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 CONNECTING CHICAGO: YOUTH ARTISTS IN THEIR NEIGHBORHOODS -- June 24-August 27
A fluorescent pink bike, fragmented reflections, and a smile that jumps out of the frame; the palpable sights and sounds and poetry of a shopping mall; choreographed movements that embody student fears and hopes about their community. These powerful pieces of contemporary art making by Chicago students reveal their visions of Chicago as artists, and as citizens of the city
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While these youth artists from 7 different schools employed many mediums to capture a variety of conceptions, they all began from a common point: their viewing of Terry Evans¹ photographs from the Millennium Park exhibition, Revealing Chicago.
 

Revealing Chicago
Currently on display this summer at Millennium Park, Terry Evans' stunning aerial photography of Chicago in Millennium Park provides large format images of the city and suburbs that combine rich troves of information about the environments we live in, with a powerful artistic sense of visual combinations, contrasts, and striking viewpoints that make us rethink how we look at where we live.

As an artist who is not only committed to her medium and her subject matter, but also to her audiences, it was important for Terry Evans early on to make real educational connections with schools. She did this with no desire that students render homage to her work; rather, what was essential was that students engage the ideas in her work, and use them as a springboard to engage their own ideas. CAPE and Gallery 37 were honored and pleased to help serve as a conduit from Ms. Evans and Revealing Chicago to the schools and students whose work is featured in this exhibition, and we thank her for that opportunity.
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	Making the Connections
Gallery 37 and CAPE artists, along with teachers from the CAPE schools, began their work in January when they met with Terry Evans at Gallery 37. Ms. Evans provided extensive insight into her career, her artistic vision, her environmental interests and concerns, and, specifically, Revealing Chicago. Artists and teachers then began looking at Ms. Evans work with their students, and started probing for ideas and meanings in the work, in the process generating their own questions and interests about Chicago. Many schools also looked at other artists who dealt with issues of place, to further stimulate questions and ideas. From these challenging beginnings, artistic plans started to take shape, actual art making commenced, and the fruition of all this thought and work gradually was assembled into a final form.

 


The participating artists, teachers, and schools featured in Connecting Chicago are:

Gallery 37 schools: 

· John H. Kinzie Elementary School, 

· Walter S. Christopher Elementary School 

· George Rogers Clark Elementary School 

· ACT Charter School 

CAPE schools: 

· Mark Sheridan Math and Science Academy
Teachers: Dorothy Glodo & Sara Keenan
Artists: Sonja Henderson & Todd Carter

· North Kenwood/Oakland Charter School
Teacher: Darrell Johnson
Artists: Juan Carlos Perez, Andrea Vinson
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	Connecting Chicago
As you walk through the exhibition, we encourage you to ask questions: 

· What is this telling me about Chicago? About the neighborhoods depicted? About the people? 

· What does it tell me about the artists, students, teachers, who made this work and live in Chicago? 

May the questions you ask continue to resonate and prompt more, as you leave the exhibition and enter into the actual physical world of our city. 


Indivisible: Stories of Chicago Communities, 2001
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In the spring of 2001 at Beacon Street Gallery and at the University of Illinois' Gallery 400, CAPE teachers, artists and students presented an exhibition which was the culmination of a year of in-depth work – Indivisible: Stories of Chicago Communities. The artwork featured in this exhibition was as powerful as any featured in contemporary galleries and museums. Much of the power from the work derived from bringing teachers, artists, and students into the curating of the exhibit itself – an idea CAPE calls "exhibition as curriculum".
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This approach moves the work of collaborating teachers, artists, and students beyond the typical student display or art fair. Rather, the exhibition as curriculum approach acknowledges and empowers participants as creators of culture. In doing so, and in exploring together the process of conceptualizing and mounting an exhibition, collaborative work done by teachers, artists, and students is finally given the accord it deserves as essential aesthetic and intellectual statements in our society.
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The starting point for Indivisible: Stories of Chicago Communities was an exhibition at the Terra Museum of American Art, entitled Indivisible: Stories of American Communities. A project of the Center for Documentary Studies at Duke University in partnership with the Center for Creative Photography at the University of Arizona, and funded by The Pew Charitable Trusts, Indivisible: Stories of American Communities featured depictions – by a variety of photographers, oral historians, journalists, and ethnographers – of very different communities across the United States. The exhibition offered CAPE teachers, artists, and students a unique opportunity to explore the concept of community and how it is documented.
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Workshops held at the Terra Museum with Terra staff, and in other venues, allowed teachers and artists to become fully familiar with the exhibition, and with certain key concepts that would inspire later classroom work:
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1. community is a flexible contruct – communities can be based on location, ethnicity, social issues, economic issues, age, and more;
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2. there are different ways to document/depict/present communities - no one technique is right for all, each approach has its own veracity and power.
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Teachers explored these ideas in touring the exhibition, through examining images with and without text (and what implications that has), and through deep discussions.
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From the beginning, CAPE strove through these workshops to create a community amongst the teachers and artists. This was valuable not only in creating a potential support network that all could draw upon as needed to create the classroom projects and produce the exhibition, but also in stimulating ideas and camaraderie early on. Teachers were asked in the first workshops "when are we indivisible? when are we not? what are occasions that bring us together? what keeps us apart? can the telling of our stories create community? and what is our story to tell?" Answering these questions helped bring the teachers together, and gave them a rare opportunity to form a professional community engaged in serious exploration of issues, art and innovative educational practice. In this way, emerging concepts for the work to be done in the classroom began to take shape.
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Later teacher and artist workshops took place at the actual galleries where the exhibitions would eventually be held. By the time of these workshops, certain teachers and artists had begun exploring Indivisible in their classrooms, and were able to share the excitement of this with their colleagues. This sharing allowed teachers and artists to conceive of the exhibition as a product of all their work, as an exchange of ideas across the city of Chicago, not just a showing of their particular classroom's art work.
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In their classrooms, teachers and artists began asking further questions, such as "what gives us a sense of home? how is our identity tied to place? what would we include in a community of our own design? how does culture shape who we are? who are our heroes and how do we choose them? can we change the portrayal of our community to affect deeper changes? can we imagine ourselves through the eyes of another person?" As the discussions of questions like these spun out, classrooms developed a focus for their documentation. Some classes focused on neighborhood issues, some focused on the idea of community as part of their social studies curriculum, and some focused in on themselves, their family and their classroom community. Students explored these subjects in a wide range of art forms, finding answers (and questions) that were surprising, moving and challenging.
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The process of working collaboratively became as important as the content of the work. In each group the students explored how his/her own part fit into the whole. Together, they had to edit, frame, rework and assemble all the pieces. The collaboration of the students was guided by the teachers and artists, who had already become part of a collaborative community through the initial Indivisible workshops. As one teacher put it, "you've got to make a community if you're gonna talk about community."
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The exhibitions and their openings were empowering experiences that allowed teachers, students and artists to see their work displayed professionally in a gallery setting. All students who participated in the Indivisible project took a field trip to see their work on view during the exhibition. Some of the field trips were organized to let students from different communities to act as docents and explain their work to each other, further creating a sense of community. On these field trips, teachers worked with their students in exploring the exhibition and their responses to it through sketches and writing. Students were asked such questions as "what does it mean to be indivisible? how are people in a community connected to each other? what is it like to see your work on the walls of a gallery? how does the exhibition look in reality compared to what you imagined? what was the process involved in creating this work? what was it like to document your community? what did you learn about your community and yourself by participating in this project? after looking at some of the other works of art, which one of the other projects interested you, and why?"
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For teachers and artists, the Indivisible exhibition and project provided a powerful experience of forming a professional community with other teachers, artists, museum staff and arts organization professionals. The project recognized and honored teacher, student and artist work through the spring exhibitions. Indivisible also gave participants a powerful tool in creating classroom community, and exploring issues of great import to students that might not always be so easily accessible. One student, studying and documenting the process of gentrification in her neighborhood, stated that she never knew there was a word ("gentrification") for what was happening to her world. This is but one of many examples of critical thinking that empowered teachers, artists and students – a critical thinking nurtured by the exhibition as curriculum processes of Indivisible: Stories of Chicago Communities. 

 

EXCHANGING SYMBOLS, 2003
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	After collaborating with the Terra Museum of American Art for nearly a decade, CAPE developed a special project to respond to the 2003 exhibition at Terra Museum of Jasper Johns: Prints from Four Decades, organized by the National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. From its more modest beginnings as mainly a field trip program, Terra Museum's collaboration with CAPE expanded into developing interdisciplinary curriculum with teachers and artists throughout the city of Chicago. The Exchanging Symbols project is also an expression of CAPE's commitment to mediating innovative connections between museums and communities.
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	The participating students (Chicago Public School 7th-graders from the Ellen B. Mitchell School and J.C. Orozco Academy) learned a variety of print techniques. Partnering with Chicago-based printmaking studio Anchor Graphics and its master printmaker David Jones, Terra Museum staff and CAPE teachers and students examined Johns's work, particularly his manipulation of the ordinary object or symbol, and created their own symbols expressed through prints and poetry. The prints and poetry, as well as process documentation, were exhibited both at CAPE and at the Terra Museum of American Art. This project allowed students from different parts of the city to compare and contrast each other's understanding of complex issues of representation. These installations were also a unique opportunity for museum patrons to view students' experimentation in the art of printmaking and the creation of symbol systems with private and public meanings. The resulting prints are on permanent display at the CAPE office.
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	Special thanks to curators Scott Sikkema and Kara Green, to advisors Cynthia Weiss and Rebecca Roin, and to teachers Patrick O'Connor, Donna Wipf and Ted Lesley from Ellen B. Mitchell School, and Aandraya DaSilva, Victoria Turbov, and Jennifer Jensen from J.C. Orozco Academy. Thanks also to Rick Russo for documenting the project. Exchanging Symbols was supported in part by Marshall Field's Project Imagine.
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