Calendar of Events
On the Prairie
In these diverse dance performances created in reaction to Shawn
Decker’s work, audiences are offered an alternative point of entry into
Decker’s installation. Participating artists are Elements Contemporary
Ballet, The Space/Movement Project, Adam Rose / Antibody Corporation, and atom-r.
Elements Contemporary Ballet
Saturday, February 16
12:30pm, 4:00pm
Sunday, February 17
12:30pm, 4:00pm
Wednesday, February 20
12:30pm, 4:00pm
The Space/Movement Project
Thursday, February 28
Noon, 1:00pm, 2:00pm
Saturday, March 2 		
Noon, 1:00pm, 2:00pm
Sunday, March 3 		
1:00pm, 2:00pm, 3:00pm
Adam Rose / Antibody Corporation
Saturday, March 23 		
3:00pm-6:00pm
Sunday, March 24 		
Noon-3:00pm
Wednesday, March 27
Noon-3:00pm
Atom-r (Anatomical Theatres of Mixed Reality)
Saturday, April 20 		
1:00pm, 2:00pm
Sunday, April 21 		
1:00pm, 2:00pm
Wednesday, April 24
1:00pm, 2:00pm
Location: Sidney R. Yates Gallery

Terrarium Workshop
Shawn Decker’s dynamic installation calls our attention to the selforganizing behavior of natural systems. As a journey into this largescale sound ecosystem, we invite you to participate in a hands-on
succulent terrarium workshop onsite. Crafting these self-contained
environments will not only allow you to experience the installation in
a unique way, but also allow you to take away a tangible reminder of
your sonic experience.
Thursday, February 21
Saturday, March 9		
Saturday, April 6 		

12:15pm-1:30pm
2:00pm-3:15pm
2:00pm-3:15pm

The workshops are free but space is limited.
Please register at prairie.exhibit@gmail.com
Location: Sidney R. Yates Gallery

Meditation Session(s)
The complexity of the Prairie installation requires visitors to exercise a keen awareness in order to identify its subtleties. Our guided
non-denominational meditation workshop series invites you to spend
an extended amount of time with the piece in an immersive and
thoughtful context.
March 5-8 Noon-2:00pm
Open entrance/departure for 2 hours (we ask that you stay at least
20 minutes to assure minimal interruptions for others). No sign up is
required.
Location: Sidney R. Yates Gallery

Improvised Performance Program:
Prairie and Frank Rosaly
This unique program places Chicago based drummer, composer
and improviser, Frank Rosaly, in collaboration with Prairie for an
improvised “duo” performance. Rosaly is an integral part of the
vibrant improvised music scene in Chicago, and a critically acclaimed artist nationally and internationally. His work frequently
engages improvisation as means of exploring natural and manipulated systems.
Saturday, March 16 7:00pm-8:00pm
Location: Sidney R. Yates Gallery

Gallery Talk with the Artist
Thursday, March 28 12:15pm
Location: Sidney R. Yates Gallery

Panel Discussion:
Surround Sound: Prairie and Beyond
From cities to environmental ecosystems to musical notes, how
things fit together and influence one another to shape patterns and systems is a topic of limitless discussion and a site of
continuous innovation. This panel convenes some extraordinary
thinkers across discipline to consider ideas such as organizing
sound, planning dynamic spaces and innovative environments,
improvising and self-organizing systems, and convening natural
and manipulated environments.
Panelists: Roscoe Mitchell, Ken Vandermark, Pamela Jennings
Moderator: Dieter Roelstraete
Thursday, April 18
6:00pm-8:00pm
Location: Claudia Cassidy Theater

Closing Reception
Friday, May 3		
5:30pm-7:30pm
Location: Sidney R. Yates Gallery
The Department of Cultural Affairs and Special Events (DCASE) is dedicated to supporting Chicago’s arts and culture community. This includes fostering the development of Chicago’s nonprofit arts sector, independent working
artists and for-profit arts organizations demonstrating the City of Chicago’s commitment to celebrating the arts.
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Rather than hide his process and the work’s structural underpinning,
Decker has made this an important part of the work, and these design
choices impact our experience of the work. Hence functional elements
are also aesthetic choices. In addition to the irony of an artist “designing”
a natural system – or at least a recreation of one, Decker has created a
large-scale sculptural piece with nods to highly manufactured Minimalist
sculpture of the 1960s as well as to the modernist grids evident in Modernist
architecture, especially that of Mies van der Rohe. Again, the peculiar
notion of “manufacturing” nature and the contrast between natural order
and human order (which of course at some level is also natural) is
complex and fascinating.

Shawn Decker: Prairie
Shawn Decker is a Chicago-based artist whose work blurs the boundaries among several media. Prairie functions ostensibly as sound sculpture, which subtly yet distinctly alters the ambience and acoustic experience of the gallery but also has a substantial presence as a work of
physical sculpture. Sound sculpture has a rich history, at times grounded in
a visual arts context, but also often derived from avant-garde musical composition. The Futurist experiment in extending our ideas of art and music
in the early 20th century exemplifies this odd mixture. Luigi Russolo’s
intonarumori were essentially machines that produced noises that were
utilized in what was proposed as the new music of the machine age.
Although they had a crude sculptural presence, their main contribution
was in their extension of the idea of music to incorporate the sound
and feel of the industrial era, as well
as establishing a visual arts context for
revolutionizing music. Jumping forward
to the early 1960s, many kinetic artists
also built on this foundation of machines
as makers of music. Jean Tinguely was
the master of this mode and his famous
self-destroying sculpture titled Homage to
New York (1960), at the Museum of Modern
Art, New York City perhaps (ironically) realized 19th century composer Rich a rd
Wagner’s ima g in in g s o f a Gesamtkunstwerk, or total work of art.
At this same time, in the music arena,
John Cage extended our sense of “music” to
include both noises from our environment and
even so-called “silence” – as he would
have us listen to all sounds impartially.
He also brought chance operations into
composition, further challenging notions
of authorship. Into this fervid environment
came Bill Fontana, a leader of what is
now called sound sculpture. His early
sound installations in the 1970s and
1980s tended to utilize acoustic urban
environments as source material to be
manipulated. Canadian artist Janet Cardiff
is possibly the most prominent current
practitioner of this art form, and her work
has varied from urban audio tours blending
documentary and fictional elements to
reconfiguring Thomas Tallis’ early music
into a sound installation.
Detail from Prairie, vibrating motor

Circuit board design for Prairie

Decker has been more directly influenced by the work of composer
and theorist R. Murray Schaefer, who introduced the notion of “soundscapes” in the 1970s, in which recorded natural sounds are liberated
from their original source in order to create immersive acoustic environments. The generation of American avant-garde composers that followed
Cage (such as Alvin Lucier, Annea Lockwood, David Behrman, and others)
continued to explore natural phenomena and even bodily functions as part
of musical composition and also the blurring of music and art contexts for
presentation of work. Decker’s work is also a manifestation of recent developments in electronic music, particularly computer music, in which programming can create a subtle combination of composition and changing,
unpredictable elements.
Prairie epitomizes Decker’s ongoing investigations into the
complexities of rhythm, small motions, sounds and the dynamic
behavior of natural systems. This piece mimics the rich soundscape
and eco-systems of grasslands with insect sounds, rain, wind and
other rhythms of the life found within them, while it also incorporates a visual recreation of tall grasses moving in the wind. The
interplay between nature and the machine, human intervention and
artifice is complex and multi-layered. The programming of this piece
is an excellent example of this. Each of the multitudinous vertically
mounted brass rods contains a vibration motor at the base and a small
speaker at its top resulting in the “grass” stems shuddering and swaying as the speakers emit clicking and buzzing sounds, possibly suggesting a relationship between sound and motion. This is all controlled
by a microprocessor with patterns generated by simple rules applied to
each stem, so that they operate independently, but are also affected by
neighboring stems’ actions as well. This interplay between structured
patterns and chance is modeled after natural systems’ emergent
behavior; thus Prairie’s ongoing changes mirror that of an eco-system
responding to gradual changes in its natural environment. This
interaction between programming and chance, between authorship
(and intentionality) and “natural” can easily be seen as an evolution
of John Cage’s compositional methods.

And lastly, the most important aspect of this piece is its performative,
changing nature, meant to be experienced over a period of time. The
artist has carefully constructed a work of art that evokes our experience
of natural phenomena, an everchanging performance which isn’t entirely
predictable. Over time, seeming “conversations” and patterns between
the various stem elements have an almost hypnotic and sometimes even
humorous appeal. Decker has created a work of art which subtly
yet powerfully changes the ambience of this magnificent gallery
surrounded by an ominously apt cityscape evident in window views.
He has engineered an experience that slows down our internal
sense of time, much like being in natural settings often does.
Despite its seeming minimalism and subtlety it is also replete
with musical, rhythmic, intellectual and aesthetic complexity that
rewards the patience of its audience.
Text by Lanny Silverman

