
1

Between Chaos and Order: A Memoir ©

Patricia James

Copyright 2004 by Patricia James, Professor of Art, General  College, University of Minnesota,
2004.  May be reproduced and distributed with permission of the author only.



2

Between Chaos and Order: A Memoir
I am, at heart, an artist. Yes, I know how to draw realistic portraits, and I can sculpt full-

sized human figures in clay, but those abilities are not all that define me. I am an artist because

of how I think. My artistic abilities are the expression of a particular approach to making sense of

the world—a way of thinking based on a search for meaning, a sense of wonder, and a belief in

creative possibility. The arts are a lens that help me to be deeply attentive to what is as well as to

what might be.

I have been constructing an understanding of artistic thinking since childhood. The ways

that I make sense of, practice, question, and learn the arts shape my teaching and research, so it is

important that I identify what I know and how I know it, especially those concepts and processes

that seem to be the most embedded, "natural," and taken-for-granted. Creating a written self-

portrait is one way to examine the development of my teaching and research. Lawrence-
Lightfoot and Davis (1997) note the importance of self-portraiture in narrative research:

The researcher brings her own history--familial, cultural, ideological, and

educational--to the inquiry, her perspective, her questions, and her insights are inevitably

shaped by these profound developmental and autobiographical experiences.  She must

use the knowledge and wisdom drawn from these life experiences as resources for

understanding. (p. 95)

This is a story of a person who never imagined she would be teaching art in a university.

It is the memory of an imaginative, idealistic girl who had little understanding of how to make

things happen in the world. Parts of my story are typical of many women my age who invented

and reinvented themselves and who were willing to flounder in unknown waters to come up to

the surface again and emerge as a stronger swimmer.  

This is a memoir of connections. It is a sketch of the messy, overlapping filaments that

spread across time and place to create the patterns of my mind. My learning was not a linear

path, nor was most of it shaped inside academic walls. Instead, it has been a series of people,

places, and experiences that often had little to do with my suburban childhood and for which I

had little preparation. My learning has been a struggle between the chaos of the unknown and the

certainly of traditions and institutional structures. My teaching becomes stronger as I am able to

examine and articulate these strands and make stronger connections among them.

✻✻✻✻✻✻✻✻
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Becoming an artist seemed to be an inevitable path for me. I grew up in an environment

that nurtured artistic thinking: my mother was a painter, my father was an art director in an

advertising agency, and our house was filled with their paintings. As a child, I often looked

through the art books and magazines on the coffee table in my family’s living room. Our

basement was well-stocked with the pencils, colored pastels, and markers that Dad used to make

layouts, and there was usually a pungent smell of my mother’s oil paints and turpentine.

My parents took very different paths to become artists. Encouraged by her parents, my

mother drew constantly when she was a child, and when she was seventeen, she left her family in

St. Paul, Minnesota for several years to learn fine arts at the Art Institute of Chicago and

illustration at the American Academy of Art. She returned to St. Paul for a job as a fashion

illustrator at the Golden Rule department store, where she met my father, who was the head of

the art department. When he was drafted in World War II, she followed him to Fort Sill,

Oklahoma where he worked as an artist in the Art and Drafting Department. They married, and

she worked for the army as a civil service artist. After the war, my parents moved to Chicago and

then to Glenview, a suburb of Chicago.

When my two brothers and I were growing up, my mother attended figurative painting

classes at community art schools. The dozens of semi-abstract, sensual paintings of clothed and

nude models she brought home from class revealed the artist’s spirit under a suburban housewife

exterior. Although she exhibited occasionally, and even had a painting purchased by Oprah

Winfrey’s restaurant, Mom never made much money as a painter. Instead, she saw art as a higher

calling removed from practical considerations of money and consumer demand.

To my father, however, art was a way to make a living. His family expected him to work

in the fields in the Sandhills in Nebraska, so his schooling ended after eighth grade. When he

was 16 years old, however, he spent a summer traveling with a sign painter, climbing on water

towers and other structures to paint signs. At 18, he left his family’s ranch with $22.50 in his

pocket and a desire to be an artist. Although he went to commercial art school in Omaha for six

months, he was largely a self-taught artist who learned commercial art by working hard,

watching other people, and solving problems when he was confronted with new challenges. Art

jobs were scarce in the ‘30’s, and he often talked his way into a job before he really knew if he

could do it. One of his early jobs was working with Roman Grill, an artist in Minneapolis who

did freelance art work for engraving shops. My father wrote about this job in his memoir:
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Roman started to give me a few freelance jobs, then he asked me if I wanted a

drawing board with him at the engraving house. I jumped at the opportunity. There was

no salary, it was all freelance. I got 25 cents for outlining photos on the side and a $1 an

hour. Maybe I’d make $2 or $3 for a day’s work. Now I was getting some experience at

art work plus learning a lot about the engraving business.

Over the years, Dad worked his way up from painting store signs in Omaha to being a

well-respected art director who worked in the Wrigley Building in Chicago. He continued to do

free-lance design well into his eighties. In his spare time, he painted many images of his

Nebraska childhood and landmarks in Glenview. He constantly sketched the world around him,

including waitresses in restaurants, the men sitting near him on the train as he commuted, and my

mother as she played cards with him in the evening. Art was a way for Dad to engage in life.

As a young child, I loved to draw and make things, but as I grew older, one of my major

expressive outlets was reading novels and watching movies. My imagination loved to roam in far

away places and to dig into the experiences of people who were very different from me. In many

ways, I was a typical suburban teenager in the 1960’s, but I often felt different from my friends

and family, especially in the books I read and the other arts that I experienced.

 I yearned for a cultural diversity that my environment didn’t provide. Mom and Dad

never talked about race because it simply was not an issue to them. There were few people of

color on TV, and certainly none in Glenview or my high school. The only ethnically different

people that I knew were Jews and Italians. I was vaguely aware of being a Catholic in the public

schools, but that was mostly because the nuns in the Sunday catechism classes made me aware

that non-Catholics could not go to heaven. I had my own prejudice, however: I thought that

Lutherans were a little dull—they didn’t have colorful stories about saints or a bloody crucifix,

and the architecture of their churches seemed to be so bland.

I hoped for a different world. I was raised in a suburban culture, but I knew from a young

age that I rejected it. I couldn’t imagine staying there when I grew up.  A part of me identified

with Dad’s cowboy culture— but a big part must have been shaped by the books I read about

city life and life in other countries.  I wanted some unknown African American family to move

into the house across the street. I went by myself to African American movies like Porgy and

Bess and Purlie Victorious. How on earth did I even know about these movies?  I must have read

about them the newspaper.
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One strange thing, now that I think of it in retrospect, is that we had a “cleaning lady”

from the South Side of Chicago. Irma. She actually took the bus or train up to Glenview to clean

our house and iron for Mom. I remember listening to Irma to try to glean an understanding of

what her life was like. We—my family, my friends—were so stupidly innocent of history and

contemporary social realities. After a basketball game in North Chicago, I remember some black

girls trying to fight with my friends and me in the parking lot. That was probably the first time

I’d seen black teenagers.

The arts gave me a glimpse into alternative realities. Like other teenagers, I was drawn to

romantic movies, and I sobbed when I watched the final death scene in West Side Story, but my

favorite movies were more unconventional, such as Porgy and Bess, Zorba the Greek, and

Charles Laughton’s Hunchback of Notre Dame. These films represented new worlds beyond my

suburban experiences and taught me how to empathize with people on the fringes of society. The

legless Porgy on his wheeled cart, Zorba’s passionate but lonely dance on the beach, and

Quasimodo’s disfigured face echoed my sense of being an outsider. Two months as an American

Field Service student in Turkey further distanced me from conventional American life.

My love of the arts expanded when I took a drama class and joined a high school club

that took evening field trips into Chicago to see professional theater. A highlight of drama club

was going to the three year-old Guthrie Theater in Minneapolis, where we saw plays by

Checkov, Brecht, and Moliere over one weekend. I was drawn to the dark rituals and social

message of Brecht’s Caucasian Chalk Circle, but I was particularly excited to see Moliere’s Le

Misanthrope. A few weeks after our trip, I was going to be the “wife” in our high school play,

Moliere’s School for Wives, and I was thrilled that our drama teacher arranged for several of us

to rehearse a short scene from our play for the actor Hume Cronyn.

Besides theater, I was drawn by the power of the visual arts, and my memory of the

artwork I saw during my late adolescent years is deep and lasting. I loved to take the bus into

Chicago and walk by myself through the Art Institute of Chicago. Although my seeing was

naïve—I knew little about art history and had only a vague idea of how to analyze a painting or

sculpture—the images were riveting, and they had an emotional and intellectual resonance that I

did not find represented in other parts of my culture. I was particularly drawn to images of

solitary people. For example, I remember standing transfixed in front of the elongated,

dissolving, and haunted Walking Man by Alberto Giacometti. With his long body thrust forward
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over large feet, and the gaze of his huge eyes piercing the space in front of him, this bronze

sculpture showed me a glimpse of human fragility, mortality, and strength.

I also had a passionate love for the work of the English artist, Francis Bacon, especially

his painting Figure with Meat, a pope-like figure framed by the outline of a white cube sitting

between two slabs of a hanging animal carcass. This image of a howling, caged man was a

powerful metaphor for my youthful confusion, rage, and alienation in the tumultuous years of the

1960’s. I remember the chill I felt when I looked at Ivan Albright’s Into the World Came a Soul

Called Ida, for I saw simultaneous decay and desire in the aging woman who gazed into her

mirror. I remember standing with awe in front of a white sculptural disk by Robert Irwin. This

sculpture was nothing more than an arrangement of inert, man-made materials, but in my

thinking, it was an embodiment of condensed energy and limitless space that seemed to expand

and contract in front of me.

✻✻✻✻✻✻✻✻

I graduated from high school in 1966, I went to Miami University in Ohio, but after my

first year there I transferred to the art department at the University of Illinois in Champaign-

Urbana. Many people remember their college years as a time of fun, freedom, or political

engagement. My years as an art major, however, were largely a time of angst, isolation, and

depression. I spent too many afternoons sitting by myself on the quad, reading or writing in my

journal about my alienation and loneliness. I felt like I was becoming the catatonic woman in

Ingmar Bergman’s Personna, a film I had seen at the campus theater. The long-haired students

who grouped together or played Frisbee only made my despair more complete, for I felt that I

was an outsider to many of my peers. Even though I agreed with the political protests, I was not

part of any group, and because of my emotional fragility, I avoided drugs, which was a social

glue at the time.

My family sometimes accused me of “thinking too much,” and my mother attributed my

unhappiness to my having read too many books when I was a child. As a college student, I

thrived on the dark existentialism of Ingmar Bergman’s films, the surreal absurdity of films by

Frederico Fellini, and the menace in the music by Jim Morrison. Certainly, part of my distress

was a consequence of leaving home and making the transition from adolescence to adulthood,

and another part of my anxiety was caused by the large size of the university. But a large part of

my anguish was caused by feelings of powerlessness and confusion related to the social upheaval
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of the late 1960's. On the national scene, the assassinations of Robert Kennedy and Dr. Martin

Luther King and the war in Vietnam had created a sense of the world going out of control. Civil

rights movements and student protests provided hope for change that was often undermined by

violence and distrust. In Champaign-Urbana, race riots, curfews, and the helmeted, armed

presence of the National Guard overwhelmed me.

I wish I could write that I was able to make sense of this troubling time and to articulate

my thoughts, but instead, my fears and concerns remained unspoken. In this, I wasn’t alone; the

whole art department was stymied by contemporary events and did not know how to react. The

week of the Kent State killings in 1970, faculty and students held a meeting on the grounds of

the art building to try to respond to the crisis, but the only idea that emerged was to paint stand-

up wooden silhouettes of the victims. I was a silent spectator during this discussion. The issues

were so serious, but all solutions seemed trivial.

Throughout my time as an undergraduate, I often felt as if I were a submarine looking

silently out at the world through a periscope. I secretly, and often passionately, thought about
things like social justice, war, existentialism, art, and the many other mysteries that can enthrall a

rather romantic young adult. I wanted to make a difference, but I had no idea how to do it. I was
idealistic: I took the question, "what is art?" seriously, and I hoped that school would expand my

ability to answer it. But I also was naïve: I had little knowledge of how to actualize my visions or

articulate my questions.

I had imagined school as an exciting place in which to explore artistic and social issues

with other people; instead, I found that my classes offered little discussion about the relevance of

art and the role that it can play in our lives. No one really listened to me, and I was given few

opportunities to talk. Art history was taught in a linear, memorize-the-slide mode that focused on

the artist's biography and the style and iconography of a work. Although nationally recognized

visiting artists such as Peter Saul, Wayne Thiebaud, and Marisol talked about the professional art

world, they did not help me place art-making into a larger context of human experience. Few of

my professors helped me make connections between my own life and what they hoped I was

learning in their art classes.

I remember two young professors who modeled artistic passion in their teaching, but

most of my professors were bland in their instruction and left little impact on me. They provided

some technical expertise and feedback, but it was considered students’ responsibility to already
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know how to develop a sense of purpose and how to generate meaningful artistic ideas. In a

sense, it was up to students to “get it” on our own. With the exception of anatomy, mechanical

drafting, and painting techniques courses, studio instruction was largely a matter of "do your

own thing." Students came to class, produced art objects for deadlines, spoke occasionally to the

professor as he walked around the studio (I had only one female art instructor), and sometimes

contributed to the impersonal class critiques.

As an introvert, I did not easily form connections with other students in my classes, and I

often felt very alone. In my three-dimensional design class, for example, we were given an

assignment to enlarge machine parts we found at a junkyard. I chose a five-inch machine cog

and, with no previous wood working experience, I managed to construct a four-foot long, three-

part, moveable cog out of wood. It fell on me when I was turning it over on a workbench, but no

one in the class bothered to come over to help lift it off. Despite my isolation, however, I loved

this design course because it pushed me to accomplish something I had not imagined that I could

do. The colorful young professor often talked to the class about his passions, including the new

movie Bonnie and Clyde or the ideas of Buckminster Fuller, Carl Jung, and Marshall McLuhan.

Even in this class, however, my professor did not know my name or anything about me.

The excitement of this three-dimensional design class was an anomaly in my rather dull

undergraduate experience. Except for all-class critiques, professors made no effort to create an

environment in which students would learn from one another, and I received little feedback or

concern about what I was doing except on formal or technical levels. I did some interesting

artistic experiments, such as cut-out paintings and lithographs, but I received little comment on

them and even less discussion about what I was trying to achieve through my work. There was

little effort in studio courses to use class discussions to explore artistic ideas, and, although I read

profusely about the arts on my own, the only reading and writing I was assigned was in art

history.

I did not need instructors to hold my hand and guide me step-by-step, but I did need them

to provide a structure that would help me make connections between art world, the society, and

myself. I also needed my teachers to take my thinking seriously—to pay attention to my work

and to listen to me. Unfortunately, I didn’t openly challenge the fact that instruction was not

suiting my needs. Instead, I assumed that the deficiency was within me, and I retreated into my

own world. My professors didn’t teach strategies that helped me learn how to formulate artistic
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ideas. When I tried to talk to them about my concerns about what I would do after I graduated,

one professor dismissively told me that I didn’t have to worry because I would probably just

move back to the suburbs, and an academic advisor told me that it didn’t matter how I made a

living because it was likely I would just get married—which was both an offensive and a

laughable suggestion since I had few dates the entire time I was in college.

I do not mean to paint too negative a picture of my time as an art student. In my search to

make meaning of the experience, I used many resources, including art books and magazines,
foreign films, and museums, to construct an understanding of the arts on my own. By trying to

make sense of these diverse resources, I learned a number of valuable lessons, including how to

take responsibility for my own learning and how to make meaningful connections among
complex, ambiguous kinds of information. My experiences as an art student taught me to take

creative risks and to trust my own insights. I graduated in 1970 with a love of the arts but no
understanding of how to use art to support myself financially, and I had little faith that being an

artist was a way to contribute to a troubled world. There was a frustrating gap between my

idealistic intentions and my knowledge of how to actualize them in the adult world. I remember a
sense of shame about being white and privileged, and part of me wanted to work in “the ghetto.”

I suppose I wanted to be some sort of young Mother Theresa. Who knows what I thought I

would do there!

Despite my intellectual and emotional floundering during this time, an underlying set of

values that I learned as an art student that has shaped my adult life, including my teaching and

research. Although it was an implicit message, I was taught to challenge tradition and authority,

to develop my own ways of doing things, to make connections among seemingly disparate ideas,

and to always search for the ideal. The examples of many artists’ lives, especially modern artists,

showed me that it is important to create a new path, even if other people didn’t understand it.

✻✻✻✻✻✻✻✻

When I graduated from college, I moved into a studio apartment near Lake Michigan on

the North Side of Chicago. This was the beginning of twelve years of adventure, turmoil, and

learning. My journey toward self-understanding was especially manifested in my walks around

the city. I walked along the lake, through the griminess of Uptown, the sophistication of Rush

Street, the funkiness of Old Town, the commercialism of New Town; I walked during the day

when I could see the storefronts and high-rise buildings, the sparkle of the lake, and the trash on
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the streets; and I walked late at night, when the shadows were mysterious and potentially

dangerous. When I wasn’t walking, I often rode the elevated train and relished my fleeting

glimpses of kitchens and rickety back porches of apartments only a few feet from the tracks. I

was an anonymous pilgrim moving though the city toward an unknown destination.

My journeys were an attempt to find my adult self—the one that would know how to go

forward with my life. In retrospect, I consider these years to be the “pinch me” phase of my life,

in which I experimented with many different jobs, apartments, people, and selves. I needed to

put away my periscope self and become enmeshed with other people in real situations and with

real problems. Like many women my generation, I had few role models to show me how to

proceed with my life. I knew I did not want my mother’s life, which, although it included the

arts, was tied to the home and was dependent on my father’s salary. To a certain extent, I tried on

my father’s life by going out into the world into unknown situations and doing work that I

scarcely knew how to do.

I was a young woman who was determined to push beyond my middle class, white

suburban upbringing, so I threw myself into relationships and situations that were distant from

my familiar world. For several years, I had a relationship with an electric bass player who

worked with various R & B and country-western bands. He finally joined a band that toured

motel lounges with a singer who tried to imitate Elvis Presley and Wayne Newton. I had a longer

relationship with a car mechanic/electrician who sometimes expressed a messianic belief that he

could solve the world’s problems. It was clear over time that I certainly was not headed for the

altar that the advisor at the University of Illinois had suggested would be my destination.

In the early 1970’s, unlike the climate for students today, I didn’t leave college with

massive debt or feel pressured to find a job with insurance benefits or a large salary. Rent was

cheap and I could make enough money to survive in jobs such as bartending and housecleaning.

I experimented with a variety of art-related jobs, including teaching art to emotionally disturbed

children, teaching in an African American alternative school on the West Side of Chicago,

working as a designer in the art departments of two craft companies, and working as a free-lance

sculptor for an audio-visual company.

Over time, I realized that I preferred the physical, three-dimensional qualities of sculpture

more than I liked the flat, illusionary surfaces of painting. I started to become a sculptor by

carving wooden puppets and small masks out of balsa wood on a workbench my boyfriend had
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given me. My primary tool was an X-acto knife, and my methods were highly intuitive—but I

seemed to have a natural ability to carve and model three-dimensional faces, and I found that

working with my hands was very satisfying. For a brief time I had free-lance work making

commercial sculpture for illustrations. Because I did not know established sculptural techniques,

I often had to invent my methods, such as using a push-out quiche pan as the base for using self-

hardening clay to make about 50 relief portrait plaques of corporate businessmen. I would take

almost any art-related work if it gave me more experience working sculpturally.

✻✻✻✻✻✻✻✻

Over the years, I found three unusual teachers, each of whom had an eccentric personality

and an intense dedication to art. None of these men had gone to college; instead, they taught

themselves or learned through informal apprentice systems. I was never romantically involved

with any of these men, but I was drawn to their passion and commitment to art.

To help me in my fledgling artistic pursuits, my car mechanic boyfriend at the time

introduced me to David, a puppeteer and self-professed “wildman.” An out-of-work machinist

who had been a demolitions man in Viet Nam, David lived at the rear of an old storefront that he

transformed to a puppet theater he called “Odd Projections.” David’s workbench was crammed

into a small room lined with shelves holding paints, fake fur, and cloth that he transformed into

his puppet characters. Dripped paint and strings of hardened glue formed a think crust on his

workbench, and partially completed puppet parts were scattered across various surfaces in the

workspace.

David had curly long hair tied in a ponytail, and he was seldom seen without his black

beret and a cigarette dangling from his mouth. His large dark-rimmed glasses made him look

serious and scholarly, but his clothes were ill-fitting, and his glasses and shoes were often held

together with silver duct tape. Drinking was a part of his daily life. A combination of romantic

and curmudgeon, he wrote sardonic poems on napkins in bars, and he occasionally ate raw eggs

to alleviate his too-frequent hangovers. Despite living his life on the edge of an emotional cliff,

David made his puppets with a singular belief in the redeeming power of art.

David made papier-mâché hand puppets and rod puppets, and I made shadow puppets out

of cardboard, colored cellophane, umbrella rods. Although David’s large rod puppets were

modeled on those used by Jim Henson and the Muppets, they did not have the cute qualities of
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Miss Piggy or Kermit the Frog. Instead, David’s irreverent, street-smart puppets, with names like

Brother Nate and Sweet Meat O’Brien, were sometimes funny and playful, but never cute. The

puppets seemed to take delight in being confrontational with the audience. They could stand

taller than David could, but they also swooped down to the height of a child, rested their heads

on viewers’ shoulders, or stretched over to get in someone’s face. Brother Nate was an African

American rod puppet with a huge Afro and a striped bath-towel dashiki. Nate’s large mouth,

which David could open and close, was frequently heard singing Fat’s Waller’s “Your Feets Too

Big.” Sweet Meat, with her purple skin and green hair, suggested a cross between a hooker and a

wise grandmother.

Every weekend, we put on puppet shows for children and their parents. We never had

large audiences, and the performances certainly didn’t pay the bills. We were often joined by an

artist named Alabi, who was originally from Mississippi, but whose spiritual home was Nigeria.

Although I never saw him do this, he sometimes conducted secretive rituals in the storefront, and

I heard stories about how he’d been stopped by the police as he walked along a street; when they

searched his satchel for drugs, they were surprised to pull out a dead chicken.

David’s wizened and life-weary hand puppets inhabited a dark fantasy world of little

witches, wizards, dragons, and treasures. Working from a large multi-leveled stage, we stood

behind a black curtain. Although David wrote loose plots, we improvised each time we

performed. The stories, though child-like, often had a menacing quality, and I frequently had to

remind David that his references to alcohol weren’t appropriate for children. But most of these

allusions did not matter to the kids—they were too engrossed in the world of action and magic,

so much so that one child fell backwards off a bench when he was frightened by the roaring entry

of the dragon.

From David, I learned a passion for transforming inert materials into living, breathing

"beings.” I came alive when I had a Little Witch puppet on my hand and the scratchy little witch

voice emanated from my hidden mouth. I became invisible as if the little witch really inhabited

me as she swept the imaginary floor with a tiny straw broom or peeked into the elaborately

jeweled treasure box that she hid from the wizard.

✻✻✻✻✻✻✻✻

I learned not only about the visual arts during my years in Chicago—I also learned about

music and the lessons of life that a city offers. David worked as a combination bouncer and
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janitor in a small neighborhood bar at Lincoln and Wellington that was owned by several of his

friends. The bar, named Elsewhere, had been in operation a few months when David called to

ask if I would bartend that evening. After a quick lesson in how to pour draft beer without too

much foam, I was left on my own to figure out how to mix drinks and act as if I knew what I was

doing. At first, I was so inept that when a customer asked me for a screwdriver, I went

rummaging through a drawer until he laughingly reminded me that he meant orange juice and

vodka, not Philips-head.

Since the bar had been in operation for a number of years under the previous owner,

long-time customers, including neighborhood factory workers, came in the afternoon to drink

and play pool. In the evening, however, the atmosphere of the bar changed.  A few months after

the bar opened, a blues musician named Erwin Helfer saw an old upright piano on a tiny stage

next to the front window. He asked if he and his friends could come in nightly to play music, and

soon, the bar was a North Side showcase for older South Side blues musicians who had migrated

from the South, including Sunnyland Slim, Homesick James, Floyd Jones, and Big Walter

Horton.

Elsewhere was an exhilarating place to be because of the diverse mixture of ages, races,

and nationalities who came to hear these living blues traditions. The funky bar was written about

in music magazines, and soon an audience was coming from around the city and from as far

away as Japan. No one made much money, however, especially not the musicians who were paid

by passing the hat, which was actually a bowl with an ogre face that David made with paper-

maché and fake fur. My tips averaged about four dollars a night. It was mostly a shot and beer

place, but people sometimes asked for fancier drinks like Harvey Wallbangers or scotch and

milk. One night I accidentally served up a Manhattan adorned with a floating cockroach that died

trying to make its way down the pour spout of the sweet vermouth.

The bar was an unpredictable place, and baseball bat fights over the pool table were not

infrequent.  The afternoon culture and the evening culture did not always mix well. One evening

I came to work a few minutes after the previous owner of the bar, who lived upstairs, had

smashed in the front window with brass knuckles. He had a history of random violence, and

when he was angry that the music was too loud, he decided to break the window behind the

band. Homesick James, who was on stage when the window was shattered, defiantly continued

to loudly play his guitar while I anxiously tried to convince him to turn down the volume. On
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another evening that was designated as an open stage for poets, Donny, an afternoon customer,

angrily pulled his wife out of the bar when he heard an anarchistic African American street poet

criticize the American way of life. Donny later came back into the bar and told me that I was

lucky I was the one who was bartending that evening. If I had been a male bartender, Donny said

he would have used the gun he was carrying to shoot the poet.

Over a period of several years, the blues bar moved to two other locations, and I

bartended in each place. Working behind the bar was like a dance underscored by the rhythms

and off-key sounds of the blues. Night after night, until two a.m. on weekdays and three a.m. on

the weekends, I absorbed the sounds of the blues and the energy of the audience—I inhaled the

music and the traditions of the blues as much as I inhaled the smoky air. I also relished the

colorful clientele. Streaking was a fad at the time, and one night the pudgy owner of a blues

record company and his young assistant did pirouettes through the bar with no clothes on. John

Belushi and Dan Ackroyd and their crew came in one evening when they were filming Blues

Brothers in Chicago. When the hat was passed, more money was made that evening than

musicians had ever received in that bar (over $100). I was touched when the four old African

American musicians formally lined up after the gig to silently slip me one-dollar tips.

✻✻✻✻✻✻✻✻

Soon after I quit my job as a bartender, I took one of my long walks in Chicago and

mentally wrestled with what the next step in my life would be. I ran into a former customer from

the bar, and when I mentioned that I wanted to learn to make sculpture, he suggested that I meet

a friend of his, Julian Harr, a wood sculptor who made soaring mahogany constructions in an

unfinished industrial loft on Grand and Halsted, just down the road from the infamous Cabrini-

Green Projects. The next day I took the bus to Julian’s studio and timidly knocked on the door.

His long, bushy hair and gruff manner frightened me a little, but when he said that I could come

to work as his unpaid apprentice, I unhesitatingly agreed to come the next day and continued to

come to his studio for almost a year while I supported myself with various free-lance jobs and a

small loan from my parents.

As an underground artist who was not part of the Chicago art establishment, Julian

dedicated his life to expressing what he called his "wiggly" vision of interconnectedness.

Although he lived a renegade life, he had a solid work ethic and adhered to the creed that in

order to be an artist, one must work at it everyday, without fail. Julian indulged in drugs and
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drinking, but he worked in the studio everyday, no matter how hung-over he was. I was

somewhat of a disappointment because I didn’t completely share his work ethic. He chastised me

for not arriving earlier on the morning, and he was disappointed that I didn’t take his advice to

“get off the fence” by fully committing myself to making art as a way of life, even if that

included getting a “sugar daddy” to support me. Despite the occasional presence of Julian’s girl

friends, Julian’s studio was a male world in which a high complement would be that a woman

could make art as well as a man.

To Julian, art was a matter of both hard work and mystical inspiration. Since gorillas

were his alter ego, his shop was named  “King Kong Studios.” In Julian’s living space, which

was separated from the studio by a wall, he constructed a gorilla altar out of plastic gorilla

figurines and candles, which he lit in the morning before he started to work in the studio. His

daily uniform was a pair of overalls, but when he went out to restaurants, he wore his “dress”

suit—white painter’s overalls on which a girlfriend had drawn a large gorilla and jungle scene

with colored markers. He masked his usual sweat and sawdust aroma with cologne, an

impossible odor to be near. When Julian sold a sculpture, he celebrated by taking his friends out

to dinner. After a few drinks, he was known to thump his chest and emit a loud Hollywood-style

gorilla cry.

To help Julian make his sculpture, I stood at the bandsaw for hours cutting out shapes

that he incorporated into his large mahogany sculptures. By spending day after day cutting out,

laminating, and sanding wooden shapes for Julian, and by watching him make his sculpture, I

learned about the hard work and commitment of art-making. Although Julian was not a

traditional craftsman (he sharpened chisels with spit), he created sculptures that were

simultaneously elegant and funky.

When I wasn’t working on Julian’s sculpture, I made a few of my own sculptures out of

scrap mahogany I found on the floor and from pine planks that Julian gave me as payment for

my help on a commission. My first sculpture was a carving of a clenched fist, which I thought

would express the underlying anger in my life. I soon realized, however, that a disembodied fist

does not make very interesting sculpture, so I threw it away. My next project used a larger scrap

piece of mahogany, a concave form on which I attached a carved self-portrait head. I wanted the

sculpture to express the way I felt when I was hunched over from the constantstress-related

stomach pain I was experiencing at that time. Once again, I discovered that pain alone does not



16

make very interesting sculpture, so I turned the head other way so that the body looked like it

was flying. By placing the concave body over a base of carved waves, it became a soaring,

hopeful figure.

✻✻✻✻✻✻✻✻

In 1979, I decided that my life in Chicago had become too emotionally and physically

dangerous, so I moved to my parents’ home for six months. While there, I read a small ad in an

art magazine for the Naguib School of Sculpture. Once again, I had found an eccentric outsider

to teach me about art, and I moved my things to his school for the next six months. Naguib was

an Egyptian master sculptor who taught classical Greek figurative sculpture in two rooms on the

campus of a former Catholic seminary in the western suburb of Glen Ellyn. The rooms were

filled with full-sized white plaster statues made by Naguib, including a discus thrower and a

woman holding a pot on her head. These figures had a spooky, surrealistic quality of frozen

people who might party when the lights were turned off.

Naguib, who was in his late 60’s, was a tall man, but he was often hunched over and

seemed as if he were quite short. Although he was toothless he refused to wear his dentures, so

his face seemed to cave in on itself, especially when he gummed his food. Students who lived in

the dorm used the refrigerator and hotplate in the kitchen area of the studio to prepare meals.

Naguib usually sat at the end of the kitchen table watching his students work on their sculptures.

If he was displeased with what we were doing, he sometimes threw clay at us and shouted

“Allah!”

I often spent non-work times with other students around the table drinking wine with

Naguib as he talked about his colorful life as King Farouk’s court sculptor, his mission to go to

Germany to try to reclaim for Egypt the Nefertiti sculpture from Hitler, or his work as the

Minister of Culture under Nasser. Naguib seemed to be a very lonely, displaced man as he talked

about his friends in Egypt and their meetings in tents to plan the coup d’état in 1952, which

would briefly install his cousin, Mohamed Naguib, as the first Prime Minister.

At Naguib's school I was taking part in centuries-old sculptural traditions, such as making

complex, break-away plaster molds and casting bronze in wood-fired hand-built brick kilns.

Naguib told us that he had learned these techniques by peeking into a cellar window to watch a

sculptor at work when he was a youth in Cairo. Although Naguib’s sculpture adhered to classical

conventions and showed few of the contemporary values of personal expression in which I was
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interested, his mastery of the craft of sculpture-making provided an invaluable model for my

understanding of artistic techniques. When Naguib modeled a portrait out of clay, he showed us

how the back of our thumbs could be our most valuable modeling tool. When he showed us how

to throw plaster to make break-away molds on the clay sculptures, his graceful ballet-like

movements were a sharp contrast to the awkward, messy way that students performed the same

task. Although he recommended that we wear safety garb when we worked in the foundry, he

cast bronze in his underwear and thong sandals. His first-aid remedy for a burn was to blow his

own snot on it.

I lived in a former seminary dorm room and went downstairs everyday to Naguib’s studio

to sculpt realistic full-sized figures out of clay, which I later cast in plaster. A live nude model

posed on a turning platform for four hours a day while students attempted to model life-sized

realistic representations. Each of us had a wheeled platform with a metal armature on which we

packed clay and gradually created somewhat realistic replicas of the model. Both the model’s

and our platforms were turned periodically so we could see multiple views of the model. This

experience taught me to really see what is in front of me and to trust my own perception, but it

also taught me how perception can deceive, for there was no way that my eye and hand could

really see or duplicate the complex shapes and proportions of a human body.

Naguib demanded that we work in a classical Greek style, which meant that we attempt

sculpt what we see rather than work for personal expression. There was, however, a difficult
tension between the reality of the live model and an ideal notion of the human body frozen for all

time in a sculptural medium. For eight weeks, David, one of the nude models, sat perched on a

tree stump on a wooden turn-table, holding a stick in the air as if he were playing a flute. Our
assignment was to duplicate, in clay, David’s exact shapes and proportions. We used string and

calipers to try to get the exact measurements of his body. Each student had his or her own
turntable with a steel armature in the shape of David’s pose. Day after day, we would pack clay

on our armature, and eventually, there were many full-sized approximations of David.

This process alternated between being exhilarating and exasperating. Naguib used to talk
about how sculptors have the power of a god because they are able to create man. On some days,

it felt as if I had this power, and I became enamored of my ability to make the clay look like
David, especially his face. When it looked right, I would spend day after day refining the shapes

and the surface of various parts of the figure. Since our task was verisimilitude, however, I
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occasionally checked to see how my sculpture compared to the live person, and I would notice

that some relationship looked incorrect—an arm was too short or the knee jutted out too far.
Although I dreaded verifying this, I would bravely walk up to the figure with a string or caliper

and compare the length of David’s real leg with the one that I had been so carefully crafting. My
sculptural leg was too long or too thin or too wide! I had failed.

This process of shaping the figure as I thought I saw it and then finding out that my

vision had been incorrect went on for a many weeks. Each time that I realized my distortions, I

would try to fix them, which then resulted in more distortions in other parts of the figure. Over

time, I recognized a painful truth – it was impossible to duplicate reality, and a so-called ideal

would never match it. The sculptor Alberto Giacometti struggled with this contradiction and with

the impossibility of capturing a sense of human life in inert matter. He nearly drove himself mad

in the attempt – and I felt like the same thing was happening to me.

David’s body changed from moment to moment, and it certainly changed from week to

week. Another problem is human perception and the very real complexity of the human body.

Nothing that I ever see is life-sized, and my own vision changes from day to day. I cannot see the

whole figure, I can only see the relationships that are visible from my one perspective.  The rest

is memory and imagination.  This, I suppose is what the cubists explored.

Certainly, I learned a lot from my attempt to achieve a sculptural ideal. My eyes became

more perceptive, my hands became more confident, and my connection to history was deepened.

But as a child of the 20th century, I was after something else in my art making: emotional

expression and ideas.  What was missed by focusing on this ancient Greek ideal?  I learned

nothing about David as a person.  What kind of sculpture might I have made if I was trying to

probe his reality – or my reality as I contemplated his reality? What opportunities were missed

by this intense and impossible focus on achieving an ideal of reality when the “real” reality was

sitting right in front of me?

✻✻✻✻✻✻✻✻

After six months at Naguib’s school, I had to return to making a living, so I moved back

into the city and took a job as a designer for a company that sold craft materials. My job was to

think up ideas for using the materials. Although I spent my days playing with plastic beads,

pompoms, fancy pipe cleaners, and fake fur, it was essentially a factory job in which I had to

punch a timecard and remain seated at my desk all day. My supervisor was a chirpy young
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woman whose highest form of praise was to tell me, in a high-pitched, enthusiastic voice, that

the objects I created were “cute.” Secretly, however, I knew that I was adding to the world the

very objects that I loathed: beaded toilet paper covers, pompom animals, little Santa Clauses with

red felt suits and stuffed nylon faces, and bead and safety-pin Christmas ornaments.

My heart sank when I accepted this job. I felt that by making “crap craft,” I would betray

my idealistic beliefs about art as a spiritual connection between self, materials, and universal

truths. The craft products were ridiculous, but I found that even in this silly job there was

something to be learned. As I went through many stages of mistakes, problem solving, and

serendipity, I honed my ability to think both creatively and logically as I juggled aesthetics and

practicality to create objects that both appealed to consumers and satisfied my employers. The

craft objects, especially those that featured human or animal characters, needed to have a

personality that transcended the materials – but they also had to be cost-efficient. To make the

objects marketable, I had to first create them, then take them apart, think of the most logical and

understandable ways to put them back together, and write and draw instructions so that unknown

consumers could duplicate the objects and decorate their homes with them.

My ability to make commercially cute objects also was manifested in a freelance

job in which I made 13 bagel portraits. A bagel restaurant on Rush Street contacted me to use

their bagels to make sculptures of various second-rate television and newspaper personalities.

The restaurant hoped that the media celebrities would come to the opening night of the exhibit,

“Bagel Biggies of Chicago,” and write about the restaurant in their columns. After I picked up

the celebrity photos and a paper bag of different flavors of bagels from the restaurant, I had to

invent bagel-sculpting methods: the holes became puckered mouths, and painted eyes and

baker’s clay noses and bodies revealed the celebrity’s personalities. The women were given false

eyelashes, and each bagel person received hair made of fake fur from my craft job. The

characters were varnished and then attached to boards displayed on the restaurant wall. At the

opening of the exhibit, I stood propped up on high heels and tried to maintain my dignity as

people congratulated me for my ingenuity. Later that week, a Chicago Sun Times columnist

wrote about the bagel portrait I had made of him:

“[I] have been immortalized on a bagel. The artist is pert Rogers Parker Pat

James. [I] am flattered by its bagel caricature, except for all the sesame seeds. The bagel

faces are on display indefinitely, or until someone gets hungry” (Herguth, 1981, p. 10).
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Commercial jobs like this paid my bills, but I often feared I would be condemned to art

hell for making objects that perpetuated the American love of cuteness and visual inanity.

✻✻✻✻✻✻✻✻

After 12 years in Chicago teaching art to children, doing free-lance commercial art,

working as a craft designer, and learning from three eccentric artists, I decided that I wanted to

be a “real” sculptor, so when I was thirty-four years old I moved to Peoria, Illinois to earn an

MFA in sculpture. Although I had an undergraduate degree in painting, I had never formally

studied sculpture. I hoped that by getting an advanced degree, I would be able to pull diverse

parts of my life together and perhaps go on to teach art at the college level. I could finally

become a real artist! Unfortunately, I didn’t know how to begin. As a graduate student, I was

expected to set my own course of study. It was up to me to decide what media and techniques I

wanted to use, and it was my responsibility to develop a meaningful artistic vocabulary. In the

modernist spirit of artist-as-solitary-explorer, I was supposed to dig into my own soul to find a

way to make art.

My first few weeks in grad school were particularly difficult. I tried working with clay,

but no matter how I pushed, pulled, modeled, or carved the stuff, it would not become a

sculpture. I was hoping to create a seated female figure, but instead of taking shape, it remained a

large mound of clay with ambiguous features and limbs, which sat upright on the days I felt

hopeful and slumped on the days I felt depressed. My fingers smoothed, gouged, and added clay,

but I could not find a reason for the figure’s existence. I periodically sprayed water to keep the

clay pliant, but with no underlying armature, the clay sank with its own damp weight. Every

night I wrapped the clay in wet paper towels and plastic; every morning I restarted my battle to

create a work of art. The clay remained uncertain about what it wanted to become, and so did I.

I felt voiceless, confused, and anonymous. One of my professors later told me that he had

seldom seen a new graduate student who seemed so likely to fail. I was stubborn enough to keep

going, however, and I trusted the creative process enough to know that this floundering was

necessary in order to come to a new level of understanding. After several weeks of struggling

with the clay blob, I gave myself an assignment to do a series of self-portraits while looking at a

mirror in my studio apartment. I imposed two rules on myself: I would do one large brown pencil

drawing every day for a week, and the drawings had to feature only my head, face, and left hand.

The poses changed daily: one day I placed my hand over my mouth and looked frightened, on
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other days I held my hand on my head and looked furious or put my hand behind my head and

looked seductive. They weren’t flattering images, but, unlike the clay, the drawings were clear,

and they helped me, both literally and metaphorically, to face myself and gain confidence that I

could create art.

The process of doing these drawings triggered a sudden early morning realization: to start

to make sculpture, I first needed to make a three-dimensional wooden cube. It would not be a

box with solid walls, however; instead, I made an empty cube from strips of wood that would be

a sculptural stage in which I could make "dramas" out of abstract wood shapes. Instead of the

malleability of clay, the wooden cube was stable, but within the interior space, there was an open

world of possibility. I preferred wood because it is a forgiving medium and I could invent my

own ways of working with it. My craftsmanship, however, was not very sophisticated, and to

hide crude corners, I started to paint the cubes. This solution to a problem brought color into my

work, which became a vital part of its form and meaning.

Over the next three years, the cubes became larger, shapes extended beyond the edges,

and eventually, I was making altar-like structures and eight-foot constructions. The shapes,

spaces, colors, and textures became visual metaphors for the energies, tensions, and connections

of my mind. The curved, jagged, and geometric shapes expressed moments of feeling fully alive.

The sharp, jutting shapes representing tension and struggle conflicted with the flowing, curved

shapes, but this potential chaos was counteracted by the stability of the underlying geometric

structure. There was an uneasy balance of negative and positive areas--the empty spaces held as

much potential meaning as the solid parts. In my MFA exhibition, "States of Grace, " I felt that I

was finally able to manifest my thinking through art. My sculptures were visual metaphors of my

journey as a woman and as an artist – and, eventually, as a teacher.

Making sculpture has taught me how to embrace the paradoxes that are integral to

creative process.  When I work, I both control and am controlled by ideas, materials, and forms.

To me, artistic thinking is part scientific research and part mystery; there are both a predictable

internal logic and a "wiggly" process with unpredictable outcomes.  I am as likely to generate

new insights and directions by making use of chance occurrences and mistakes as I am from

using conscious design and analysis.  Although I play with materials like a child, I also know

how to function as a mature critic who stands back to attend to subtle nuances, solve problems,

integrate the disparate parts so that they create a whole, and decide if my work has integrity.
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The process of art-making has taught me to be attentive to the moment. Artistic thinking

lies partly in the physicality of the construction process itself and partly in the pure pleasure of

looking at what I have made. I enjoy the feeling of using a sabersaw to cut a graceful curve out

of plywood, and I relish the thrill of creating forms that seem to be simultaneously balanced yet

ready to spring apart. I love to hold firm wood in my hands and look at it and cut and shape it.   I

draw—I cut—I add shapes—I look and look again. I play with the edges and shape them into a

flowing curve, a spike that seems to threaten the shapes around it, or an empty space that seems

to hold an unknown potential. Much of the meaning for me is in finding the right curve. The

shapes are like a river pushing against the bank--they have a natural grace and logic that I have to

make clearer.

When I make sculpture, I enter into a childlike imaginative state that allows me to

perceive and empathize with the "spirit" in the forms. In keeping with the ethos of contemporary

art, however, I am well aware that I am only looking at materials and symbols, and that these

symbols are shaped, in part, by cultural conventions and social forces. I question the very nature

of "Art" and what it means to be an artist in our society. Although I work alone, I have ongoing,

though usually silent, "conversations" with other artists and theorists, past and present. Although

artistic thinking often seems to be a subjective process in which "anything goes," in actual

practice, there are always constraints and cultural conventions to be learned, followed, broken, or

changed.  I am intrigued by the history of artistic theories that have shaped the arts over the

centuries and throughout all cultures. These theories help me have an objective distance from my

work, so that I am not only working with materials, forms, and personal expression, I am

working with ideas.

✻✻✻✻✻✻✻✻

Several months after receiving my MFA, I accepted an assistant professor position at
Wesleyan College in Macon, Georgia, a small women’s college with a three-person art

department. Once again, I had to learn a new culture – not only the academic culture, but also the
culture of the Deep South, with traditions and beliefs that were very different from my

Midwestern urban iconoclasm. The diversity of courses that I taught there, including 3-D design,

sculpture, drawing, art history, and art education, was both challenging and frustrating, for little

in my previous schooling had prepared me to know how to teach. As in my own undergraduate

schooling, I was aware of my students’ difficulties when they tried to accomplish personal,
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original artwork. Students had little understanding of how to generate artistic problems that

mattered to them. I did not know how to help them beyond coaching them on a personal level

and providing assignments that would allow them to practice certain techniques or concepts.

As a teacher, I wanted to help students draw on a variety of personal, cultural, and artistic

resources, but I had not experienced that kind of instruction as a student. I experimented with

various teaching methods, but I encountered a discouraging gap between my good intentions and

my knowledge of how to actualize them. How could I help students understand the underlying

concepts and processes of making art? How could I teach the complexity of artistic thinking

instead of just teaching the techniques of art production? How could I help students find personal

value in artistic thinking beyond getting a grade? My own studio education had provided few

models with which I could answer those questions.  I stayed at Wesleyan College for three years,

but then I decided that I needed to know more about teaching and learning.

✻✻✻✻✻✻✻✻

I came to the University of Minnesota in 1988 to work toward a Ph.D. in curriculum and

instruction, with a focus on teaching art to college students. My course work introduced me

theories that were new to me, including discipline-based art education, chaos and systems theory,

and critical pedagogy, and I learned new words like bifurcation, hegemony, and

reification—words that helped explain ideas that I had previously only intuited, but which also

distanced me from my artistic ways of knowing. My interest in better understanding students’

creativity led me to learn more about theories about creativity and student thinking, especially in

social settings. My doctoral dissertation, which was an ethnographic study of an introductory

sculpture class, focused on an inspirational sculpture teacher in the Studio Art Department who

engaged students in sculptural processes and helped them become excited about making art. One

of the foundations of my dissertation research was systems theory, which provided a model for

thinking about the dynamic nature of an art classroom as a living, open system. I found that

social interactions and the modeling of creative processes and artistic values are as important as

the technical information students receive. This study also crystallized my understanding of the

complex nature of artistic thinking in a school setting.

My time in graduate school had a negative aspect, however: I often felt out of place in the
academy. My preferred modes of thinking, including intuition, felt experiences, and emotions,

seemed discounted by academic conventions, rationalism, and quantitative methods of
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evaluation. I graduated with a personal mission to better articulate artistic ways of knowing and

to find ways to include them in my teaching.
✻✻✻✻✻✻✻✻

In 1993, the next world I threw myself into was General College, a community that has

offered me many new challenges. One challenge is being the only artist in a faculty of people

who teach physical and biological sciences, mathematics, social sciences, writing, and

humanities.  We not only teach different disciplines, we also have differing beliefs about the

nature of teaching, learning, and doing research. Despite our diverse philosophies, however, we

share a belief about the important place of students in our mission and practice. The General

College community encourages a collaborative spirit that pushes my normally solitary self into

learning to work with others, and most recently, I have been involved in multicultural learning

communities with two teachers from the disciplines of composition and social science.

In my first few years at the college, some faculty suggested that I do quantitative research

to prove that my students became more creative in my classes. Although such research on

creativity has been done by others, quantitative methods made no sense to me as a way to better

understand learning and teaching art in a complex environment. Therefore, I focused on doing

ongoing reflective action research about various aspects of one of my courses, GC 1481:

Creativity Art Lab. I wanted to better understand the nature of what and how I teach, considering

the nature of my job and the characteristics of students.

A second challenge has been learning to teach art to first and second year students who

have little interest in the arts, and who do not plan to become art majors. The mission of the

college is to help students who, for various reasons, are not yet able to enter degree-granting

units at the University of Minnesota. This means that my art classes have to contribute to

students’ abilities to succeed academically at the university. I have to teach them to think. I have

found that this is a different kind of thinking from many of their academic courses, however. The

arts offer ways for students to learn aesthetic perception, metaphoric thinking, and creative

thinking. They encourage students to engage in open-ended interpretations, to make connections

among seemingly disparate ideas, and to appreciate and understand their own unique voices.

The arts allow students to include their emotions and life experiences in how they construct

knowledge, and to better understand the colors and textures of other peoples’ experiences as
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well. Even students with little previous interest in the arts can learn to imagine, to transform the

ordinary into something new, and to better see and respond to the world around them.

This is not always an easy sell, however, for many students do not initially perceive the

value of this different approach to learning. Students are accustomed to the seductive polish of

pop culture productions and to having a steady stream of images and sounds coming at them, and

they often have a difficult time slowing down to study a painting or to make art that is

technically less sophisticated that what they see on television, movies, or websites. In addition,

many students think of knowledge as something that is generated by authorities, transmitted by

professors, learned by rote, and then evaluated through multiple choice tests. Students often

resist the open-ended ambiguity of the arts and the fact that it is up to them to make their own

connections.

Although I’ve found ways to developmentally structure my teaching so that students can

feel safe thinking about the arts from their own levels of experience, I have also tried to stay true

to the values I learned as an artist: to promote risk taking, emotional engagement, going in

unexpected directions, and seeking deeper and deeper meanings. Often, this has meant becoming

vulnerable with my students. I usually show students slides of the artwork that I produced when I

was younger, and I talk with them about some of the emotional turmoil that inspired the images.

I also model silliness and experimentation. Probably the funniest example is when a

student in my art lab class brought in some condoms that she wanted to use to make a costume

for a performance about safe sex. She planned to tape the packages to herself, but I thought there

might be other ways to use them that would be less predictable. We brainstormed together for a

while, and then I suddenly thought of using sand. I opened one of the packages and filled a

condom with sand. The student then decided to use sand-filled condoms to make a skirt for her

performance. It was a potentially embarrassing moment for me, but showing students how to

take creative risks and transform materials seemed to be more important.

The third challenge in my life in General College has been learning to work with the

cultural diversity of my students. I am not as naïve as I was when I was in college, but I am still

aware of how little I know about the worlds that students come from. The majority of my

students, such as the Hmong, African American, Native American, Latino, or Somali, are from

cultures that have been traditionally excluded or marginalized in higher education. As outsiders

to the kinds of expectations, discourse, and values that are common to universities, they have to
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endure uncertainty as they navigate the new academic culture. I empathize with the sense that

many students feel about being outsiders to the University. I realize, however, that I came to my

life-search with a certain amount of permission and privilege that many my students don’t have.

Although some of my students share my values and come from similar backgrounds as

mine, many of my students are from very different backgrounds. I have had students who

directly experienced war in other countries, such as the Liberian student who watched his

brothers being killed or the Somali student who hid under a table when he was eight years old

and his house was being shot at by the enemy.  I’ve also had many students who have lived in

the turmoil of inner city America and have seen friends killed, imprisoned, or wasted on drugs.

Many of my Asian students have responsibilities to younger siblings, parents, and grandparents

that I could never have imagined at their age. Other students struggle with drugs, suicide

attempts, parental divorce, and other emotional turmoil, which are relatively foreign to my

experience.

I have made many mistakes and had unexpected insights when working with students

who have different experiences and cultural beliefs than I do.  Over the years, I have designed a

course in which students use their own abilities and knowledge to create multi-media, live

performances about ideas that are important to them. This sometimes approach opens my class to

conflicting belief systems. For example, about nine years ago, a student with some American

Indian heritage decided to create a loose interpretation of a sweat-lodge ceremony that she had

read about in another course. She made a headdress from a strip of paper and feathers, brought in

dry ice to replicate steam, and asked other students to sit in a circle around a mock fire while she

explained the meaning of the four directions.

The next semester, I showed my class the previous students’ performances, and three

American Indian students objected to the performance about the sweat lodge. The class had an

animated discussion about tradition, self-expression, and artists’ responsibilities.  Although I

sympathized with the tradition of asking elders for permission to make religious ceremonies

public, and I realized that what my student had done was a very-watered down and uniformed

interpretation of a ritual with deep spiritual meanings, I found that I was more sympathetic to the

avant-garde modernist tradition of artists’ rights to self-expression. The students took the video

to show their elders, but the issue was dropped after a few weeks. After this experience, I

become much more sensitive to how students work with cultural information and how I present
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it, but the challenge is ongoing as I try to understand the complex experiences and beliefs of my

students.

✻✻✻✻✻✻✻✻

So what does this memoir about my intellectual and emotional roots really have to do

with teaching? How does working in a funky little blues bar on the north side of Chicago inform

my work in a major research institution? My life has shifted back and forth between the chaos of

random walks on the streets of Chicago and the structure of higher education, and between

entering uncertainly into new cultures and situations and developing concrete ways to articulate

my thoughts and feelings and place them within larger intellectual traditions.

Given my background and personality, what do I offer my students, whether they are

urban, suburban, rural, or immigrants? In some ways, I was a self-starter who sought new

directions and found the means to make them happen. Over time, I learned to seek out necessary

resources, to take action, and to eventually accomplish some of my goals and to expand my

world. In other ways, however, I was a self-stopper who became easily confused and depressed. I

sometimes lost my sense of identity as I threw myself into unknown worlds, and I often became

overwhelmed with the confusion and pain of the world around me, and my perceived inability to

make a difference. I internalized my questions and doubts rather than externalizing them and

finding other people with similar concerns. I often find these contradictory impulses in my

students, and I empathize with their attempts to find balance and to understand their lives.

I hope that students in my classes can learn to use the arts to develop a clearer sense of

their own identities as young adults. I also hope to provide a safe environment in which they can

push beyond their beliefs about their creative potential and in which they can develop concrete

ways to express their own experiences. Perhaps most importantly, I hope to help students learn to

work with—and maybe relish—uncertainty, ambiguity, and even chaos as they seek meaning in

their lives. I want to help them develop creative vision, to use the arts as a way to better

understand themselves and other people, and to have compassion for artists and other people

who sometimes see the world through strangely shaped lenses.


