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The word “Approved” is written on the front of the 
proposal. Written in black pen and underlined. 
Though undated, it bears the title “Proposal to  
the McKnight Foundation for a Program to 
Support Professional Visual Artists in the 
State of Minnesota.” Jerome J. Hausman, then 
president of the Minneapolis College of Art and 
Design, was the project director. It was a request 
for three years of funding to support a program 
that would financially support eight visual artists 
and circulate an exhibition of completed works 
to four to six locations within the state. The 
program was one of the first of its kind in the 
country. It was ambitious. It was approved.

And thirty years later, the program and partnership 
are still in place. Christine Baeumler, Liz Miller, 
Elizabeth Simonson, and Marcus Young, the  
four recipients of the 2011/12 McKnight Artist 
Fellowships for Visual Artists, join an impressive 
array of 152 artists—“persons of high-level  
ability and creative talent”—who have won this 
prestigious fellowship. The four fellows faced stiff  
competition as they were selected out of a field 
of 224 applicants by a panel of art professionals 
comprised of Tumelo Mosaka, curator of 
contemporary art at the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign; Colleen Sheehy, director of 
the Plains Art Museum in Fargo, North Dakota; 
and Kay WalkingStick, a New York City–based  
artist and professor emeritus at Cornell University.

Many program modifications have occurred 
since the first group of eight visual artists received 
fellowship awards of $5,000 each in December 
1981 and exhibited new work nine months later 
at MCAD Gallery before the show traveled to  
St. Cloud, Duluth, and Moorhead. Over the 
years the monetary awards gradually increased, 
and since 2001 the awards have been generously  
set at $25,000. With the goal of enhancing the 
arts statewide and providing greater exposure 
for the McKnight fellows, traveling the shows 
within the state made good sense, but they 
proved difficult to coordinate with artists 
working in a wide range of media and often 
site specifically. By the 1990s the traveling 
component had fallen away, and instead with 
more frequency an arts professional of some 
renown was invited to conduct studio visits 
with the fellows. Sometimes that visiting critic 
or a local arts writer would pen an essay for the 
catalog (oftentimes more akin to a brochure) 
that accompanied the exhibition. Now that one 
visiting critic has expanded into three—one of 
whom is selected to write a substantial essay 
about each of the McKnight artists. 

It is fitting—and quite serendipitous—that Mary 
Jane Jacob, who was one of the three jurors the 
inaugural year of the McKnight Visual Artists 
Fellowship, was invited back thirty years later 
to be one of the 2011/12 visiting critics and 
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the catalog essayist. In 1981 Jacob was chief 
curator at the Museum of Contemporary Art 
in Chicago and had already organized notable 
contemporary art exhibitions that showcased 
experimental art practices, women, and artists 
outside of the New York scene. Today Jacob 
is well known for a variety of groundbreaking 
exhibitions and public art projects that explore 
art outside the museum context. She is currently 
professor of sculpture and the executive director 
of exhibitions at The School of the Art Institute 
of Chicago and has published books and 
essays on a wide range of subjects, from artist 
monographs and anthologies about artist studio 
practices to Buddhism’s influence on American 
art. An inspiring conversationalist as well as a 
writer, Jacob visited the Twin Cities in early 
December and spent two full days talking with 
the artists about their past work and current 
projects. That time spent in dialogue with each 
artist has been transformed into one beautifully 
crafted essay of four parts. Each section— 
chaos, structure, consciousness, and practice—
highlights a different fellow and is interwoven 
with references to the aesthetic theories of 
American philosopher and educator John Dewey,  
whose influential writings about art a century ago 
have shaped our contemporary understanding 
of the centrality of art to everyday living—not 
something rarified or singular but in continuity 
with prosaic forms of human activity. 
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The second visiting critic was Cathy Lebowitz, 
arts writer and senior editor at Art in America. 
Lebowitz, who has both a studio art and 
creative writing background, traveled to the 
Twin Cities in mid-March. It was Lebowitz’s 
first visit to the state, where she was greeted 
by unusually beautiful weather, making her 
trip to Good Thunder—where Liz Miller lives—
particularly lovely. Lebowitz also walked with 
Christine Baeumler around the rain gardens and 
watershed projects in east St. Paul that Baeumler 
has spent years helping to transform through 
her collaborative social art practices. Lebowitz’s 
familiarity with a wide range of artists exhibiting 
nationally and internationally was a boon to all  
the McKnight fellows, as was her genuine invitation  
to have them come visit her in New York.

In the fall Tom Finkelpearl, executive director of the 
Queens Museum of Art, will be the final visiting  
critic. His varied background, which includes  
having served as director of New York City’s 
Percent for Art Program, curator and program 
director of P.S.1 Contemporary Art Center in  
New York City, and executive director of programs 
at Skowhegan School of Painting and Sculpture, 
makes him an ideal resource for these artists. 

Although some parameters of the McKnight 
Artist Fellowships for Visual Artists have changed  

over three decades, The McKnight Foundation’s 
generous dedication to supporting individual 
Minnesotans has not. Artists who live and 
work in the state have always been the central 
focus of their artist fellowship program and 
the foundation’s larger arts program in general. 
These artist fellowships are a celebration of 
talent, of vision, and of hard work.

And these four McKnight fellows are nothing if 
not talented, visionary, and hard working. I have 
been awed by the high-quality projects that each 
artist has pursued over the past year. For me, 
the quiet, personal “ah-ha” moments that their 
artistic work elicits have been most meaningful. 
They have been serious and playful, thought 
provoking and sensuous. Thanks to Marcus, 
I have experienced the magic of what he calls 
behavioral art, observing him as a living work 
of art on display at the Minneapolis Institute 
of Arts and flying shared wishes on kites with 
my family and complete strangers at Harriet 
Island in St. Paul. Working with Christine on her 
ambitious tamarack wetland restoration project, 
which will transform the rooftop entrance to the 
main building at MCAD into an ecosystem once 
more prevalent in Minnesota, has instilled in me 
a profound appreciation for what she refers to 
as “making the invisible visible.” I have delighted 
in the nuanced, intricate, and generative worlds 

that Elizabeth creates with materials as ordinary 
as tape, wire, and beads. These seemingly 
simple forms allude to and partially embody 
the complexity of life itself. And finally, the 
exuberance of Liz’s large-scale pieces as well 
as her smaller, though no less engaging, mixed 
media drawings reinforces the feeling that every  
form is a potential carrier of meaning—formally 
and metaphorically. I agree with John Dewey’s 
notion that art is most valuable as an agent of 
heightened experience—that it is best appreciated 
as experience itself. I have shared this experience 
this past year with these four Minnesota artists, 
down to the last crumb of blackberry pie and 
sip of tea. 

Kerry A. Morgan 
Program Director, McKnight Artist Fellowships 
for Visual Artists
Director of Gallery and Exhibition Programs
Minneapolis College of Art and Design

Introduction



The real work of an artist is to 
build up an experience that is 
coherent in perception while 
moving with constant change  
in its development.

John Dewey, Art as Experience

Essay



Support for artists comes in many forms; some 
might say not enough, not frequently enough, 
not large enough…but that is another story. 
Support exists in Minnesota in ways that have 
never taken off in most places. The McKnight 
Artist Fellowships for Visual Artists is one such 
extraordinary example. But cultivating a practice 
as an artist is a continually dynamic process. So 
it takes more. The “real work of an artist” is not 
only to make a successful object or project but 
to make a work that takes the artist to another 
place in his or her art and feeds next outcomes—
not just productively by leading to new works 
but generatively by making fertile the terrain of 
making, sparking new ideas, giving critical insights,  
raising doubts, prompting to go at it again….

What does support look like? What is required? 
The studio: for concentrating in quiet (as hard 
as that might be to achieve) or for making full 
tilt. An arts community: for the comradeship of 
like-minded people with whom you can dive 
right into the middle of a conversation and 
share a discourse. Critics: not the cranky or 
distant kind, not even so much professionals, but 
those persons who trigger ideas and make you 
go beyond. And for that leap, the artist needs 
another space, which is not so physical yet is all 

the same palpable and real. That is a safe space, 
where clarity and confusion can cohabitate; it 
is the nebulous atmosphere of creative chaos 
where something as yet unknown can be tested, 
thought out, discarded, then picked up again. It 
is the space where art (or any creative act) can 
dwell for as long as it takes to cook a concept 
and get to that next stage. And in all of this, one 
needs the support of oneself, so that balance lost 
can be regained in the perpetual state of change 
that is the creative process. So the “real work of 
an artist,” we might say, is also the artist’s self, 
and the real value of the work of art is in leading 
others to find their real selves. 

Experience lies at the heart of this enterprise: 
What experience brought artists to the point 
of making and, hence, particular artworks? 
What experience do they give to others? As a  
curator I have the privilege to enter artists’ 
studios, communities, and critiques, to see their 
works in progress, and to share their moments 
of self-reflection. That is what a program like 
the McKnight Visual Artists Fellowships also 
affords. So this writing is my self-reflection and 
an open letter of sorts to four artists with whom 
I have had the opportunity to share their spaces 
of making.

Chaos, Structure, Consciousness, Practice
Mary Jane Jacob

Essay





I can imagine no better name for her 
residence and workplace. Good Thunder:  
not only a good title for a work by Miller 
but words that could serve as the name 
for all she does.

A chaotic explosion of creativity: that was what 
it was to be modern, to look to the past and 
abstract what you needed from it, discard the 
rest, and with ferocious energy conquer and 
contend with the modern world. So the work 
of modernist action painter Clyfford Still was a 
natural model for Miller to recently pick apart 
and reconstruct. “The movements that are 
characteristically ‘modern’ are coming to a head 
in search for mutabilities,” John Dewey said in 
1946 at the dawning of another new world. 
“Laws that once were taken to be fixed are 
changing.… But the idea of process is making 
its way into that which is known and the idea 
of operations into our account of how we 
know.”1 From Miller’s process emerge chain-like 
constructions; they are nuclear chain reactions, 
the mushroom cloud, recombinant DNA. They 
evoke the natural world, the social realm, the 
technological, as she sources, for instance, storm 
radar imagery and computer graphics that are 
out-of-date even though only of the recent past. 

Miller says of her near-overdose effect: “Visual 
bombardment can be enticing, but it can also 
leave one feeling slightly sick and overwhelmed.” 
And not unlike artists in Dewey’s time (as each 
age has its challenges of change), she says, “I 
comment on both the inherent failures and 
possibilities that result as we struggle with a world 
that is increasingly complex and multilayered.” 

In her takes on the decorative patterns of centuries 
ago—well-crafted interior designs, weapons, or 
firearms—she employs a methodical process. 
Chaos has an order. Miller’s way of working takes 
her installations to a level of perfection that can 
only be achieved when one knows the source 
deeply, intuitively, and intelligently. Only then 
can the relationship between the references and 
final result be so masterful. Hers is a practice, not 
just a process.

With Miller’s move in 2004 to engage the 
wall, her collaged, Rorschach shapes became 
more fully three-dimensional. They also lent 
themselves to repetition. Folding them back on 
themselves or mirroring them in symmetrical, 
bookplate fashion, she creates new beings out 
of inanimate ornaments. Through duplication, 
the chaos of the cut shape is grounded, clarified, 
balanced. She creates systems around a single 

shape multiplied that then leads to new shapes, 
and with this, the simplicity and directness of 
the individual abstracted shape are overtaken, 
and the whole gains greater dynamism. This 
forcibly plays with the viewer’s perception in 
ways that become bodily as well as retinal. It is 
no wonder that one of her sources was Japanese 
clothing, where the body shapes the otherwise 
flat garment—the contemporary couture parallel 
to Sassoon of the 1960s: it’s all in the cut! 

Such making through experimentation, as 
Dewey observed of other creative actions in 
the world, is not random, not chaos at all, 
but an emergent structure that comes with 
doing directed by ideas. The work consciously 
emanates from the knowledge Miller possesses 
in her hand as well as mind. So the outcome is 
“the construction of a new empirical situation 
in which objects [in Miller’s case, her sources] 
are differently related to one another, and such 
that the consequences of directed operations 
[her art-making processes] form the objects 
that have the property of being known.”2 These 
works, the product of sources that are entered 
and departed from, are transformed in identity 
and intent. They are something new, ready 
“for further interpretation; something to be 
thought about.” They are no what Dewey called 
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finalities, complete, finished, only calling for 
thought in the way of definition, classification. 
Rather, “they are indications, evidence, signs, 
clues to and of something still to be reached; 
they are intermediate, not ultimate; means,  
not finalities.”3

We could say this of all artworks, or at least 
of good art. But Miller’s is a keen exemplar 
where that “subject matter which had been 
taken as satisfying the demands of knowledge, 
as the material with which to frame solutions, 
became something which set problems…they set 
question marks instead of supplying answers.”4

So for Miller, making one work, in fact, frames 
problems and leads somewhere else. Her 
artworks are evolutionary, leading to the next, 
to the next object or installation, and also to the 
next question. 

“Visual bombardment can be enticing, but  
it can also leave one feeling slightly sick  
and overwhelmed.”…“I comment on both  
the inherent failures and possibilities that  
result as we struggle with a world that is 
increasingly complex and multilayered.”

Liz Miller



Preposterous Cavalcade, stiffened felt and other mixed media, dimensions variable, installation view: Coe College, Cedar Rapids, Iowa, 2011. 

Installation made possible in part thanks to a Minnesota State University-Mankato Faculty Research grant. Photo: courtesy of the artist.
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Picturesque Evacuation Ploy, stiffened felt and other mixed media, dimensions variable, installation view: Redux Contemporary Art Center, Charleston, South 

Carolina, 2011. Installation made possible in part thanks to a Minnesota State University-Mankato Faculty Research grant. Photo: Shannon Di.
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Recalcitrant Mimesis, stiffened felt and other mixed media, dimensions variable, installation view: David B. Smith Gallery, Denver, 2012. Installation made  

possible in part thanks to a Minnesota State University-Mankato Faculty Research grant. Photo: Paul Winner.
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She once shared with younger artists 
the value of having a studio: “The most 
important thing to do is to get a studio, 
no matter how big or small,” Simonson 
said. “This helps you keep your identity 
as an artist while you try to figure out 
how you are going to put bread on the 
table.” When you outgrow it, move on.  
Each phase of a career is a layer that 
accumulates throughout life, like the crab  
that takes on new form as it outgrows one  
shell house and, through various tries, 
assumes another. 

All of Simonson’s work exists in material layers. 
It is grown more than made. A process-based 
art practice of generative systems, it is at once 
intellectual and physical. The intellectuality 
is clear from the conscious employment of 
systems, algorithms, and other defined means 
of producing forms. The physicality of her art 
is evident, for instance, in her rhythmically 
inflected parallel strips of masking tape or thin 
wire. Made on-site, her wall works follow the 
stretch and reach of the body of this former 
dancer. Repetitive, almost ritualistic, they are 

executed in a highly disciplined, performative 
way. There is a rigorous intensity to her making, 
too, an absorption with materials launched into 
a process that once set in motion propels her 
forward. Thus, Simonson enacts her work in 
the making, and in the end the work becomes a 
manifestation of time.

But let’s not mistake this as mechanical in any 
way; let’s not give way to some dualistic mind/
body split. Rather with each moment of the 
process, the hand is a thinking and a feeling 
tool. Just as Dewey asserted that there is “no 
such thing in perception as seeing or hearing 
plus emotion,” that “it is not possible to divide 
in a vital experience the practical, emotional, 
and intellectual from one another,”5 so the 
hand senses and knows, and with each motion 
executed Simonson projects new identities. 

The systems of nature, which are the very 
material building blocks of life, are embedded 
in her art. These take especially evocative 
form with her newest sculptures using beads—
these pellets of glass becoming components of 
cellular growth. So in her recent work Instar, 
which evokes the metamorphosis or mutation 
that occurs in stages of life until reaching full 
maturity, she uses a progressive act of building 

to manifest each stage and joins them together, 
“going from a web-like structure into a chrysalis 
and then moving on beyond that.” 

Her processes bring new phenomena into 
being, as she extracts from material existence 
the manifold meanings her references hold 
for her and in the world so that others can 
experience them. So Simonson’s works embody 
the “imaginative vision,” of which Dewey 
spoke, that “elicits the possibilities that are 
interwoven within the texture of the actual.”6

But “to perceive, a beholder must create his 
own experience.”7 Simonson has a dedication 
to experience, producing works out of and for 
human experience, but she is also aware of 
and motivated by the transformative nature of 
experience—for these experiences are building 
blocks of life too. 

But what of her shift from linear to organic 
shapes, from wall to open space, from black-
and-white to color, from her linear drawings and 
wall installations of tape to beaded lines that 
intertwine and curl to make rounded forms? 
Is this a departure? In contemplating Einstein’s 
upending of absolute space, time, and motion, 
Dewey remarked, we gain a notion of relations 
of events. Relations “are the means of correlating 
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Current, music wire, 5 x 33 x 2 feet, installation view: Plane Space, New York City, 2004. Photo: courtesy Plane Space.
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observations made at different times and places” 
connecting “the discontinuities of individualized 
operations and experiences into continuity with 
one another” to give them structure.8 What art 
does is enable us to see these connections. 

Such a connection exists because Simonson’s 
art depends on a sequential logic, a structure 
that allows for the continuation of making 
from start to resolution. Made unit by unit, 
they are at once methodical and magical. They 
evoke a continuum or growing equation, like 
the Fibonacci series, which creates in nature 
the nautilus. Her attraction to life-forms binds 
her many series with the same determination, 
just as she sees in nature’s operations one clear 
motivation: “creating structures that sustain 
their own survival.” In her work, as in nature, 
she copes, too, with change, incorporating 
accidental but inevitable mistakes, healing a 
section before her, then regrowing the pattern 
again into an evolutionary structure. She knows 
art and life have the capability to follow more 
than one route to achieve beauty. The wide 
range of Simonson’s practice, which accumulates 
new approaches over time and bridges the 
geometric and the biomorphic, gives us a greater 
view of the operations of nature. Each work is 
distinct and varied in shape and form, and all 
are wondrous in the way they situate themselves 
in the world. 

All of Simonson’s work exists in material 
layers. It is grown more than made. A 
process-based art practice of generative 
systems, it is at once intellectual and 
physical. The intellectuality is clear from 
the conscious employment of systems, 
algorithms, and other defined means of  
producing forms. 

Elizabeth Simonson



Skipping Stones, tape on wall, 8 x 40 x 1 feet, installation view: Gallery One at TractorWorks, Minneapolis, 2011. Photo: Rik Sferra.

Elizabeth Simonson



Instar (detail), beads, wire, and �shing line, 25 x 11 x 15 feet (approximately), installation view: Walker Art Center Commission. Courtesy of the artist and  

Bockley Gallery, Minneapolis, 2011. Photo: Gene Pittman, courtesy of the Walker Art Center.
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In fact, one of her aims is to bridge the 
worlds of the real and artifice and to 
heighten our reading of both spaces, to 
enable them to inform each other, and 
with that to create greater consciousness. 
Inside and outside, the exotic and the 
mundane—all have their own place, all 
are connected and interdependent, all 
are vulnerable to forces that threaten 
their very being.

If we are more conscious, more mindful, what 
might the world look like? Baeumler thinks 
about this, but even more so she is mindful of 
this. She knows also that consciousness exists 
beyond the human mind and irrespective of us. 
There is an ethic in keeping this in mind—for 
the benefit of others. And if we are mindful, 
we know we are at peril. But Baeumler thinks 
not so much about the extinction of the human 
species as the extinction of human experience. 
On the one hand, this can be seen as the loss 
of opportunity to observe forms of natural life 
due to the diminishing diversity of species and 
their population numbers. On the other hand, it 
can refer to the numbing of human experience, 
the lack of care for it, or the replacement of the 
actual with the virtual. 

Consciousness is a necessary building block 
for change. Take, for example, birds of the 
Amazon, just one group of species in peril 
that has been a subject for Baeumler. She 
encapsulated their recorded image in bell jars, 
projecting their living presence to heighten our 
perception of these beings in the world, which 
may someday, like others before them, only 
exist encased in museums. She gives her work 
power through the subjective, invested closeness 
of her own experience in such places. Then she  
brings that experience back home, where it  
enters her consciousness of environments closer  
at hand. Sharing her experience through her art  
with others, she seeks to bring their experience  
of their place in the world to a greater level  
of consciousness. 

Having born witness to landscapes in different 
places in our world today, seeking to make them 
truly seen by others, Baeumler participates in a 
fundamental role of art and artists working for 
awareness of environmental issues, a role that 
she and others are making credible by their 
aesthetic and practical art actions. They desire 
that art motivate change, and even Dewey held 
out that hope nearly a century ago when he 
wrote, “The first stirrings of dissatisfaction and 
the first intimations of a better future are always 
found in works of art.”9 

So making her case with her work is crucial for 
Baeumler. It is also possible! As Dewey said of 
art, “We understand it in the degree in which we 
make it a part of our own attitudes, not just by 
collective information concerning the conditions 
under which it was produced…. we install 
ourselves in modes of apprehending nature 
that at first are strange to us. To some degree 
we become artists ourselves as we undertake 
this integration, and, by bringing it to pass, 
our experience is reoriented…. This insensible 
melting is far more efficacious than the change 
effected by reasoning, because it enters directly 
into attitude.”10 So art, and particularly work like 
Baeumler’s, can make a difference, and that 
difference can be experienced deeply, in a way 
that even words cannot capture and convey.

What constitutes human experience, and why do 
we need to safeguard it? Dewey understood that 
when “perception replaces bare recognition,” 
then “there is an act of reconstructive doing, 
and consciousness becomes fresh and alive.”11

This conception of conscious human experience 
sheds light on the connection between the 
making of art (what Baeumler does and offers 
for our experience) and our perception and 
appreciation of works of art (what we do 
in experiencing her art). “What is intimated 
to my mind, is, that in both production and 
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Double-Crested Cormorant, from the Birds of Bogs and Wetlands series, photo litho, oil and enamel paint on aluminum panel, 30 x 40 inches,  

2012. Paula Marty, lithography assistance. Jennifer Menken, assistant curator of exhibits, provided access to specimens in the Bell Collection  

at the Bell Museum of Natural History, University of Minnesota, Twin Cities. Photo: Renee Yamada.
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enjoyed perception of works of art, knowledge 
is transformed,” said Dewey. “It becomes 
something more than knowledge because it is 
merged with non-intellectual elements to form 
an experience worthwhile as an experience.”12

An experience is not only satisfying or even 
remarkable—“That was a great experience!”—but 
it also moves us.

Baeumler was moved to work in neighborhoods, 
incorporating into her art practice the process 
of community collaboration beginning in 1994. 
She is now working on two watershed district 
projects that involve citizens and the attendant 
authorities. On all sides of this working equation, 
there is a need for expanding thinking—
about what is art, about what a reclaimed or 
restored landscape might look like—and for 
being open. Such processes require a safe space 
for speculation and experimentation to lead to 
new solutions. 

As the artist in residence for a forty-mile stretch 
of the Mississippi River, the Capitol Region 
Watershed District, Baeumler works in the 
landscape to redesign place; moving empathy 
into change, she creates an art that effectively 

Having born witness to landscapes in  
different places in our world today, 
seeking to make them truly seen by  
others, Baeumler participates in a 
fundamental role of art and artists 
working for awareness of environmental 
issues, a role that she and others are 
making credible by their aesthetic and 
practical art actions.

cares for the world. With Reconstituting the 
Landscape: A Tamarack Rooftop Restoration, 
she will create a bog ecosystem on the roof above 
the entryway to the Minneapolis College of Art 
and Design to evoke this endangered landscape 
necessary to support life, and to demonstrate 
another useful way to design a green roof. 
In each case the goal is for changed popular 
behavior so that such positive mechanisms can 

become commonplace. These works show also 
what can be achieved if perceptions change. 
They forecast what the future could look like if 
we are conscious of what lies ahead. 

Christine Baeumler



Reconstituting the Landscape: A Tamarack Rooftop Restoration, a project by artist Christine Baeumler in collaboration with Barr Engineer, Vice President/

Principal Kurt Leuthold and Barr Ecologist Fred Rozumalski. Entranceway to the Minneapolis College of Art and Design, 2012. Photo: Rik Sferra.
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Reconstituting the Landscape: A Tamarack Rooftop Restoration (detail),

a project by artist Christine Baeumler in collaboration with Barr Engineer, 

Vice President/Principal Kurt Leuthold and Barr Ecologist Fred Rozumalski.

Entranceway to the Minneapolis College of Art and Design, 2012. Photos:

Rik Sferra (above) and the artist (right).
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Spectral Tamaracks, video still, 2012. Amy Waksmonski, video editing assistance. Photo: courtesy of the artist.
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Young’s educational background was 
in conducting music and directing 
theater, and you can imagine how he 
would function in that arena as his long 
fingers pour tea and his hands become 
animated in conversation. But instead he 
chose to be a “behavioral artist” (seizing 
on the English translation of what the 
Chinese call “performance art”) and 
perform life with those with whom he 
now shares this place, provoking the 
daily performance of their lives too. 

Young’s medium is social. Dewey also thought 
the material of aesthetic experience is human 
and so found that our experience with art “in 
being human—human in connection with the 
nature of which it is a part—is social.”13 He 
believed art is an intimate and energetic way of 
aiding individuals to share in the “arts of living.”14

For Young, “If intimacy means being open, being 
close and quiet, and paying careful attention, 
then yes, I like being that way with audiences. I 
prefer being with people to being with objects.” 
Young’s art of social interaction is purposefully 
directed toward changing perception of the 
everyday—one of the goals Dewey held for art. By 

offering people some departure from the chaotic 
or routine moments of life, Young provides a 
chance to see the familiar in new ways. In fact, 
the ultimate aim of Young’s art is the conscious 
practice of life. This is cultivated through practice 
that can take the form of structured activities 
and result in poems on sidewalks, kites in the sky, 
slow walking down a city street, or saying good 
night to others. Practicing each activity demands 
attention—look down at the sidewalk, look up at 
the sky, concentrate on your next step, share an  
intimate gesture with a stranger—and knowing  
fully your intention with each action so that  
you may have a full experience of yourself in  
that place and time.

For several years now Young has enacted a 
work titled Don’t you feel it too?, which is 
silent, individual dancing (facilitated by one’s 
headphones) in full view of others. But it is 
not just dancing to the music, it is—in the 
artist’s words—“dancing one’s inner life.” It is as 
revealing of self as it is sharing self; coming to a 
personal inner peace through this motion, it is 
an offering too to others. While this work first 
took place during the 2008 Republican National 
Convention in St. Paul, its significance can 
stretch over time and space, as well as diverse 
persons. Importantly, this work embodies 
questions that are at the core of our existence 

as we negotiate private and public identities and 
spaces. Yet defusing self-conscious timidity and 
charged political implications in a playful act, 
Young gives everyone alike a chance to settle 
into what is going on before them, to enjoy it, 
and to imagine themselves on either side of the 
equation (in this case, dancer-spectator). Thus, 
he affords the all-too-rare opportunity for us to 
have a sense a continuity and communication—
albeit nonverbally. 

Such practices of Young are rooted in practically 
serving others by engendering and sharing 
creative space. “We should regard practice as 
the only means,” Dewey thought, “by which 
whatever is judged to be honorable, admirable, 
approvable can be kept in concrete experience-
able existence.”15 And if Young’s study of the 
Buddhist practice of meditation provides him 
personal insight and inspires him to bring 
meditative actions out into the open, into the 
collective, social, and civic life, then perhaps it 
is not surprising that Dewey’s interests, in part, 
sprang from that same source. 

The everyday is an important canvas. Perhaps 
many would challenge this, seeing the proper 
location of art to be the theater, concert hall, 
or museum. But this is exactly what Dewey 
thought. He felt that with the advent of museums  
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Don’t you feel it too? is the practice of freeing your spirit through dancing your inner life in public places. It is purposeful self-embarrassment, 

mind-body study, gentle protest, “do-it-yourself” public performance, and aspiring spiritual technology. This ongoing practice premiered on the 

streets of St. Paul during the Republican National Convention in 2008. Photo: courtesy of STARTRIBUNE/MINNEAPOLIS-ST. PAUL 2012.
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a common fallacy arose that there is a “separation 
of art from the objects and scenes of ordinary 
experience.” Thus, for this philosopher, we 
were left with the problem “of recovering the 
continuity of esthetic experience with normal 
processes of living.”16 He called for a return to 
the origins of art—in daily life; he looked to 
wisdom traditions, cultural and philosophical, to 
lend depth to his thinking about art as a broader, 
essential form of life, of art as experience. 

For Young, this means returning to “direct 
human interaction because it is how I find my 
basic goodness.” His work has a function; it is 
a way for others to find and share goodness. It 
may be a moment of calm, a sense of unity with 
the world, or an insight, but there is always the 
possibility for self-reflection. What an uncommon 
but productive city service!

Young has said, “My work transforms ordinary 
daily behavior into spiritual and aesthetic 
practice aspiring to become new myth for the 
common person.” So for all the everyday realities 
that are the substance of Young’s art, he also 
looks beyond. In a world reimagined, he aspires 
to lessen fear and increase inner and community 
peace. His goal: to bring about balance. Young 
speaks of our present-day society as imbalanced, 

with material accomplishments but poverty of 
the immaterial, inner life. He contemplates: How 
do we encourage openness with others with 
whom we share society, this place, our time? 
How do we cultivate creativity for personal 
well-being, social and planetary survival? Dewey 
asked this of philosophy: “How shall we employ 
what we know to direct the formation of our 
beliefs about value and how shall we direct our 
practical behavior so as to test these beliefs and 
make possible better ones? ”17 Young asks this of 
art: How can we address “the serious crisis that 
we are strangers in the terrain of our own inner 
lives? ” Can we solve this together by “performing 
experiential research on ourselves and teaching 
each other based on our own findings? ”

By offering people some departure from 
the chaotic or routine moments of life, 
Young provides a chance to see the familiar 
in new ways. In fact, the ultimate aim of 
Young’s art is the conscious practice of life.

The arts of life, for Dewey, were the way that 
we as human beings could communicate and  
participate in the world together. They embodied  
the essence of life and reaffirmed the values by  
which we live together. Moreover, they had a civil   
purpose: “Civilization is uncivil because human  
beings are divided into non-communicating sects,  
races, nations, classes and cliques.”18 With his 
dance project, Young offers this instruction:  
“Practice meeting your fear, hesitation, doubt,  
awkwardness, closedness, and practice knowing 
the underlying happiness, joy, courage, acceptance,  
and openness. Take responsibility for practicing 
your own happiness.” 
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The Lullaby Experiment invites people to explore together the soft mystery of slumber while being sung to lovingly through the night. Within a live pianissimo 

concert of love, the ritual is a striving for peace and rest, a remembrance of affection, and a submission to one’s inner nature. Premiered at the Walker Art 

Center, 2011. Photo: Travis Spangler.
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With nothing to give, I give myself is a behavioral 

form of living in a museum. The practice is to 

give one’s most precious possession—life—

temporarily to the art collection, to be present 

around the clock, and to sit, walk, work, and be 

in silent retreat. Premiered at the Minneapolis 

Institute of Arts, 2011. Photo: Amanda Hankerson.
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Everyday Poems for City Sidewalk re-imagines 

St. Paul’s annual sidewalk maintenance program 

by integrating poetry into the Department of 

Public Works’ standard system of replacing 

broken sidewalks. Since 2008, the program has 

created 480 installations of a growing collection of 

36 poems. Photo: Mike Hazard; poem: Pat Owen.
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