while
GI’s AIDS activism
was key in raising
awareness about
the disease. While
Holzer’s critique
of the Iraq is still
moving, we can’t
help but wonder
what GI would have
to say about marriage equality, AIDS
activism economic
inequality.

Nan Goldin
“The Ballad of Sexual Dependency,” 1979-2001.
Multimedia presentation of projected slides and
taped soundtrack, 45 minutes

Sophie Calle

Sophie Calle
Goldin works primarily in photography, and her
aesthetic is permanently on display in every American
Apparel ad and Instagram photo. Calle, also a photographer, finds her modern-day mainstream iteration
in Hazel Wassername of “30 Rock.”

“The Shadow,” 1981. Photographs and text

winner

Jenny Holzer
“10 Inflammatory Essays,” 1979-82. Set of 10
offset posters on colored paper

winner

Barbara Kruger
“Untitled” (We Will No Longer Be Seen and Not
Heard), 1985.

Jenny Holzer
These two text-based, female artists have been compared since the '80s, and we’re sure they’re tired of
it. Though Kruger has updated her typeface choices
as of late, Holzer is now working in LED and digital
text, and her “Redacted” series sent chills down our
spine.

Julian Schnabel, “Portrait
of Andy Warhol,” 1982.

u lt i m

Jenny Holzer
As art madness gets
louder, the quiet ones
get drowned out. Holzer is still interested in
drawing attention to the
visual noise of scrolling
LEDs and the ceaseless
hum of Twitter. Calle is
very much about being
present as an artist, but
Holzer manages to be
omnipresent. Plus, did
we mention that the
“Redacted” series used
real human remains?

winner

Barbara Kruger, “Untitled” (We Will No Longer Be Seen and Not Heard), 1985.
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Guerrilla Girls

General Idea may be outnu
seem to be a whole lot loud
collectives are working sub
addressing issues that hav
institutional critique. The G
mously has been taken up
ists and the hacktivist grou
on the idea that an unident
power than an equally stron
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The MCA(A) pits your favorite
1980s artists head-to-head.
Lorna Simpson, “Necklines,” 1989.

Guerrilla Girls

dea, “AIDS Wallpaper,” 1989.

Guerrilla
Girls
McCarthy has gotten
pretty far on shock
value here and even
we’re getting uncomfortable with the
amount of ketchup he
puts on his hot dog,
but the equally hardcore Guerilla Girls will
not have their game
thrown by distracting
antics. While McCarthy’s work cannot
be unseen, the Guerilla Girls have used
tactics of anonymity
and infiltration which
informs a number of
contemporary artist
collectives, including activists in the
Occupy movement as
well as Anonymous.

We’re starting to feel bad for
everyone that’s going to come up
against the Guerilla Girls because
not only are they anonymous, but
you’re never quite sure how many
of them there are. Pettibon holds
his own with punk credibility for
sure, but the Guerilla Girls claim
to have over 100 members. Ray,
baby, sorry but it’s a numbers
game.

winner

ner

umbered here, but they
der. In this tip-off, both art
bversively and both are
ve broader implications than
GG m.o. of working anonyby other tactical media artup Anonymous — all based
tifiable plurality wields more
ng but identifiable few.

Lorna Simpson

Both are female artists working with
highly political content and, while
both groups have their reach, there
is power in numbers. Simpson stays
in the art gallery, while the Guerilla
Girls bleed out on to the streets, the
NY Book Fair and into the minds of
contemporary tactical media artists.

“Necklines,” 1989.

winner

Raymond
Pettibon
Both Richter and Pettibon designed
the album covers of Sonic Youth
Albums (Pettibon designed “Goo”
and Richter designed the cover
of “Daydream Nation”), and while
“Daydream Nation” is a better album
musically, “Goo” is the better cover.

Guerrilla Girls
“The Advantages of Being A Woman Artist,” 1988.

winner

Gerhard Richter
“Said,” 1983 (pictured) and “Schädel (Skull),” 1983.

Raymond Pettibon
“No Title” (Begging to be Understood), 1991.

winner

Raymond Pettibon, “No Title”
(Begging to be Understood), 1991.

at e

Guerrilla Girls

Paul
McCarthy
This is where things start to get
ugly: two artists who specialize
in controversy going up against
each other. While we have a
special respect for Mapplethorpe,
no one does shock like Paul McCarthy. The game is called when
the audience can no longer stand
the smell of McCarthy’s work.

Paul McCarthy
You would think that with two Mike
Kelly’s running, Mike Kelly should
definitely win, and if we were running
this like the Oscars, he would (à la
Heath Ledger for “The Dark Knight”).
But we’re not. This compares more
like Kanye West’s “My Beautiful
Dark Twisted Fantasy” and Jay Z and
Kanye West’s “Watch the Throne.”
The former is a great album, but the
latter has to win on sheer force of
awesomeness.

Paul McCarthy
(with Mike Kelley) “Family Tyranny (Modeling
and Molding),” 1987. Video transferred to DVD

winner

Mike Kelley
“More Love Hours Than Can Ever Be Repaid
and The Wages of Sin,” 1987.Stuffed fabric
toys and afghans on canvas with dried corn;
wax candles on wood and metal base

winner

Robert
Mapplethorpe
The progeny of both Mapplethorpe and
Sherman are annoying — as any shopping trip through the IKEA art department will illustrate — but no one has
caused quite a culture war like Robert
Mapplethorpe. Museums, galleries and
curators live with the silent fear of raising such ire again.

Cindy Sherman
Robert Mapplethorpe
“Untitled #153,” 1985.
“Man in Suit,” development
1980.
Chromogenic
print

Robert Mapplethorpe
“Man in Suit,” 1980.

winner

Robert Mapplethorpe, “Man in Suit,” 1980.
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Financial Aid Available
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begins March 12
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REVIEW

Minimalism
maxed out
“The Language of Less (Then and Now)” at the Museum of Contemporary Art

Donald Judd “Untitled”

The room feels cluttered, and some
works negatively affect one another by
dint of proximity.

Artists frequently look to past periods for inspiration and these days certain mid-20th century styles seem particularly resonant. While
many young artists seem smitten with the
material excess of Abstract Expressionism and
Neo-Dada, just as many take cues from what
succeeded those movements: Minimalism. Perhaps the resurgence of Minimalism has to do
with a reaction against the large, bombastic,
conceptually-bereft painting and sculpture that
was prevalent in the mid-aughts, and how so
much of that art was mere commodity.
Whether the medium is painting, sculpture,
drawing, or even photography, the works
in many contemporary gallery exhibitions
bear traits that owe much to the movement’s
ethos, for instance, industrial and/or quotidian
materials used in blunt ways, an emphasis on
basic structures and simple geometric forms,
chromatic restraint, and a cool, depersonalized tenor. The MCA’s “The Language of Less
(Then and Now)” explores the significance of
Minimalism from both a historical and contemporary perspective, and while the curatorial
premise is solid, the resulting exhibition is
uneven.
As the title implies, the exhibition is divided
into two sections, “Then” and “Now.” The
former is comprised entirely of works from
the MCA’s permanent collection, featuring the
usual suspects, lesser known kindred spirits
and significant precursors. Taking a cue from
some of the works presented, it’s divided into
four separate, but interrelated parts, each
comprised by a group of works in one of four
galleries arranged thematically. The first,
“Building Blocks,” showcases seminal geometric abstract paintings by the likes of Joseph
Albers, Ad Reinhardt and Frank Stella, works
that proved to be highly influential to Minimalism proper. From this gallery alone, one can
already see just how many gems the MCA has
in its collection, but it may be too much of a
good thing. The room feels cluttered, and some
works negatively affect one another by dint of
proximity. For example, a dichromatic painting
by Blinky Palermo (which uses store-bought
dyed fabric as a ready-made material) looks
surprisingly lackluster when viewed near a lustrous Brice Marden work that shares a similar
compositional structure.
The problem of excessive quantity continues into the adjacent gallery. Grouped under
the title “Dimensions of Space,” it showcases
canonical works by artists central to the
Minimalist legacy: Donald Judd, Carl Andre
and Dan Flavin, as well as related figures like
Richard Serra and Bruce Nauman. But the
abundance of work prevents much of it from
functioning in accordance with the radicality
of its initial premise, which was to activate the
surrounding space and make the viewer aware
of how any single viewing position and spatial
perspective shapes the work’s meaning. In this
context, each piece becomes a discrete object,
and those dreaded A-words that most of these
artists tried to eradicate from their work —
authorship, aura, absorption — are somehow
restored.
The remaining two rooms are smaller in size,
and feature both better installations and more
unexpected work. In “Measuring and Limits,”
the works shine, precisely because they are so
disparate. An early Robert Ryman adorns one
wall, in which earth tone flecks peek through
a sumptuous white surface. On the opposite
wall, a pristine Jo Baer is situated near a surprisingly dainty quadriptych by Daniel Buren.
A third wall displays a Frank Stella from the
late '60s, in which a rigorous formal composition is considerably enlivened by a palette of
deep ultramarine, lamp black, burgundy and
neon orange — colors ubiquitous in so much
contemporary painting.
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Less chromatically vibrant but no less
engaging are the works collected in the fourth
and final room, “Open Systems,” most of which
were made by artists deserving greater recognition. Tony Conrad’s “Yellow Movie” is also
worth mentioning. A large painting on paper,
it features a black frame painted on a faintly
yellow ground. Conrad deliberately chose
paint with special chemical properties that will
cause it to gradually yellow over time — a sly,
yet effective way to truly activate the picture
plane.
Given the sheer number of works in the
“Then” section, one could be forgiven for
expecting an equally large, if not larger, array
of works in the “Now.” After all, wouldn’t the
most effective way to foreground Minimalism’s
enduring legacy and influence be to show just
how many young contemporary artist are inspired by it? Strangely, only five contemporary
artists are showcased and none are painters
— a puzzling curatorial decision, given that
a majority of works in the first section are
paintings. (It’d be interesting to see how the
legacy of Minimalist painting is addressed in
the works of contemporary painters like, say,
Richard Aldrich, Wade Guyton or Dan Walsh,
just to name a few.) Instead, all of the artists
presented — Carol Bove, Oscar Tuazon, Jason
Dodge, Leonor Antunes and Gedi Sibony —
work in sculpture and/or installation. Although
each has a singular, formal vocabulary and
conceptual set of interests, the consistency in
medium creates a vague monotony when contrasted with the first part of the exhibition.
However, the one benefit to such a small
number of artists is that each is granted an
entire gallery in which to create a specific installation. Thus, the vast amount of dark space
surrounding Tuazon’s “I Gave My Name to It,”
serves to heighten the sculpture’s psychological charge. In this work, a large, three-bulb
fluorescent light fixture lies bulb-side down on
the floor, so that only a small puddle of light
radiates out from it. The effect is forlorn, like a
melancholic take on Flavin.
Empty gallery space is also deftly activated
in the works by Dodge and Sibony. Together
with Bove and Antunes, these artists demonstrate how relevant the ethos of Minimalism is to their respective practices. But one
wishes that more of their contemporaries were
included, and that specific connections were
established between the artists from “then”
and the artists from “now.” As it stands, “The
Language of Less” feels like a strange composite of two separate exhibitions. Cumulatively,
it still offers a lot, but it could have offered a
whole lot more.

Images courtesy of MCA

By Nicholas Ostoff

Frank Stella “CType”

Brazil
China
Paris
ireland
Prague & Vienna
italy
detroit
Berlin
Visit the Portal for more trip details.
resources > student life/services >
study abroad > study trips

2012

FASHION

The School of the Art Institute of Chicago’s
Celebration of Fashion, Art, and Design
in Millennium Park
T HUR SD AY, AP R IL 1 9
DRESS R EHEARSAL

9:00 a.m.
$20 tickets for SAIC students, faculty,
and staff on sale at the ARTICard office
Tickets and Information: 312.629.6897 | saic.edu/fashionshow
Designer: Lesya Blyzniouk (BFA 2012) Photo: James Prinz Model: Factor Runway

m a r c h 2 0 12

REVIEW

The Dying Self
MeMo Organization Cabinet at the Chicago Cultural Center updates “memento mori” tradition

medical treatment or the bedclothes and personal
ephemera of hospice care. These objects, and
“Memento mori.” A victorious general marches
further dreamlike flourishes from some dystopian
down the avenues of ancient Rome, lauded for his
but none-too-distant future, interweave with a
accomplishments in battle by crowds of onlookfictive narrative that tells the story, in gripping
ers. A slave warns: “Look behind you! Remember
first person perspective, of an individual living
that you are only a man; remember that you will
through their partner’s disease, palliation and,
die.” Those famous words, recorded by Tertullian
finally, death. Charlesworth is an excellent writer.
in ancient Rome, inspire a new take on mortality
The alternate universe of customs and rituals she
this month in Jessica Charlesworth’s project at the
describes is both lushly rendered and emotively
Chicago Cultural Center “Morbid Curiosity: The
conveyed in such a way that it feels immediately
Richard Harris Collection.”
accessible.
In the MeMo Organization Cabinet, produced
In a passage and piece called “Our BioAge,”
under Charlesworth’s fictitious moniker, the cona seemingly benign plastic tray of vitamins and
temporary meaning of “memento mori” is teased
capsules is animated by a wistful anecdote, detailand unfolded in a series of
ing an attempt to use medicaspeculative design projects
Charlesworth aims at
tion to diminish the relative
that do not question life’s
age difference between the
fleeting presence in the face of
two partners. The much
recovering
a
poetics
of
danger but, rather, what hapyounger narrator is instructed
pens to the idea of death in a
to indulge in intentionally
hyper-scientific culture that
existence in a world unable to unhealthy behaviors, bringing
preserves life above all else.
the medical case into keener
Charlesworth aims at recoverfocus as text and object work
recognize its own mortality.
ing a poetics of existence in a
collaboratively to reveal
world unable to recognize its
Charlesworth’s missive on the
own mortality.
role of obsessive medication and its frequent emThe MeMo Organization purports to be a
ployment as a metaphor for total control. Exquiresearch-based practice, using these fabricated
sitely detailed supplements of natural and synthetanecdotes as a way to examine our own attitudes
ic origin are labeled “ragweed,” “anthracitic coal”
and customs toward death and mourning, parand the like, forming the foundation for a joke that
ticularly the “relatively recent medicalization and
never quite seems funny. As the narrative veers
banishment of death and mourning from public
into the familiar story of an unfaithful spouse,
experience” and the funerary industry as not only
Charlesworth delivers the punch line: “Behind my
a service but a provider of “increased meaning in
back she’d stopped taking the health drive. And
the service of the dying self.” The exhibition is an
there I was, literally killing myself for her.”
outgrowth of the Cultural Center’s larger “Morbid
Charlesworth’s previous work has also engaged
Curiosity,” an exhaustive thematic show culled
in futurist examinations of science and technolfrom the Richard Harris Collection that focuses on
ogy, such as 2010’s “Citizen Evolution” project with
historic treatments of death from the macabre to
Marei Wollersberger for the MAK Center, which
the violent.
considered the potential of biotechnologies in the
Here, the literal mementos of death are on
event of a full system shutdown in a post-apocalypdisplay in the form of the pills and syringes of
tic Vienna. The MeMo Organization exhibition will

BY Maura Lucking
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continue to generate new meaning over the next
several months as a series of artist-led seminars
that consider the proposed practices and suggest
new alternatives. Thus, the project moves full
circle as even these otherworldly speculations are
indexed and examined.
There is a Japanese term like “memento mori,”
without the exceptionalism of Roman soldiers
but about the fleetingness of the most seemingly
insignificant moments. “Mono no aware” is often
used to describe the writing of Kazuyo Ishiguro,
with whose work Charlesworth displays a particular affinity, and is defined literally as the sadness of
things. It describes the beauty that is derived from
the very transience of ephemeral objects and the
lives that are embodied within them. This curio
case, filled with the mementos of those that died
but never lived, seems its perfect incarnation.

MeMo Organization Cabinet
Jessica Charlesworth
In collaboration with Romain André
Presented by Balloon Contemporary, Chicago
Chicago Cultural Center
4th Floor Lobby
January 28-July 8, 2012
www.me-mo.co
www.jessicacharlesworth.com
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Untold
Truths
Untold Truths
“Light Years: Conceptual Art and Photography” at the Art Institute of Chicago

street scene. The combination of
the purposefully ordinary image
When photography developed
and the audacious statement
into a mainstream process to
presents the concerns of the
gather and record information,
show in a deceptively simple way.
the understanding of how much
By demoting the formal qualitruth it could register was hazy.
ties of the image and stressing a
In the 1860s photographer Wilproclamation, it raises the quesliam H. Warner tried to convince
tions: What is an artist? What is
Scotland Yard that they could
the nature of photography? How
catch a killer by photographing
can they be mutually beneficial
the eyes of the dead. There they
or productively destructive?
would find an image of the last
While much of the art premoment of life recorded on the
sented questions the legitimacy
retina and hence a portrait of the
of aesthetic distinctions, it is priculprit.
marily the few women representA century later, when artists
ed in the show that break from
primarily interested in ideaan aesthetic and institutional cribased art — conceptual artists
tique to offer more broad social
— picked up photography, it was
scrutiny. Adrian Piper’s “Mythic
with a lingering excess of truth
Being” series looks at identity
in mind, a plethora of truths
and racial profiling. Annette
based on the belief in the objecMessager’s “Voluntary Tortures”
tivity of photography, as well as
presents images of more or less
an excess of privilege afforded to
painful beauty procedures in a
artistic production. It was in and
way that highlights their absurd
against these excesses that they
and grotesque qualities. These
developed their tactics.
artists bring to light not only the
“Light Years: Conceptual Art
excesses of photography and art,
and the Photograph 1964-1977”
but also the excesses of femininat the Art Institute of Chicago
ity and race.
through March 11 registers
The show is a vast survey of
the birth of conceptual art and
conceptual art’s major players
the maturation of photography
and presents many iconic works.
through its contentious adopIt is broken up into five sections
tion and development within an
with accompanying wall text that
artistic context.
provides minimal but insightJohn Baldessari’s “An Artist is
ful elaboration into the variety
Not Merely the Slavish Announcof tactics utilized within the
er of a Series of Facts, which in
field such as the theme “Invisthis Case the Camera has had to
ibility” that discusses the use
Accept and Mechanically Record,” of photography to represent
located just inside the entrance
“ineffable or prolonged experiof the exhibition, ushers in
ences.” The exhibition presents a
the show’s framework chrononew programmatic abundance as
logically and thematically. Made
an institutionalization of institubetween 1966 and 1968 the piece
tional critique.
consists of the title stenciled
Many of the artists and ideas
below a black and white photopresented in “Light Years” still
graph of a remarkably mundane
inform a variety of contempoBy Michelle Weidman

(TOP) John Baldessari (American, born
1931) “Throwing Three Balls in the Air
to Get a Straight Line (Best of Thirty-Six
Attempts)” (1973) Museum of Contemporary Photography at Columbia College
Chicago.

(LEFT) Dennis Oppenheim (American,
1938-2011) “Stage 1 and 2. Reading Position for 2nd Degree Burn Long Island.
N.Y. Materal... Solar Energy. Skin Exposure Time. 5 Hours June” (1970, 1970)
Dorothy and Herbert Vogel Collection.

rary practices including but
not limited to Social Practice
and Relational Aesthetics. The
continued relevancy of much of
the work is a testament to the
value of the exhibition but also
to the perpetuation of artistic
excess. In other words, if the
exhibition is a representation
of social standards, we may no
longer entertain the belief that
photography can record the last
moments of a life in the eyes of
the dead, but we still do believe
in the sanctity of artistic thought
and production.
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Capture the Light
Luftwerk’s “Luminous Field” enhances Millennium Park

Luftwerk “Luminous Field” (2012) Installation detail Images courtesy of Chicago Office of Tourism and Culture

by Margot Brody

For ten consecutive nights in
February, the already trippy city
icon “Cloud Gate” got a Bowieesque makeover by the Chicagobased artistic collaborative
Luftwerk. Using their signature
site-specific light installation,
SAIC graduates Sean Gallera
and Petra Bachmaier turned
the AT&T Plaza into a colorful
“Moonage Daydream.” After
several months of work, Luftwerk
debuted “Luminous Field,” a
captivating display of geometric
patterns projected onto the concrete plaza. In a full spectrum of
incandescent colors, the square
became a digital screen on which

In a full spectrum of incandescent
colors, the square became a digital
screen on which the futuristic configurations seemed to move to the rhythm
of corresponding sound.
the futuristic configurations
seemed to move to the rhythm of
corresponding sound.
Bachmaier and Gallero knew
immediately that the nature of
the space would be different
from that of their previous work.
“‘Cloud Gate’ is such a playful
and interactive sculpture, so accessibility informed the project
from the beginning,” explained
Bachmaier.
Many children in the crowd
tried dancing interpretively,
while others played games of

“capture the light” — they were
delighted as one pattern changed
into the next and the various
shapes and colors sporadically
appeared, moved and disappeared.
Luftwerk has received international attention over the past decade for their lyrical and visually
striking multimedia installations.
Creating ethereal “lightscapes”
that play off of surface materials to showcase the essence of
various environments, the pair
has been chosen for high-profile
commissions across the globe.
Though they largely employ digital tooling to create meticulously
tailored video and light shows,
the two artists credit the success
of their work to the very human
aspects of the artistic process.
“We don’t rely on technology
for our work — there are certain
tools we might favor, but the
possibilities and limitations depend on our ability to creatively
conceptualize ideas within a
given context,” explained Gallero.
Space and materials within each
individual site act as the driving force behind their projects.
“This is why [Luminous Field],
for example, had such a unique
aesthetic,” said Bachmaier.
Polite and soft-spoken but
confident and insightful when
discussing their artistic vision,
German-born Bachmaier and
New York-bred Gallero seem to
operate seamlessly as a single
creative unit. Meeting as undergraduate students in 1999, the
artists realized that they had an
immediate and profound connection — a relationship they have
been fostering ever since. “We
are really lucky to have found
each other,” said Gallero. “The
endless fundamental exchange
of ideas keeps us inspired and
focused.”
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Installing temporary projects
in permanent settings, the artists are constantly aware of the
need to create a balance between
the fixed elements in any given
environment and their ephemeral installations. As a result,
Luftwerk’s installations enhance
the existing sculptural and architectural context without consuming it. Bachmaier and Gallero
were contacted last year to do
a project at Fallingwater, just
south of Pittsburgh, for the 75th
anniversary of the famous Pennsylvania residence designed by
Frank Lloyd Wright. The resulting
installation used video projection to highlight the architectural
plan of the iconic residence’s
cantilevered terraces. Elegant
white outlines projected onto
the outer edges of the structure,
elucidating Wright’s masterful
architectural plan. Exciting but
respectful, Luftwerk constructed
a dazzling display for the spectator while still allowing Fallingwater’s poetic materiality and form
to remain in focus.
“It is important to create a
dialogue between our work and
its context,” said Gallero. “This
gives our work the ability to
open the site up to the possibility of new realms of perception
wherein the audience might see
things that, maybe, weren’t obvious before.” Bachmaier added:
“We sculpt our work to fit the
space so that the interaction of
sculptural ideas can be seen on
the surface of the site.”
Though the two artists stay
focused on the project at hand,
they still make time to talk about
work that might seem like a distant pipe dream. “We’ve actually
talked out how amazing it would
be to do something in Antarctica,” said Bachmaier, smiling.

Lead support for this exhibition is generously
provided by Howard and Donna Stone.
Major support is provided by the
Terra Foundation for American Art.

Additional support is provided by the
Neisser Family Fund, Jill and Peter Kraus,
the Robert Lehman Foundation Inc.,
the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, the
Elizabeth F. Cheney Foundation, and
Greene Naftali, New York.
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Leonor Antunes. walk around there. look through here, 2010. Installation view at
Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía, Madrid. Photo: Joaquin Cortes
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A Thirst for Sharps and Flats

BY KRIS LENZ

Searching through jazz’s past, present and future

Where has jazz gone? The once-vibrant, pulsing soundtrack of artful

While jazz will never die, this playlist is designed to remind listeners of

innovation has lost its way. Jazz’s influence is waning fast — there are

its dynamic power. The songs here swing and sob, cry up and cry out,

more tuxedo-clad Wynton Marsalises on the Lincoln Center stage than

cut and bleed. They just might help reawaken a dormant creative spirit

young artists putting their blood and tears into this dynamic art form.

in any artist hungry for inspiration.

Transcendent

“Caravan”
Duke Ellington
Money Jungle
United Artists Records,
1963

“Mirovisions”

“Air Raid”

Chick Corea
Trio Music, Live in Europe
EMC, 1984

COOL

Grachan Moncur III
Evolution
Blue Note, 1963
Grachan Moncur III is the best
trombonist you’ve never listened to — primarily because
he played trombone. Aside
from that devastating setback,
he was also overlooked
because he fought health
problems and licensing issues
his whole career. In the 1960s
he wrote and recorded some
of the most transcendent
post-bop jazz of the period.
This track captures his playing
and compositional skills at
their best. He leads an all-star
group through a song with
so many tempo and melodic
changes it’s difficult to keep
up. Moncur’s melodic beauty
draws you in, but there’s also a
wild, subversive undertone to
the song’s structure.

“Toccata”

This song is an ideal
analogue for the creative
process in any medium.
The artists spend a lifetime
learning their craft and
honing their chops, until,
when the time comes, all
the years of training and expertise guide their hands in
wild passionate moments of
spontaneity and creativity. If
the result is anywhere near
as beautiful as this song, it is
safe to say they’ve created a
work of art.

Jaga Jazzist
One-Armed Bandit
Ninja Tune, 2010
The best and worst thing
about contemporary jazz
is how modern composers tend to chase modern
trends. Jaga Jazzist are
a Norwegian group that
does not shy away from
showing their electronic
music influences.Yet they
stray far from their roots
as a live combo and write
sprawling compositions
that combine elements
of Kraftwerk and J.S. Bach
with a free-wheeling jazz
sense that’s undeniably
their own.

“Passion Dance”

A classic tune that has
been covered by countless artists, my vote for
the best version goes to
the composer himself.
Ellington is best known for
his work writing and conducting but he was also
an extraordinary piano
player in his own right. This
record captures him in a
tight trio with one of the
greatest rhythm sections
in history (Charles Mingus
and Max Roach). This raw
and emotional version is
the standard that sets the
standard.

McCoy Tyner
The Real McCoy
Blue Note, 1967
This wild, reeling track is the superb example of jazz
willing the creative spirit to life. It’s easy to imagine
grins splitting the faces of Tyner and his superstar band
as they blast through this composition. Each musician
plays a game of one-upmanship as they try to top the
improvisation of the solo before. It’s fast, exciting and if
it doesn’t get your foot a-tappin, time to try religion.

“Epistrophy”
Pat Metheny
Bright Size Life
EMC, 1975

Freddie Hubbard
Hub-Tones
Blue Note, 1962

Jazz can be unbridled like
Tyner’s “Passion Dance”
or it can be elegant and
restrained like this choice
track from Pat Metheny.
Some consider this the song
that launched a thousand
smooth jazz careers, but
don’t let the countless hacks
who ripped off the sound
dissuade you. Metheny is
smooth and sensual yet
his supurb play offers the
vibrant improvisational
expertise that makes great
jazz timeless.

The sentimentality of this track can
be deceptive. It exists in the grand tradition of “cool jazz” that is perfect for
candlelit dinners and sensual bubble
baths. Listen more closely, however,
and you’ll hear some of the most sublime trumpet playing ever recorded.
Freddie Hubbard’s crisp, clear and
cool tone is your gentle escort toward
exquisite emotional absolution.

“Essence”
Donald Byrd
Electric Byrd
Blue Note 1970
In the 1960s, jazz, like most
other things, got weird. The
psychedelic furor that dominated the counter-culture
inspired a bright moment in
the jazz world with Electric
Byrd.“Essence,” like the rest
of the album, is languorously
paced. It invokes patience
and meditative contemplation in listeners, but spiritual
bliss is something worth
waiting for.

“Remembering”

No composer or performer had
a more distinctive sound than
the inimitable Thelonius Monk.
He was an iconoclast in dress,
manner and composition, laying
claim to his own unique style
— even his dancing is a sight
to behold.“Epistrophy” is the
Monkiest of all his compositions.
It offers the delicate harmony
of a craftsman at his best while
also providing the delightful
weirdness that is all Monk.

“You’d be so nice
to come home to”

Avishai Cohen
At Home
Sunnyside, 2005
Something about the bass seems to
draw the most cerebral of jazz musicians. Avishai Cohen is one contemporary example, making his case to stand
alongside players like Charles Mingus
and Charlie Haden. On “Remembering” Cohen plays a little game: He
masks his simple bass line behind a
lovely piano melody. But as the song
progresses he sneaks out little by little
until he has taken over. Soon Cohen is
soloing aggressively as the piano fades
to nothing. In the final bar, the piano
returns and Cohen hides again — a
reminder of how far you’ve traveled.

Jim Hall
Concierto
CTI, 1975

HOT

“Bright Size Life”

“You’re My
Everything”

Thelonious Monk
Monk’s Music
Riverside, 1957

“Freedom
Jazz Dance”
Miles Davis
Miles Smiles
Columbia Records, 1966
Miles Davis was cool for
over 50 years. That’s Picasso-esque longevity. Choosing a favorite era from a
man who reinvented his
sound countless times
(while the world struggled
to keep up) is a challenge. My vote goes to the
young and wildly creative
“second Miles Davis Quintet.”
Together they reinvigorated
Davis’ sound and recorded
legendary tracks like this
one. As the soundtrack of
a music scene in turmoil,
the sonorous melodies of
bebop linger, but rumbling
just underneath is a wild
rhythmic duet threatening
to spiral out of control.

Few guitar players have left their mark on the
history of jazz, particularly puzzling considering the instrument’s dominance in popular
music during the same time. Jim Hall is one
the greatest unheralded jazz guitar players.
This record is his opus and his play on opener,
Cole Porter’s “You’d Be So Nice to Come Home
To,” demonstrates Hall at his best. Hall’s crisp,
clean lines that are inventive and never sit still.

Meditative
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guaranteed easier than this poster.

WANTS ILLUSTRATORS,
CARTOONISTS, AND
COMIC ARTISTS
F News is looking for skilled illustrators proficient in wackiness,
absurdity, satire, and with something to say about SAIC, art and artists,
being young, living in Chicago or America or surviving among humans.

m a r c h 2 012

A LL E Y E S O N A P P LE
For years, Apple has declined to talk about the conditions under which
their electronics are being produced, but just recently they announced
that an outside organization has began auditing the processes behind
their overseas factories.
At last, and after being the subject of mass criticism, protests and
investigative news reports about punishing working conditions in their
company, they have agreed to make public the information that they
formerly considered secret. According to The New York Times, “The
company has asked an outside group — a nonprofit financed partly by
participating companies like Apple — to publicly identify specific factories where abuses are discovered.”
The inspection will cover more than 90 percent of the places where
Apple’s products are assembled and, being a leader in technology production, the results of this investigation and the decisions Apple takes
after analyzing them, are likely to affect policy among other important
producers of technology gadgets.

TH E BA D
Earlier this year, Twitter moved to the dark side when they announced:
“Starting today, we give ourselves the ability to reactively withhold content from users in a specific country — while keeping it available in the
rest of the world. We have also built in a way to communicate transparently to users when content is withheld, and why.”

in the
news
N E X T A R T FA I R N OW L A S T
The Next Art Fair announced in an email to vendors at the beginning
of February that it would no longer be running, according to an article
in the Chicago Tribune. The art fair, which was the largest art fair in
Chicago, was cancelled due to the lack of financial interest in Chicago,
as art fairs along the coasts seem to have more pull. The Next Art Fair,
which was formerly the Chicago Art Fair, was already facing financial
difficulties when it was purchased by Merchandise Mart Properties,
Inc. The show was scheduled to run from April 27-29, 2012.
Expo Chicago launches later this year, running at Navy Pier from September 20-23, but for the smaller, independent artists and art galleries,
the situation seems worrisome. The fate of the beloved Midway Art Fair
is unsure and as the coastal fairs pull artists out of the center of the
country, Chicago risks losing the artists who have made Chicago so
vibrant.

Yes, from now on, the blue snitch bird will filter tweets to respect
specific restrictions of each country it reaches, and if you dare say
something “inappropriate,” this is what you will see.
[UPDATE: Please see below for the reason that the sections discussing computer mediated filtering are deleted.]
According to Forbes contributor, Mark Gibbs, Twitter has made an
“epic mistake” and trying to avoid political pressure, “they’ve dug themselves a huge hole that they won’t be able to climb out of.
“ … and that is where bad guys belong.
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TH E G OO D
The absolute good guy of the last weeks is without a doubt, Satan’s
biggest enemy, Rick Santorum. (Is it a coincidence that santo in Spanish means saint?).
He talks more about god than the most obsessive priest, reverend or
nun, and the he has recently been gaining territory by speaking left
and right about Obama’s “phony ideology,” and affirming that America
is indeed “suffering from the prolonged attack of Satan,” which he, of
course, knows how to fight.

Illu

As Karen Santorum, said on a talk show, her husband’s candidacy is
clearly “God’s will.”
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Anyway, it is for none of those reasons that Saint Rick is our good guy
of the month; in fact, the thought of him taking control of the country is
completely terrifying. He is our chosen one only for the fact that no one
else has given us so many hysterical moments as this, lets say, “memorable,” quote machine.
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If you think our paper is great,
then you will LOVE our website!
And so will your customers…
Reach a large community of art students and
artists by advertising your business on
fnewsmagazine.com- a highly trafficked site for
arts and culture news in Chicago.
Fnewsmagazine.com receives over 220,000 page
views each month, and it is the perfect way to
target the arts community of Chicago.
Visit our website or contact Fadvertising@saic.edu
for more information.
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$1,500 TO TRAVEL

Since 1998 Marion Parry, a friend of SAIC, has
generously provided the means for students
to travel to destinations around the globe.

APPLY VIA THE PORTAL

Resources > Student Life/Services >
Study Abroad > Odyssey Travel Grant

DEADLINE: March 27 by midnight

COME TO THE DRAWING FOR YOUR
CHANCE TO WIN A SURPRISE AWARD
MacLean Ballroom, March 28, 4:30 p.m.
Sona Hovannisyan (BFA 2011)
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From the Hip
Bearing arms in the Windy City
by Georges Negri & Emily VÉlox

When I first moved to America, I considered the cultural differences between my
home and this new, slightly stranger land.
The right to bear arms, protected under the
Second Amendment of the U.S. Constitution
is a quizzical issue for foreigners who would
say, “Well, if you don’t like the law, you can
just abolish it.” Constitutions are fluid in
many countries, but not in America. So, for
my third annual 25th birthday, my father
gave me lessons in “Self-defense with a Pistol” and I was hooked.
“Emily,” I said, “We’re going shooting.”
I press my hips against the wood. My hand
runs along firm contours and I let out a small
but audible sigh. Just under eight inches from
back to front — not bad. I take a deep breath
and feel its heaviness. My fingers wrap around
slowly and it sits comfortably in my grip. My
weight sinks through my knees and I feel the
charge of potential energy housed up against
my clammy palm. I’m ready, loaded. Leaning
over the counter, I squeeze one off and feel a
shrieking shiver in the core of my spine. After
ten rounds, I eject the empty magazine and
slowly put down my gun.
The first time I shot, I was so nervous I
forgot which eye to look through, but Emily
is doing well. Not only is she loading her
magazine by hand, but she’s not flinching
every time the ten-year-old on the other side
of the range rapid-fires his daddy’s shot gun
like he’s seen in the movies. The old men
who come there to shoot every Wednesday
night eye us, but keep their distance. As my
own father says, “Never mess with a woman
holding a pistol.”
Earlier, when we stepped out of the February mist and into the gun shop, I was suspiciously numb — with fright or with boredom,
I’ll never be sure. The shop was filled with
brightly lit glass cases, pristine and polished.
On each shelf was the fur of a very dead
and very unfortunate animal, and on top of
these were the firearms, sitting neatly in a
row. In the stale air of the store I could hear
the strained screams of each sidearm’s matte
black finish as they struggled to glisten like
precious gems in the crisp white light.
I look at the guns for rent, most of them
semi-automatic. It’s somewhat difficult to
own a firearm in Illinois, near impossible in
Chicago, but outside the city, under controlled circumstances, the world is your tin
can just waiting to have a bullet shot through
it. I look at the assortment of pistols and
settle on a Glock 19 for me and a Glock 17 for
Emily. They are not the nicest weapons, but
easy to shoot and load and they rarely jam.
Behind a thin wooden door, we hear shots
ringing out as magazine after magazine is
emptied into the rubber walls. The smell of
gunpowder lingers in the air. I smile at Emily.
Sign here, here and here, young frightened child, if you want to shoot a dangerous
weapon into the back of a room lined with
concrete and rubber. Or, alternatively, if you’re
from another state, just leave your dubious ID
by the door and take this gun.

It’s hard to teach someone how to shoot in
three minutes, but I covered the basics: how
to load your magazine, the different parts of
the gun, that a gun can’t fire without your finger on the trigger, and if you’re going to walk
away for a moment, take your pistol with
you. Oh, and never take your ear protection
off inside the range. Ever. I eye the targets
and ask Emily to pick which ones she wants
to shoot at.
There’s something unsettling about the
targets. You unload a magazine full of hot
lead into a helpless person-shaped object. Our
friendly neighborhood gun range offered all the
standard abstract targets and a bevy of “fun”
options. On the extreme end, you could blast
through a Nazi zombie — faceless, inhuman,
guilt-free. Scaling back the “fun” meant your
choices involved the visages of actual human
beings. They looked menacing, sure, but ultimately they were the innocent placeholders for
real human lives. Were these targets here to
aid in realistic self-defense training? Were they
here to desensitize the weak-stomached? Were
they tools of leisure for the sadistic, misanthropic psychopath? I chose a Nazi zombie. My
counterpart chose a surly-looking Caucasian
man. I decided to stop my line of questioning.
My own firearms instructor once said that
if you wanted to throw someone’s aim, ask
them if they breath in or breath out when
they pull the trigger. It will confound them,
he said, because they’ll be thinking about
their breathing instead of their shot. I imagine this tactic works for golf swings, written
exams and driving tests.
I was suddenly aware of my breathing as
it went from auto to semi-auto. (What was it
like to not think about breathing?) My mind
was working as a clusterfuck of firing neurons.
Don’t breathe, don’t blink, don’t do a fucking
thing. Except for shoot. Shoot. Pull the fucking
trigger.
My fingers were numb from attempting to
manually cram ten rounds at a time into a
magazine. I could feel warm, dirty steel running microscopic rips into my fingers. My head
was stuffy with flimsy gun store earmuffs. Each
recoil sent shockwaves trailing between joints
and ligaments into the tips of my shoulder
blades. My mouth was dry. My tongue was
swollen. My soul was cold.
A lot of people will say that shooting becomes metaphoric for them, that firing a gun
allows them to blow off some steam. Indeed,
I find myself in moments of acute concentration — the cliché would be meditation,
but it’s more lucid. In the end, all that’s left
of your experience is the haunting smell of
gunpowder on your fingers.
We resurfaced from a tepid nebula of
gunpowder and climate control and into a
soggy evening breeze. I realized I was a long
way from home. It’s a funny thing, catharsis:
You can ride it like a wave, back towards the
shores of civilization and the sanity of land,
and when you look out across the horizon at
the place where you began, it’s often disturbing
how strong the urge is to swim back out.

fn ewsmagaz i n e.com
29

The old men who come there to
shoot every Wednesday night eye
us, but keep their distance. As my
own father says, “Never mess with
a woman holding a pistol.”
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For all your
art supply needs,
pick Blick.
VISIT US:
SAIC NOW OPEN ON CAMPUS!

280 SOUTH COLUMBUS DR.
(SUITE 104)
312-443-3923

FOR A LARGER SELECTION

DOWNTOWN SUPERSTORE

42 SOUTH STATE ST.
(STATE & MONROE)
312-920-0300

30% OFF

ONE NON-SALE, IN STOCK ITEM

VALID 3/2/12 TO 3/29/12

Blick Art Materials, Retail Inc., coupon must be surrendered at time of purchase; no copies will be honored. Limit one
coupon per visit. Valid only on non-sale, in-stock items. Not valid with any other discounts or promotion, phone/mail/
internet orders, Custom Framing/Printing orders, furniture and purchases of furniture or gift cards.
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