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Letter from the Editors

In the summer of 2015, we embarked on Open View 
as a labor of love borne out of our commitment  
to Milwaukee and its diverse community of art-
ists, organizers, galleries, institutions, and 
patrons. As a monthly digital publication, we 
endeavored to open up new points of access 
into the local arts scene and in turn engage 
our readership with new perspectives. We are 
thrilled to see it now live on in printed form.

We hope that this publication can serve as both 
a case study and a celebration: a printed archive 
of the Milwaukee art scene chronicling a year 
of activity from September 2015 to early August 
2016 and a testament to the efforts of the many 
hard-working souls in this city. Truthfully, a 
hundred pages more would not be enough to cel-
ebrate the many individuals and organizations 
here that make Milwaukee’s art scene so rich.

Inside you will find a compilation of our past 
interviews with prominent characters, along with 
an essay by Nicholas Frank, an interview with 
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the editors by Lisa Sutcliffe, and a directory  
of spaces highlighted in past editions of the 
digital publication. Also included are statistics 
on previous coverage and a series of forecasts 
for the future from individuals in the arts  
community.

It is with heavy yet hopeful hearts that Open 
View will be going on hiatus until further notice 
as two of the three editors leave the Midwest to 
pursue graduate studies. Come what may, we deeply  
appreciate everyone’s support over this past 
year and for the many who contributed to make 
this publication possible. We hope that the art 
scene in Milwaukee may continue to grow and  
capitalize on its vibrant energy.

Here’s looking at you, Milwaukee: thank you  
for the view.

-- The Editors
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New Milwaukeeists, Part I
NICHOLAS FRANK PUBLIC LIBRARY, THE OPEN

Between the years 1993-2001, I’m sure that many 
people walked into my Hermetic Gallery having no 
idea what to expect, and left having little cer-
tainty of what they had just experienced. This, 
in a sense, was my most important audience. Not 
those who came in already familiar with the vo-
cabulary and terminology of the contemporary art 
dialogue, but those curious enough to see what 
one local manifestation of an odd phenomenon -- 
awkwardly fit to a city that hadn’t yet had much 
experience with it -- looked, felt and sounded 
like. This one-to-one interaction is the essence 
of how a fundamentally unfamiliar thing like new 
art forms lives in the world. Overarching dia-
logues may set the broad parameters, but people 
accept and reject things on their own terms. If, 
as they say, all politics is local, then all art 
is personal. Distances in time, place and mean-
ing are closed when a person steps into a room 
and sees what’s there and who else is looking. 

What manifestations of ‘contemporary art’ serve 
as best examples, to capture the particular 
character, and peculiarities, of Milwaukee today?
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• At Terry McCormick Gallery, an archive of 
George McCormick’s lifetime output in one room 
is complemented by work from an intergenera-
tional range of black artists including Mikal 
Floyd-Pruitt, Anwar Floyd-Pruitt and Blanche 
Brown. Viewing was augmented by Evelyn Terry’s 
enthusiasm for serving raw foods and extolling 
the virtues of good health, proven just by 
looking at her: She looks easily twenty years 
younger than her numerical age.

• An opening at Borderline (named for the line 
between Shorewood and Milwaukee) for Sarah  
Willadsen’s outdoor mural featured smaller  
works inside the garage space, punctuated  
by a table filled with hot dogs grilled on  
a mini-Weber© outside. A distant show earlier  
in the year had a remarkably similar feel:  
In Dallas, during the annual art fair, at  
an off-site location, a house gallery called 
Homeland Security showed work by the Milwaukee- 
originated American Fantasy Classics, which 
activated the backyard with a bonfire floating 
in a kiddie pool. 

• A winter opening at Nicholas Kinsella’s garage- 
gallery Horses featured a funny installation 
by Caitlin Rooney exploring midwesternness 
through big, iconic cool-culture brands turned 
on their heads. Outside, a group of chilled 
gallerygoers huddled around a bonfire that 
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hadn’t been started yet, sipping beers from a 
cooler filled with ice and ironically propped 
on a snowbank. 

• In the vine-covered, brick-walled informal 
patio of Usable Space, local fake freak Andy 
Positive read the poetry of Wisconsin artist 
Lucia Stern at an expertly crafted retrospective 
of her work, assembled by curators Elisabeth 
Albeck and Neil Gasparka for a one-night  
exposition worthy of a museum. 

Andy Positive at Usable Space.

• On a recent visit back to the city which  
Tyanna Buie feels has offered the major accom-
plishments of her artistic career, she revis-
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ited the Beerline Trail site of her first public  
artwork, Streetlights, with her sister. Buie’s 
sister motioned a young girl on her bike over, 
telling her proudly that the very artist who 
made the piece was present. ‘I ride past it 
every day,’ the girl said, ‘I love it! Thank 
you!’ Buie fondly recalls the unveiling of  
the piece two summers ago, when so many people  
from the neighborhood turned out, which she 
feels is crucial to the success of public  
art (and which aligns with the goals of the 
Milwaukee Arts Board). Hot coals on the grill 
couldn’t have hurt the cause, either, since as 
we all know the fastest way to a Wisconsinite’s  
heart is through bratwurst.1

These scenes are now commonplace here, which is 
a good thing. Veterans of the scene like myself 
appreciate that what was once a foreign element, 
contemporary art culture, is now an assumable 
thing in Milwaukee. There was a time when this 
wasn’t the case. Back in the day we didn’t need  
to justify to each other our inexplicable interests  
and tiny audiences—our self-edification and per-
sonal explorations were enough. But gaps between 
larger audiences, institutions and the wider 
culture have been closing with momentum, in part 
due to generational change, but also because a 
new tradition has been established here. People 
coming up feel a real sense of responsibility for 
the health and maintenance of their culture. 
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Literally anyone can open a space, and becoming 
influential isn’t hard. Influence can grow quickly,  
despite the general lack of resources almost  
everyone here suffers from, but this only points 
out the importance of every effort to enliven the 
community. Milwaukee has established a tradition 
of such welcoming vitality at the underground 
level that it has quietly earned outsize status  
in contemporary art’s broader precincts, in 
part for the eccentrically committed nature of 
its practitioners against what some might say 
are tall odds for achieving recognition. What I 
personally love about this place is that people 
still buy into the character of this ideal, that 
just by building a more-than-human-sized box in 
your basement, you can make something happen. 
You can galvanize your own community to take 
each other more seriously for your efforts as 
artists, and make life more interesting than  
it would be otherwise. 

As a consistent champion of in-the-moment acti- 
vity without regard to how what one does fits into  
larger cultural systems and schemes, writer Chris 
Kraus reflects belief in localized and fly-by-
night efforts. But as an archivist of memory  
her ethic is also ultimately about connecting  
to the wider culture, about being ‘more than  
local.’ In Aliens & Anorexia, her book-length 
exploration of Simone Weil’s emotional philosophy,  
she quotes Aldous Huxley’s LSD tripping as a 
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means of transcending the confining interior of 
the self:

Like Simone Weil, Huxley was impatient with 
the boundaries of him-‘self’ and longed to 
attain a state of decreation. “This suffocating  
interior of a dimestore shop,” he says, “was 
my own personal self.” He discovers that he 
loathes this culture because it “attaches more 
importance to the inscape than to objective 
referents… that retreats into an investiga-
tion of the personal as opposed to the more 
than personal.”2 [Emphasis mine]

A conflation can be drawn between ‘personal’/‘the  
more than personal’ with the ‘local’/‘national’  
dichotomy common to art valuation, two terms that 
are routinely tossed around but desperately need 
specificity to have any meaning. If art remains 
entirely local, it has no context except the  
local, like a place staring endlessly into a 
mirror until it falls into the pond dizzy with 
its own beauty and drowns. A ‘more than local’  
attitude allays such self-absorption, but nei-
ther should a place look entirely outside for 
its measure of self-valuation. 

The crucial element of art as beginning with 
the personal is to make sure that it doesn’t 
end there, but instead connects to the threads 
of the much wider world. It might be true that 
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Blue Dress Park in the rain.
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there are no new ideas, but an idea can be  
entirely new to a particular community -- and 
this doesn’t necessarily make us duped inno-
cents, but might simply mean that ideas are 
received differently in different communities. 
Huxley’s movement beyond the personal into the 
“more than personal” is not just an escape from 
self, but the recognition of how the interior 
and exterior states of selfhood co-mingle and 
separate, individuate and reintegrate.

If this language feels too vague and abstract, 
consider further examples:

• Not even rain can dampen the enthusiasm for 
Milwaukee’s idea-patrons. “Every time we have 
an event,” says Friends of Blue Dress Park 
board member Sara Caron, “it rains.” For the 
15-year anniversary event, Caron noted that 
performers were protected by a tent, while 
audience members stood outside in the rain, 
seemingly perfectly content. The event was 
also a picnic, and she enjoyed how raindrops 
hissed as they fell onto the hot grilltop.3

• Former Milwaukeean and current New York chore-
ographer Reggie Wilson brought his Fist and Heel 
Performance Group to perform Moses(es) on the 
paradisical grounds of the Lynden Sculpture Gar-
den, incorporating dancers from the Jazzy Jewels 
(from the Milwaukee County Dept. on Aging) and 
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the Jehovah praise dancers (from Metropolitan 
Missionary Baptist Church), plus a slew of local 
dancers and audience members. Rain again damp-
ened a splendid event, but Wilson dauntlessly 
reassembled the gathered crowd into the confines 
of the Lynden’s gallery and kept things moving 
with dance, song and percussion.

Reggie Wilson and company at the Lynden Sculpture Garden.

• As collaborative After School Special (A.S.S.), 
seven recent MIAD graduates organized an ex-
change exhibition with SUNY MFA colleagues in 
Albany, NY. During the opening reception of 
Bologna Surprise! at the Lunchbox gallery, a 
clapboard three-walled room inside the A.S.S. 
collective studio space, the two groups of 
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artists in Milwaukee and Albany were connected 
via Skype. Visitors could view both shows, one 
in real time and space and one onscreen, in 
real time and space. Virtual connections are 
as meaningful today as presence once was.

• At the Haggerty Museum, the Nohl Fellowship 
Exhibition’s new host, drag queens Oméga and 
Aubrey Del Mar lip-synced languidly in sev-
en-inch spikes on emerging artist Zach Hill’s 
‘Variety Night’ stage, while the editors of 
Cineviews zine hawked the new edition for a 
mere five bucks.

• In the short walkway between Woodland Pattern 
and The Suburban’s new Fratney St. space, a 
comedian, a singer and a poet handed off a vo-
cal baton of loose relation to Paul Druecke’s 
chalk drawing on the concrete beneath. Wit-
nessed by a crowd lining the walls and spilling 
onto the sidewalk, the walkway was being  
inaugurated as “Angelique Roy’s Passage,” in 
honor of an original Milwaukeean nearly lost 
to history. 

It is in such moments, where lines of direct con-
nection are drawn between present and past, however 
tenuous, that I see the combination of our efforts 
here as having not only immediate meaning but a 
clear trajectory. As in oral traditions, continuity 
of exchange might be of greatest value.



13

***
FOOTNOTES:

1. This anecdote derived from an interview with Tyanna Buie, 

a Chicago and Milwaukee native and currently Assistant  

Professor of Fine Arts and Printmaking at the College for 

Creative Studies in Detroit.

Notes on Streetlights, from the Riverworks Center website:

In collaboration with Healthy Neighborhood Initiative and 

the Beerline Trail Neighborhood Development Project, River-

works Development Corporation will commission the new public 

art project “Streetlights” by Milwaukee-based artist Tyan-

na Buie. “Streetlights” will consist of 10 laser-cut metal 

structures emblematic of the streetlights that we see in our 

everyday urban landscape. The 9 ft by 4 inch sculptures will 

be designed to complement the industrial nature of the ware-

houses which line the Beerline Recreational Trail, nodding 

to the history of and current manufacturing in Riverworks. 

“Streetlights” is an interactive piece involving a poem with 

one word per streetlight silhouette form which can be read 

from multiple directions as a viewer walks the trail. This 

project would not be possible without the support of The 

Greater Milwaukee Foundation and the Mary Nohl Foundation, 

Milwaukee Arts Board, Neighborhood Improvement Development 

Corporation with the City of Milwaukee, The Kresge Founda-

tion,  MKE <LAX, Harambee Great Neighborhood Initiative and 

Greater Milwaukee Committee.

(http://www.riverworksmke.org/index.php/residents/community_

projects_initiatives/)
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2. A reader of this essay, Ben Balcom, helpfully offers this 

further quote from Kraus’s book:

And as the sky turned black to gray I had this vivid 

sense that we were not alone; that at this moment there 

were other little groups like ours at other places in 

the world, and that just by being together we could 

reach them. The temporary sense that you’re no longer 

just yourself, you are also other people.

Balcom and Kirsten Schmid invited me to join their reading 

group, which is how I learned of Aliens & Anorexia. 

3. This anecdote derived from an interview with Sara Caron, 

Co-Chair of the Friends of Blue Dress Park Board of Directors.

-#-
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An Interview with the Editors
CURATOR OF PHOTOGRAPHY AND MEDIA ARTS, 
MILWAUKEE ART MUSEUM

Open View at a crossroads.

Lisa Sutcliffe: Since you are all such an en-
gaged part of the community here and worked to 
build something vital, I wanted to begin by asking 
how art came to be important in your lives?

Open View: One of the most impressive things art 
can be is this other way of communicating across 
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boundaries and between cultures, between people. 
It has this way of embodying more than something 
written on a page. When you’re communicating 
ideas with other people vocally or in written 
form, you can get a lot across, but it often 
times feels two-dimensional. But once you start 
participating in a larger community of art, es-
pecially in visual art and performative art, you 
start being able to communicate in four dimen-
sions. It becomes so much richer. And to be able 
to communicate in that way with other people has 
been what keeps us engaged. It’s like that Degas 
quote, “art is not what you see but what you 
make others see.”

LS: Well and that’s exactly what you did in a 
way. It’s an attempt to bring people together 
around art. And I wonder, at this moment, as you 
are bringing Open View to a close, what did you 
learn from creating it? What do you think was 
successful and how would you see it evolve?

OV: In the time we’ve spent in Milwaukee we’ve 
all looked for something like Open View to exist.  
Up until recent years the scene was small enough 
for events to travel via word of mouth and  
between Facebook friends. But [the scene] has 
expanded and continues to expand. People are 
searching for ways to connect and meeting points 
to connect with. Having a third party collect 
and disperse those meeting points has proven 
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necessary. Whether we’re doing it or somebody 
else is doing it is really important to the  
community. In a future publication it might be 
good to do more of an outreach into the community. 
We didn’t really publicize very much other than 
our first initial emails out to people. Part of 
that is us having our own projects going on.  
In the future we would see this as…

LS: Someone’s full-time job. (laughs)

OV:  Absolutely. To really invest in it. It has 
been enough for us in our spare time, but to  
really come to its potential there’d need to  
be few people working on it continuously. One 
thing that we started to do but was not fully 
realized was not only reaching out to a larger  
community, but actually broadening the community 
and including more voices. When we look through 
the people that are subscribed on our mailing 
list there’s definitely people that all three 
of us have never heard of before, we don’t know 
how they found out about it, they’re opening it, 
they’re reading it. It’s awesome that people are 
engaged. So to some extent we were successful, 
but at the same time what really needs to happen 
for Milwaukee’s art scene to continue to thrive 
and support itself is awareness and support of  
a larger community. Something like Open View has 
the opportunity to create scaffolding or a web 
of some sort that people can connect to each 
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other through. Hopefully, whether it’s the next 
iteration of Open View or someone else’s Open-
View-on-steroids project, we could expand the 
community more and start to include voices that 
aren’t from the expected sources.

LS: I wonder if what you’re describing is  
not just endemic in the art community but in 
community in general. When you talked to John 
Riepenhoff for Milwaukee Record, you said that 
you started Open View because you kept hearing  
from people who were upset that they missed 
something or that the only way to find out about 
something was through Facebook. Facebook is a 
very self-selecting audience. Do you think that 
there’s a way in which this stress on social 
media through marketing and communications is 
failing us in terms of our communication style? 
We used to have tighter communities where people 
actually met and spoke. We don’t do that as much 
anymore, so we do it online. Is it just that  
we need to build tighter communities? Is social  
media actually hampering our ability to communi-
cate and build community?

OV: We’ve become pretty limited by the tools we 
find ourselves with nowadays. In a similar way, 
if you’re in the graphic design field, it’s  
expected that you’re on a Mac, that you’re using  
Adobe software. There are open source alterna-
tives. There are other opportunities to create 
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work, but it’s not common. Social media can be… 
it’s a great unifying force but it can also  
divide us. Especially with something like Face-
book where in each development it continues to 
point back inwards towards itself instead of 
pointing out. There this great article that 
talks about this… (Hossein Derakhshan, “Mark 
Zuckerberg is a hypocrite - Facebook has  
destroyed the open web”). So instead of having 
one small island that points to and travels to 
and connects to other islands, you’ve got this 
one big island where everyone is, and yet still 
you’re unable to reach everyone. One thing we 
said in the past is if you’re not friends with 
the right people, or if your likes aren’t hit-
ting the right algorithms, you’re not going to 
find these events. So there needs to be other 
opportunities and ways for people to connect to 
each other. Whether that’s in digital space or 
physical sites. How can people come together  
in those ways?

LS: Yes and let me just say one thing I take 
away from this is that one or three people can 
still make a huge difference because here you 
guys are deciding to make this resource, putting 
it together, and you can actually touch the  
community in a really important way. So it’s  
not like it can’t be done and I think that’s  
especially nice in a community like Milwaukee. 
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OV: And referring to your earlier question, part 
of the difficulty collecting these events for 
distribution is that the organizers don’t neces-
sarily put out information on their events until 
a week or less before. Something that could help 
if this project were to continue would be…

LS: For the organizers to be more organized?

OV: (Laughs) Maybe, in some ways, but it could 
also help to put out a bi-weekly newsletter 
rather than monthly, to capture more of those 
end-of-the-month events. There are plenty of 
great events that line up right at the end. 
On the other hand, we noticed some organizers 
started to send notice of their events further 
in advance, and we would like to think that had 
something to do with us. What happens when more 
than just your immediate contacts are able to 
access these things? How does that change the 
quality of the work and the quality of the orga-
nization? Hopefully by there being more aware-
ness and more happening, the quality goes up.

LS: What do you think makes an art community 
thrive? What are the pillars that need to be 
there to make it fertile? 

OV: Having the website act as an archive was a 
really important feature for us because once 
these events happen, how can people find out 
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about them or even know they happened? Losing  
Art Elkon was a huge wakeup call in that sense. 
If you don’t have people documenting these things,  
where do they go? Especially some of the “pillar”  
people in our community, there’s no way to find 
out about their practice or their work or what 
they’re thinking about, and to be able to create 
an archive helps legitimize the scene in that way.

When interviewing Ben Balcom, we found that 
Stephanie Barber ran a Microcinema called Bam-
boo Theater about 10 years ago. And even though 
we’ve each been around for quite a few years, we 
had never heard of it. When we tried to Google 
it only one article came up that referenced the 
space in a quote. How else could someone have 
found this if they never knew to look for it? 
When you are building a community, it’s es-
sential to document the foundation for future 
participants to look back on and discover what 
worked and what could have worked better.  
The archive that exists isn’t centralized.  
So, that was part of it too, while Open View  
intended to serve as a guide for the present  
and what’s coming up, it also to acts as an  
archive for the past, and a guide to that past.

LS: So after doing this and through your experi-
ence living here and being artists and being in-
volved, what would you say sets Milwaukee’s art 
scene apart, what makes it unique, what defines it?
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OV: Spaces tend to support each other here more 
than you might see in other cities because they 
want good diverse dialogue even though there 
might be fewer spaces. They want each other’s 
spaces to succeed, to continue so there can be 
a larger arts dialogue and it isn’t so insular. 
There’s a tendency, since Milwaukee’s a little 
further off the beaten path of the market  than 
some other cities, for the projects to take more 
risks; and artists better known by the market 
come here to do so as well. They can bring new 
work here and test it out on a smaller audience. 

Also, there are not many funding opportunities, 
but artists and spaces are pretty resourceful 
with what they do have. Like Chamber [gallery in 
Riverwest], taking a small spot in their base-
ment and changing it into an interesting exper-
imental space. But the lack of resources does 
wear down the scene. People are really thrifty 
and don’t really think of it on the long term 
end. I mean, can you be sustainably thrifty?

LS: That’s where having more resources for the 
arts [in larger cities] makes it easier to have 
an art community because artists can get grants, 
there are more teaching jobs, etc. Part of 
what’s hard in Milwaukee is there are not that 
many resources for artists. So, being resourceful 
is really a skill, but I think it’s been devel-
oped in part because it had to be. 
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OV: You’re right, there’s not that many resources  
labeled ‘artists’ in the city. But there’s a 
lot of untapped resources in the city that are 
untapped largely because they are not labeled 
explicitly as artist resources. 

Back to the original question, one thing we never 
worried about and were never disappointed by was 
the diversity of the programming and exhibitions 
and types of events. There was never a month 
where we looked at the events and thought, “oh 
my gosh it’s all openings,” or, “it’s all group 
shows.” It’s always been a large variety of  
lectures, performances, readings, screenings, 
and so it’s been really rewarding to see how 
rich the scene is, continues to be, and to be 
able to share that diversity with a larger group 
of people. Something that was core to the way 
that we were presenting these events was that  
we wanted to included a diversity of programing, 
of people, of types of shows. We were really 
thinking about representation, and access, and 
accessibility, and the scene never disappointed. 

LS: Is that where the name Open View came from?

OV: Yes. “Open” in terms of accessibility and 
enabling access to “View,” new perspectives  
and ways of seeing.
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LS: I hope there is a way for Open View as a  
resource to continue in some form, whether it’s 
through you directly or others. And I hope the 
two of you who are leaving [for graduate school] 
come back to add your experiences to the Milwau-
kee community.

-#-
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Interview: Ben Balcom

Open View sat down with Ben Balcom to discuss 
Microlights, a neighborhood cinema in Riverwest 
specializing in contemporary film and video. As 
a filmmaker in his own right, Balcom teaches at 
UW-Milwaukee and is the Technical Director for 
Milwaukee Film. 

Open View: You and Josh Weissbach founded  
Microlights in 2013 out of a Riverwest store-
front. What were your initial motivations in  
beginning the project?

Ben Balcom: I have to give Josh a lot of credit  

MAY 2016
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for being the machine behind its inception.  
We had been collaborators, roommates, and tour 
buddies for a long time. We met in college in 
2004, made some films together, traveled together, 
and ended up overlapping years in grad school.

Josh at the time was involved in some other 
projects, but when his colleagues graduated 
[from the postgraduate Experimental Film program 
at UWM] he turned to me and said “we have to do 
something.” I was on board but didn’t know how 
to see the whole project. Then, by chance, I was 
looking for a new apartment and ended up living 
above the former neighborhood bar, Rick and Don-
na’s. After moving to the upstairs flat, I remem-
ber looking downstairs at the former tavern. I 
saw past the old counter to the perfect rectan-
gular outline of the space and thought, ‘that’s 
a screening room.’ After a lot of convincing, 
the landlord came around and agreed to renovate 
the space which became Microlights.

OV: Who or what influenced the initial structure 
of the microcinema?

BB: I would definitely say Stephanie Barber’s 
Bamboo Theater set a local precedent and encour-
aged me to think that cinema could be a sustain-
able thing [in Riverwest]. To say it was only 
Bamboo would be a little irresponsible because 
Woodland Pattern had been programming film and 
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video work for a while, and Carl Bogner, both 
independently and through the LGBT Film and 
Video Festival, programs a lot.

Beyond what I knew was happening in Milwaukee, 
there’s a pretty significant amount of nation-
wide micro-cinemas and alternative screening 
rooms that I see Microlights as a real part of. 
In Chicago there was the Nightingale and Chicago 
Filmmakers, and while Josh and I were on a na-
tionwide film tour, we discovered a great many of 
the micro-cinemas that I think really represent 
the distribution alternative for independent and 
experimentally-minded filmmakers. Microlights is 
a little node on a much larger network and that 
network is still blossoming.
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OV: Who currently is in charge of Microlights?

BB: I currently work on the project with Jesse 
McLean. Before that I programmed Microlights on 
my own from 2014-2015 and with Josh from 2013-
2014.
 
OV: Eventually the project transitioned from a 
venue to a pop-up model (around 2015). How has 
this model affected the programming structure? 
What are the benefits of using the pop-up model 
in Milwaukee?

BB: The transition was a difficult one emotion-
ally; it was hard to let go of the old space, 
and sometimes I still miss it or wish I had it. 
We are in the same neighborhood but it’s funny 
how a slight shift of venue can make things feel 
so different. There are also very real logistical 
differences. Now we’re a little unincorporated 
institution within a larger institution that has 
its own rules. But the old space became unsus-
tainable and literally impossible for me to keep 
going. There was no funding, it was all out of 
pocket and was just my home. I probably could 
have stopped a year earlier but didn’t want to. 
By the end of the second year I think I had de-
nied how stressful it was and how challenging it 
became financially.

In part, the shift to pop-up has been really 
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wonderful because someplace like Woodland Pat-
tern has great space and an excellent group of 
people. But moving beyond Woodland Pattern with 
spaces like Green Gallery West and INOVA have 
brought opportunities to collaborate and con-
verse with people who Microlights wasn’t engag-
ing with before. There have also been screenings 
as a direct byproduct of an exhibition that’s 
already up at a venue, such as Green Gallery 
West having the Halloween program. Those kind of 
prompts are always really productive as a pro-
grammer, and to treat programing as a contribu-
tion to something someone else is already doing. 

OV: What have you noticed about Milwaukee’s arts 
culture since first arriving back in 2013?

BB: There have been so many projects that pop-up  
in many forms and are more ethereal in nature 
that are not necessarily rooted to a place.  
It’s always been something that excites me about 
Milwaukee. It speaks to the potentiality inher-
ent in the place. It’s a city where you can make 
any number of things happen much more readily. I 
lived here through quite a devastating loss of a 
permanent building [the former Green Gallery West 
building], and it left me wondering, what part 
is necessity? And would everyone be happier if 
their projects were permanently housed somewhere? 
[Milwaukee] seems like a community defined by its 
ability to more fluidly describe what an art proj-
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ect or art space is and that seems great.

It’s a little weird with cinema. Cinema’s not 
really great as pop-up because the control of 
space is the name of the game. That makes it a 
lot different because any space can theoretically 
become a white-walled gallery. The pop-up is 
kind of funny because the space will always be a 
little imperfect until there’s a place you have 
full control over.

OV: How do you see the Black Box paring with the 
White Cube? What are the benefits and drawbacks 
of these kinds of spaces in art and cinema?

BB: There are much more rigid rules that de-
fine a good cinema viewing experience, such as 
the quality of both audio and video projection, 
the sonic quality of the space, and the sight-
line or visibility of seating. A lot of these 
restrictions, for me, come out of working as a 
projectionist at film festivals. I get bombarded 
by people who are really obsessed with the 
mathematical reality of a good vs. bad screen-
ing environment. I work with a guy named James 
Bond, it’s his real name, who’s easily the most 
skilled projection engineer on the face of the 
planet. He’s based out of Chicago and will tell 
you there’s a mathematical way to correctly 
present film, both digital and analog. Microli-
ghts is actually pretty renegade in that.
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There are differences in what each space expects 
the audience to do. I think there are some re-
ally interesting and pertinent questions about 
what we do when we consume media that is differ-
ent in a cinema and in a gallery. There are all 
these rules expected of the audience in cin-
ema where they can’t talk or check their phones 
or move around. You are expected to sit in the 
black box for a specific amount of time and not 
leave until it’s over. The activity of cinema is 
a devotional one where you are giving your dura-
tion to something. Cinema makes a demand of its 
audience, and I like that.

OV: Do you see the need for cinemas becoming  
obsolete?

BB: If the cinema becomes a less relevant kind 
of space, film and video work would cease to be 
screened in a collective way. I think it’s very 
nice that people share in the durations of cin-
ema together. I would be worried if ‘movies,’ 
as an all encompassing term, started to only 
be made for personal computing consumption. We 
would lose out on a really special collective 
viewing experience. The kind of experience where 
time is taken out together and we’re all like, 
“yeah it’s little weird that we’re going to sit 
in the dark quietly together, then in two hours 
we’re going to go to drink beers and chat about 
this strange experience we just had.” I think 
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there’s so much potential for collective and 
shared experiences. For example, when you see a 
performance, it’s different than when you see an 
art object that’s hovering on its own and every-
one sort of swirls around it in their own time. 
Collective time is something really important 
that cinema does.

-#-
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Interview: Reginald Baylor
Reginald Baylor is a 
Milwaukee-born artist  
and painter whose 
bright, geometric  
work is rife with pop- 
culture references and 
depictions of life  
in post-war America.  
Currently he is  
involved with the 
landmark renovations 
of the Finney Library  
building in the Sher- 
man Park neighborhood. 

Open View: You were involved with the Finney  
Library during the Typeface Project in 2013 and 
recently you’ve become involved with the renova-
tions there. How so?

Reginald Baylor: I got connected with the owner 
of the Finney, Matt Bohlman, when he purchased 
the building and the Typeface panels had to come 
down. The building has been vacant but it’s 
structurally immaculate and has been histori-
cally preserved. It’s in a fantastic corner of 
Milwaukee and that’s really the foundation of 

Photo by Kevin Miyazaki.
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it. So it was really a no-brainer looking at the 
options [in moving spaces]; it made total sense. 
I had been in love with the building prior to 
the Typeface project too and would drive by it 
often, having grown up in the city. I am excited.

OV: And there are plans for it to be an arts  
incubator of sorts?

RB: I am not a fan of the “incubator” term, but 
will we be opening small businesses? Yes. We’re 
also looking at including public entertainment 
space, textile, two retail venues, a woodshop 
and a kitchen. The idea is that the building is 
branded as a destination, similar to what hap-
pened in Marshall Building when we had the Plaid 
Tuba space, or during the Pfister or Mandell 
residency. These ideas of programing space are 
something I am comfortable with now and am look-
ing forward to making better and better. I think 
the Finney is going to be extremely special.

OV: What is the significance of doing this work 
in Sherman Park?

RB: If you go back and look at my artwork you’ll 
see I’ve done a lot of paintings of neighbor-
hoods. I think neighborhoods are beautiful shel-
ters for a community. So going back and looking 
at Sherman Park, I see my earlier works. Looking 
at the neighborhood architecturally (architec-
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ture is really the foundation of my aesthetics), 
it’s fantastic. It’s architectural make-up is 
as diverse as its community and the people that 
live there. And I think that’s refreshing -- to 
have such a neighborhood in a city that is so 
segregated. Sherman Park is a relief from that 
weight which makes it an ideal place to be a 
part of.

OV: What has shaped your definitions of art and 
how might your definition differ from others in 
the Milwaukee area?

RB: Everything starts off as a drawing. So right 
there it sort of negates everything after that. 
Alright, you drew a chair and you drew an ab-
stract painting. So you’re like Superman because 
you drew an abstract painting and this guy drew 
a design for a chair? You both had a pencil and 
a piece of paper -- let’s talk about that first. 
Thinking about that first makes [that definition] 
extremely inclusive. Music for example is vast 
because it’s wide open and accessible for people 
to critique. Fine art seems to be tucked away 
in this tight bubble that makes it difficult to 
critique. I think the way to balance it out is 
to throw it all in at once, whether it’s fashion 
or architecture or something else. To wrap cre-
ativity around a culture, not an object. To wrap 
creativity around values, not the thing we make.
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Behind is probably the 
best way to say it.  
The art world is a bit 
behind. I don’t think 
there is anything 
wrong with it. I ap-
plaud what the museums,  
and Basel, or houses 
like Sotheby’s are  
doing. You see some of 
the other stuff people  
buy...  Am I mad at  
[people buying] 
“yachts”? No. I might 
be a little jealous.. 
(laughs) but what I am mad at is if there were 
yachts, but there were no canoes, or jetskis, 
or paddle boats and pontoons and all that other 
stuff. And so to speak that’s what is wrong with 
the art world -- we don’t have enough “boats” on 
the water. And we have to quit saying, “I only 
succeed if I make a yacht.” No -- make canoes. 
Make canoes and be happy that you got someone  
on the water.

OV: What do you think of the art scene in  
Milwaukee? How have you seen it change?

RB: I don’t know if it’s necessarily changed. I 
think there’s always been this sort of insider, 
behind-the-scenes movement in Milwaukee that has 

D
i
r
e
c
t
i
o
n
s
 
T
o
 
a
n
d
 
F
r
o
m
,
 
2
0
1
3
.



37

been very consistent. What I do see as a prob-
lem is that we haven’t been able to reach the 
culture of the city. For some reason whatever 
we are doing in the back room is not resonating 
with our audience enough to support what we want 
to keep doing. And I honestly believe that there 
is such a value to that. If we honestly believe 
that this is valuable, than we should be making 
it more accessible. Most people don’t know where 
“there” [the Milwaukee arts scene] is or that 
there is a “there.” And if there is a “there,” 
they only imagine it as the cultural perception, 
as weird, because they don’t really know what’s 
going on. It’s on the people in the scene to 
convey that image. Which means that everything 
has to change.

The beauty about Milwaukee is that we still 
have the opportunity to change the dialogue and 
communicate that this is also an economy. For 
example, what if we started charging for ex-
perimental shows more often? Our creativity is 
an asset, and it’s such a good asset that it’s 
worth being paid for so that it can be sustained 
and so that it can grow. I find that sustainabil-
ity to be 75% of the equation.

OV: Do you attend many fine art shows in Milwaukee  
community? Why, why not?

RB: Great question. And yes, I do. In fact, Niki 
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Johnson’s Threshold exhibition at the Charles 
Allis was probably one of my favorite shows I 
have seen since I’ve been in Milwaukee. It was 
one of those shows that anyone and everyone 
should have checked out. It was really good: 
very well thought-out, space was utilized prop-
erly. The very fact that the museum allowed it, 
I applaud them for that. And it’s a good exam-
ple for me when you talk about progress. I would 
also rate our progress in terms of the kind of 
people that are committed to Milwaukee. We are 
all the same people that attend these same shows 
(laughs). There is so much talent that is hang-
ing around here and really hustling.

OV: How do you see art functioning as a vehicle 
for economic development and neighborhood  
sustainability?

RB: I think creativity will rebuild blue col-
lar America. I just do. Blue collar America was 
built on craftsmanship, manual labor, and work-
ing with your hands. And the creative community 
loves to make. We take resources, raw materials 
and we make something new and imaginative that 
didn’t exist before. If it’s new, then it can be 
manufactured again, redistributed, and resold.

-#-
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Interview: Debra Brehmer

Debra Brehmer with work by Shane Walsh at Portrait Society.

Debra Brehmer is a writer and art historian who 
runs a contemporary gallery called Portrait  
Society in the Marshall Building of Milwaukee’s 
Third Ward. In 1986 she initiated Art Muscle, a 
bi-monthly art magazine with a circulation of 
20,000, which she ran for 9 years until its sale 
in 1995. The publication is currently being  
digitized for the University of Wisconsin– 
Milwaukee’s Special Collections. 

Open View: Years ago you ran an arts magazine 
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called Art Muscle for nearly a decade. Tell us 
about it. 

Debra Brehmer: We printed 20,000 copies every 
two months which were distributed free in Mil-
waukee and sold nationally through a distribu-
tor. It was the only time Milwaukee ever had a 
publication or a definition of its art community 
that was exported nationally. 

Art Muscle was all hand type-set. It was really 
cumbersome to do but it was a lot of fun to plan 
visually. And it was a different era when people 
were used to reading longer things. Regular fea-
tures included artists opportunities, reviews, 
artist profiles, and a thorough calendar that 
Therese Cantz headed up spanning two months into 
the future. We were constantly striving to ex-
pand the definition of what art is or was in Mil-
waukee. We also had a feature called “The Letter 
Home” where we would invite someone originally 
from Milwaukee or the State who had moved away 
and they would write a letter home about their 
experiences abroad and their distant perspective 
looking back on Milwaukee.

The great thing about Art Muscle was that there 
was this intense level of participation from 
people that were writing for it, and we paid ev-
erybody. Every single person who wrote, who shot 
a photograph, who designed an ad was paid. That 
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was my insistence from the beginning: if this is 
going to be professional, we have to pay people. 
It really helped. We hit the streets and sold 
ads to support our budgets.

OV: What inspired you to begin that publication?

DB: I was in graduate school in Art History at 
UWM at the time and we were in a little seminar. 
It was such a great time to be in UWM -- Michelle 
Grabner and Jerome Schultz were in the class, to 
name a few. Jerome said we should really start 
an art publication because Milwaukee didn’t have 
one. And I was like “OK.” So we got a group of 
people together including my art history profes-
sor and his wife, and started meeting together 
regularly and deciding what the publication was 
going to be. 

One thing we did from the get-go that I feel 
really insured the ongoing success of the maga-
zine was that I went around to art galleries and 
businesses prior to launching the first issue and 
I made them sign a contract that if we started 
an arts publication in Milwaukee, that they 
would be willing to support it with their adver-
tising. So before we even started I had these 
contracts from all these people in the commu-
nity. And when it came to support the launch of 
the first issue selling ads, if organizations 
would try to back out I would remind them:  
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“But you signed this contract with us saying you 
would support this, remember? Will you at least 
buy a $50 ad?” So from the very first issue we 
raised enough money to cover the publications 
release.

OV: What was the shared goal?

DB: There was a little bit of upheaval in the 
beginning. I had a very distinct vision of what 
the publication would be [that it would be  
supported commercially], and others had a very 
different vision. They wanted it to become a non-
profit academic publication that would serve the 
art world, but I wanted to create a publication 
that would serve a broader audience and be sup-
ported by advertising participation. 

So after the first issue, the group that wanted 
the more academic focus left and we carried on. 
What I felt was successful was that we were 
sharing the art world with a broad public, but 
we were not dumbing down the writing; the arti-
cles were full of insight and depth but edited 
to be readable. And readers loved it. We always 
ran out of magazines.

OV: Why did you choose to stop?

DB: I was pretty young. After the magazine took 
off more than I thought it would, I took off grad 
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school but I really wanted to go back and fin-
ish my degree. Around the same time I got mar-
ried and had a baby, my first child. There was a 
juncture for me when I felt I had to commit to 
publishing the art magazine nationally -- up-
ping the ante and providing national coverage. 
And I wasn’t sure that’s what I really wanted to 
do with my life. I knew if I chose to move the 
publication nationally, it would probably be an-
other 5 or 10 years of trying to push it into a 
broader realm. I wanted to do other things with 
my life. I felt good about Art Muscle and what 
it had done. So I sold it. Unfortunately the 
buyer didn’t keep the publication going.

OV: You mentioned the magazine is currently  
being archived for web accessibility. When will 
this be available and what do you hope people 
gather from it?

DB: Yes! UWM was gifted the entire archive of 
Art Muscle. And this spring with the support of 
a patron, they are working to scan and digitize 
the entire archive so it can be searched and 
shared. There’s talk about a possible exhibition 
in tribute to Art Muscle, too. 

I hope the archive helps inform people about 
what happened in Milwaukee’s cultural past. From 
the breadth of topics covered -- exhibitions, 
theatre, performances -- to the depth of skill of 
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the many writers and designers who contributed, 
it’s an incredible historical record of 1986 
through 1996 in Milwaukee. Most of the people 
who were in Milwaukee’s art scene during that 
decade either contributed or were covered in  
the magazine at some point.

OV: Did your experience running Art Muscle  
influence your decision to open the Portrait  
Society Gallery? 

DB: I didn’t think they were related until I 
started thinking about similar they are. At  
Portrait Society, I try to cross a lot of party 
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lines and attract a broad audience. With the 
gallery, I wanted to create a place where mul-
tiple types of people came and found something 
interesting and cross as many lines of age or 
ethnicity as possible. The shared thread was the 
portrait or the theme of human identity. 

Shows at Portrait Society change every two 
months. The magazine came out every two months. 
Each magazine was a new deal and the shows at 
the gallery often look totally different. And 
now much like Art Muscle, the gallery is sup-
ported commercially. I want the city to support 
my effort, just like Art Muscle. If advertisers 
wouldn’t have supported Art Muscle, I thought, 
“What good is it?” It’s about the community. And 
we need people to all say “Yes.” We want this. 
This is really useful. And I feel the same way 
about the gallery. I want to sell art. I want 
people to buy art. And I want artists to get 
paid. Every time I can write a commision check 
to an artist, I am so happy and they’re happy 
too. So philosophically, I’ve never been inter-
ested in the non-profit approach. 

OV: How did Portrait Society Gallery begin?

DB: Around the time of selling Art Muscle, a 
friend of mine, Kat Murrell, contacted me and we 
started an online publication called “Suscepti-
ble to Images.” It was an online art publication 
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that had a few columns and online reviews that 
we started updating with new content weekly. It 
was insane. We soon went to bi-weekly, and then 
monthly. But as time went on I really didn’t 
want to run another arts publication; I wanted 
to run a small gallery. Kat and I had rented an 
office for “Susceptible to Images,” and that of-
fice was where the first show of Portrait Society 
was held. I loved doing those small shows. Kat 
and I decided that at that time there was no way 
to really leverage income for “Susceptible to 
Images” without selling ads or taking it on for-
mally as a business, so we let it go. But I kept 
the room and kept hosting shows under Portrait 
Society Gallery starting in 2007. I felt like 
the portrait was such an unpopular and maligned 
genre (it seemed like there was no worse genre 
in the art world than the portrait at the time). 
And I liked how democratic the portrait was; no 
matter your background or economic status, you 
have pictures of people hanging in your house 
or saved on your phone. Portraits unite us in a 
shared conversation and they requires an in-
timate exchange between two people. And there 
isn’t much scholarship about the portrait out 
there. I looked for every contemporary theory 
book I could find when I was teaching an art  
history class at MIAD, and there were very few 
that addressed it through a philosophical lens.  
To have a share in that conversation with the 
gallery is really exciting.  -#-
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Interview: Sarah Carter

Photo courtesy of the Chipstone Foundation.

Sarah Carter is the Curator and Director of  
Research at The Chipstone Foundation, an organi-
zation dedicated to enhancing the appreciation 
of material American culture by scholars,  
students and the general public. 

Open View: Who develops the Chipstone exhibi-
tions? How are they pieced together?

Sarah Carter: With any Chipstone project I think 
it’s important to realize that they’re very col-
laborative. We work together in a large team, 
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not just of curators. I’m the Chipstone Curator, 
Jon Prown is the Director and the Chief Curator, 
we have a new curatorial fellow, we have amaz-
ing designers like Brent Budsberg and Shana Mc-
Caw, we have an amazing team of people building 
things like Alec Regan and others, so it’s very, 
very collaborative and we are all very involved 
in all parts of the process.

OV: How does your personal background effect the 
development of these exhibitions?

SC: My PHD is in American Studies, so I didn’t 
get a traditional Art History PHD. I’m very 
interested in interdisciplinary research and 
approaching things from multiple perspectives 
while thinking about art objects from an aes-
thetic, historical, and literary poetic per-
spective. I’m interested in thinking about 
objects in as broad of a way as possible. When 
we started thinking about Mrs. M—’s Cabinet, 
we wanted to create a space that would help us 
engage with a number of issues and questions. 
For a number of years, we’ve been thinking hard 
about the history of period rooms and what 
museum spaces can, should, and might be able 
to do. We wanted to create a space that would 
transport visitors out of the museum setting and 
help them feel like they were actually in an-
other sort of wondrous room. Mrs. M—’s gallery 
of 17th-century things is set in a room from the 
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1880s and inspired by my favorite historic house 
in Newport, Rhode Island, the Isaac Bell House, 
which has this amazing cosmopolitan 1880s inte-
rior with inspiration from all over the world.

OV: History often seems to develop holes where 
the stories of women and minorities go undoc-
umented and underrepresented. Do you consider 
Mrs. M—’s Cabinet a way to bring some of these 
historical narratives to light despite the lack 
documentation of some of these figures?

SC: There are always multiple histories. Just 
the concept of history can be very seductive. 
The stories are often told in cause and effect 
and come out nice and neat when in reality there 
have always been people whose stories don’t 
quite fit in those narratives or a stereotype 
that we have of a certain moment. These people 
were often doing things differently and challeng-
ing what was happening.

We wanted to think about historic narrative.  
Mrs. M—’s Cabinet is the story of a late 19th- 
century lady collector who goes to the Centennial  
Exhibition in 1876 and gets ticked off because 
everything represents a version of New England 
that she recognizes as an inaccurate way to de-
pict early America. She then starts collecting  
a whole range of early American things from  
all over the world.
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Photo courtesy of the Chipstone Foundation.

We created this perfect 19th-century interior to 
house 17th-century collections of diverse ob-
jects. But because we’re telling this story of 
Mrs. M— through the perspective of 21st-century 
curators, we’re also very interested in Mrs. 
M—’s status as this lady collector and in some 
ways a proto-feminist figure. Thinking about how 
she was able to time travel with these objects 
captivates us. We are interested in telling a 
truer story about the past through a person who 
did not necessarily exist. She’s not a histori-
cal person, but in some ways she’s more real to 
the stories that we’re trying to tell on early 
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America than if we had picked a random histori-
cal person and decided they would be our vehicle 
for telling the story.

We are also playing with expectations of history  
and fiction in museums and what’s true or what’s 
not true. Throughout the museum, you have a 
whole range of fictions being presented as truths.  
Historical categories that were often invented 
decades and centuries after the artwork they’re 
describing were created, and we are playing with 
that idea as well. There’s a lot going on in 
this space and many different layers of things.

OV: How do you see the public interacting with 
the exhibition?

SC: People have seemed to really enjoy it. One 
thing that’s exciting is that we often have a 
lot of kids and families in here. We see secu-
rity guards and staff hanging out in here. The 
audience can relax and sit on benches which is 
nice and was done purposely. There are a lot of 
things they can touch. They can ring the bell if 
they want Mrs. M— to come down, pull the cord to 
watch the Pepper’s Ghost illusion, or pull out 
these books on the shelf and read them. The goal 
of this space is to get people to stop and look. 
We want people to talk about what’s happening in 
the space.
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More and more objects are coming into the space. 
Next week we are going to have a scrapbook that 
will go along with that chest of drawers on the 
side and each vial in the chest of drawers con-
tains an unusual substance collected by someone 
in the 1870s or ‘80s. The scrapbook we’re  
creating tries to tell the stories of those  
substances.

OV: Do you feel Milwaukee lends itself to this 
kind of experimentation compared to other cities? 

SC: Yes, I think Milwaukee has a fantastic arts 
community. It’s full of many curious people, not 
only artists and makers themselves but also peo-
ple who are really passionate about the arts.  
I think the collaboration between Chipstone and 
the Milwaukee Art Museum (MAM) in particular is 
pretty unusual. We have the opportunity here to 
collaborate with the MAM to create a space that 
is rather experimental within a public museum. 
The MAM gets thousands and thousands of visitors,  
lots of school groups, and has a huge docent 
core sharing this material with the world. I 
think those are things we are extremely fortu-
nate to have here in Milwaukee and that combina-
tion of people allowed this to happen.

It’s also worth mentioning, there is an amazing 
depth of talent here in terms of people being  
able to make stuff. It’s hard to imagine the 
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thousand of hours that went into crafting this 
room. The panels are all hand-carved walnut cab-
inetry. It is not easy to create this. Almost 
every portion of this room, the sound, the  
Pepper’s Ghost Illusion, the decorative wall 
painting, was created in Milwaukee. The fact 
that there are crews of people in this city  
that are able to do this, we are extremely  
fortunate to be able to do something like  
this in our city.

-#-
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Interview: Paul Druecke

 
Photo by Sara Caron. 

Paul Druecke is a Milwaukee-based conceptual 
artist. In 2000, he christened an overlooked  
urban space in Riverwest as Blue Dress Park.  
He received a Mary L. Nohl Fellowship for Estab-
lished Artists in 2010. His work was included in 
the 2014 Whitney Biennial at the Whitney Museum 
of American Art.

Open View: You threw out the first pitch at the 
Brewers game this past Tuesday. What was that 
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like and how did that become a reality?

Paul Druecke: It was surreal in the best possi-
ble ways. The unlikeliness resonates with the 
project Blue Dress Park (BDP), which is at the 
heart of me throwing out the first pitch. In 2000 
I christened a slab of concrete in Riverwest as 
Blue Dress Park. I revisited that gesture in 
2010 and, in conversation with Sara Daleiden and 
our first group of board members, started Friends 
of Blue Dress Park (FoBDP). The Friends provide 
an institutional structure to think about the 
legacy of the christening of the park, and the 
pragmatic and rhetorical impact that it did or 
did not have. FoBDP is now an operating board 
that’s been functioning since 2010, and the 
board members have been evolving over time. I 
think we’ve had 16 different board members. Sara 
Daleiden, our first President, stepped off the 
board in 2013, I stepped off the board in 2015, 
at this point John Riepenhoff is the only indi-
vidual who has been involved since the Friends’ 
inception. The Friends, as a social structure, 
is set up to direct itself into the future.  
Essentially the FoBDP, in thinking about my  
contributions to that project and to the city of 
Milwaukee in general, and thinking of some way 
to honor that, came up with this idea to nominate 
me to throw out the first pitch at a Milwaukee 
Brewers game. The idea of combining conceptual 
art and Major League Baseball is, I think,  
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brilliant. And it’s the current configuration of 
the Friends that came up with that idea. I feel 
very happy that they involved me in their idea.

OV: So you go out, they announce your name, you 
throw out the pitch...

PD: It lasts all total maybe 10 minutes. There 
were 4 people who threw out first pitches (I was 
the first person to throw out the first pitch!). 
There’s a pregame ceremony where they’re ac-
knowledging different facets of the larger commu-
nity. They’re publically presenting a summary of 
what I’ve devoted my time and energy to the last 
20 years. And they’re showing images that I gave 
them on the Jumbotron. Of course it made sense 
that the images would showcase BDP. 

The imprint of [the Park] is very, very slight. 
It really is about the idea. So to have those 
images find their way to the Jumbotron with 
30,000 people looking on was magical, unbeliev-
able -- precisely because of its unlikelihood. 
My contact that evening was Katina Schaw, and 
she was very forthright that this was the first 
time an artist had been recognized. [Artist’s 
note: a recent conversation with Chuck Stebelton 
brought to light that Woodland Pattern arranged 
for a visiting poet to throw out the first pitch 
a couple years back.]
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OV: “Play” seems to be a common theme in your 
practice. What’s so fun about making art?

PD: (Laughs) I appreciate that read. I don’t  
subscribe to outdated stereotypes of artists, but 
the process [of making] is a little torturous 
for me. BDP is a perfect example. I knew that I 
wanted to do something as early as 1999, and for  
at least 12 months I agonized over what I would 
do at this space that I found so intriguing.  
Intriguing because it lacked any identity -- well 
that’s not true, it’s very special -- but it has 
no use, it has no purpose. It exists as poten-
tial. I was grappling with what this could be, 
thinking there’d be a guerilla installation, or 
there’d be some kind of marking in that space.  
I was much younger at the time -- so was Milwau-
kee’s conceptual art community. I didn’t know how 
to import points of reference like Park fiction in 
Hamburg or the work of Temporary Services in Chi-
cago. It took me 12 months to refine that to the 
point of deciding I’m just going to name it, in-
vite people there, and not alter it, because what 
I appreciate about that space is how it is. We 
have a lot of examples now in the realm of social 
practice that are the exact opposite, like some 
art gesture is going to come in and transform and 
make things better. What I wanted was to offer a 
perspective onto this piece of ground and the  
urban landscape. The focus was on that idea and 
not on beautifying it.
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96th Street Aperture, 2014.

OV: A lot of your work concerns or occupies  
public space. What questions did you have when 
you first started making this kind of work, and 
what questions persist?

PD: When I first started I had some more utopian 
notions of the role that art might play. What I 
quickly came to realize was that I also had a 
lot of ego invested in that process. There can 
be a lot of conflicts there. I’m sensitive to su-
perficial notions of community and collaboration, 
if you’re inviting people to participate in a 
public ceremony, but then ultimately what you’re 
trying to do is build your career, you’ve got 
to be forthright with all of those ingredients. 
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Some of the practices that I admire the most 
have a social agenda to them. I think that can 
be done really well. I just realized my personal 
limitations with a utopian model. With something 
like BDP, as opposed to making something better, 
I think it makes the city more interesting. I’m 
also invested in how idiosyncrasy, personality, 
contributes to this larger collective identity. 
It’s a messy process. And the urban landscape is 
such a complex, lovely, frustrating example of 
that kind of collectivity.

Recently, I’m thinking a lot about what I call 
common inheritance, which arose from my interest 
in landmarks and public inscription -- the way 
human presence gets written into the landscape. 
Historic landmarks are one official example; 
another instance that I’m increasingly focused 
on is graffito where people have scrawled their 
names into wet concrete. In a way it seems like 
a juvenile gesture, and yet it speaks to some-
thing very fundamental about humans wanting to 
have something about themselves reflected back 
to them. These inscriptions enter the landscape 
and generation after generation after generation 
inherit them, but our cultural priorities shift, 
demographics shift, the official and unofficial 
landmarks that we erect now will be read very 
differently, will have very different constituen-
cies in 10 years, in 20 years, and certainly  
in 100 years.



60

OV: How does BDP exist today? How does it mani-
fest itself?

PD: I’m delighted to say BDP exists in the exact 
same way that it existed in 2000 when I chris-
tened it. It is an irregularly-shaped patch of 
concrete on the southwest corner of Holton and 
Reservoir. It’s actually part of what I thought 
was the Holton Street bridge, but Matt Cook, 
Milwaukee’s Poet Laureate, gave a monologue for 
an event we did there last year and did some 
research and found out that it is accurately 
referred to as the Holton Street Viaduct. That 
space, which I really encourage everybody to 
visit, offers an amazing view of Milwaukee, it 
overlooks the river and Commerce Street. It’s 
also underwhelming in the most rewarding way.  
As far as I know, it exists exactly as it did 16 
years ago, and I imagine 16 years before that. 
There is a lot of development going on around 
Blue Dress Park, I hope the park resists mind-
less -- or capital driven -- alteration.

OV: What’s next?

PD: There’s a video series, Monumentis Inter-
ruptus. I’m very much at the beginning of this 
project. It’s reinterpreting subject matter that 
I’ve been thinking about and working with for 
close to ten years. I’m translating the afore-
mentioned public inscription using time-based 



61

media, which I think is an obvious next step 
given the content, the relationship to time it-
self. Shifting to time-based media is opening 
up a lot of research paths. I’m thinking about 
landmarks through a theatrical perspective, a 
history of theatrical entrances and exits. I 
want to absorb some of that information, and 
theory, and bring it to onsite shoots that use 
this notion of arrival and departure to frame 
what is perennially present in the landscape. 
I’ve been working on these videos for about a 
year. I had the opportunity to screen the first 
iteration at Temporary Resurfacing. We projected 
Monumentis into the open air. There was no back-
drop so there was no image. The video imagery  
is densely layered along with the soundtrack,  
so people heard the soundtrack and essentially 
had to step into the projection in order to see 
the visual content. To complete the loop for  
a moment.

-#-
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In Memory of Art Elkon

Self-portrait, provided by Debra Brehmer

Art Elkon, a stalwart staple and relentless  
photo-documentarian of the Milwaukee art scene, 
passed away on August 17, 2015. In honor of Art, 
we asked members of the community to share their 
thoughts and memories. Thank you to Debra 
Brehmer, Lisa Sutcliffe, Demitra Copoulos, and 
Skully Gustafson for their contributions.

Open View: How would you describe Art?

Demitra Copoulos: Art’s essence was his smile, 
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his camera, and his love for life. To be around 
him was to feel his joy and gentle demeanor. He 
was always quick to acknowledge your presence in 
the gallery, and through his smile, he radiated 
appreciation for sharing that moment with every-
one present.

Lisa Sutcliffe: I came to know Art through the 
Milwaukee Art Museum Photography Council when I 
moved to the city two-and-a-half years ago. Art 
was kind and courteous to me from the moment I 
met him and his friendly manner made me feel 
welcome. He had an infectious enthusiasm, a warm 
spirit, and the special ability to make you feel 
like you were in on a private joke with him.  
I will remember the twinkle in his eye as he 
circled events photographing the scene.

OV: What impact did Art leave on the community?

Debra Brehmer: Art breezed into events and 
lightly touched his shutter, taking thousands 
of images in an evening. He would then get up 
before work the next morning, edit, and post 
the file to Facebook. There were mornings that I 
would sit in bed with my computer, waiting for 
the file to appear, so I could glimpse what actu-
ally went on at the gallery. When I am in the 
middle of an event or opening, I’m too preoc-
cupied to take in much. Art was the all-seeing 
eye. His work always helped remind me that what 
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I was doing with my life (increasingly enslaved 
to running a commercial gallery) really  
was worth it. Art’s images, I believed, were 
sometimes taken intentionally to encourage me: 
“Look, see how many of these people are enjoying 
themselves and truly looking at the art, talking 
about it. This is meaningful. Keep going.”

Skully Gustafson: [Art’s] photos will be great 
historical documents for the future. His pres-
ence made being at an art show feel more perfor-
mative because of the camera.

LS: Art was an important part of the cultural 
community in Milwaukee and his presence will be 
sorely missed. We are lucky to have the legacy he 
left through extensive documentation of all of 
the art and music events he attended (which was 
all of them). He didn’t only make the pictures 
for himself, but to share with the community.

OV: What was your favorite memory with Art?

SG: Art liked to photograph people in their  
natural state, and me being a fan of modeling, 
we always played this game where I would notice 
he was aiming the camera to take a photo of me 
and then he would put his camera down and not 
shoot me because I was too aware of the photo. 
Over the years, we found a delicate balance of 
nonchalance with photographer and subject. 
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DB: Art didn’t just document the art scene, he 
was a part of it. His work supported the eco-
system of visual arts and music. He was almost 
predetermined to not be able to say a critical 
or negative thing about anything he saw. “How 
was the show at INOVA, Art?” “Great. Fantastic. 
Really interesting.” The reply was always the 
same. The only thing he was critical about was 
pizza. For his birthday, which was celebrated in 
a hospital bed when he was very ill and weak, 
he and his sister Barbara got in a spat about 
whether Zaffiro’s pizza (his favorite) could sur-
vive the 6 minute car ride from the restaurant 
to St. Mary’s. Art insisted that it could not, 
that it must be eaten at the table, immediately 
out of the oven. He wouldn’t have been able to 
digest pizza that night anyway, but his princi-
ples held.

DC: The memory I have of Art is not of one par-
ticular image but a culmination of memories. I 
will always remember his soft welcomes with a 
hug and a smile. As we spoke, he always had one 
eye on our conversation and the other roaming 
the space for the next moment of inspiration. 
Observing that enthusiasm only enriched my own. 
His presence will be missed.

-#-
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Interview: Stephanie Gage

Gage with her risograph printer at After School Special.

Stephanie Gage runs Martian Press, a risograph- 
printing service in Riverwest, Milwaukee. She is 
also 1/8 of the semi-nomadic artists collective 
After School Special whose most recent endeavours 
include projects like the Grilled Cheese Grant. 
She is a recent graduate of the Milwaukee  
Institute of Art & Design.

Open View: What motivated you to start Martian 
Press?

MAR 2016
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Stephanie Gage: In my senior year at MIAD when I 
was starting thesis work, I had been interested 
in risograph prints, so I knew it was something 
I wanted to try and do. I remember getting frus-
trated trying to figure out somewhere I could get 
my thesis zines printed in Milwaukee because 
there weren’t any risograph printing options. 
I think that was the major motivator for me to 
start my own press. I also think it made sense 
with my practice. My work toes the line between 
printmaking, fine art, and graphic design, and 
I think risograph caters really well to both 
graphic design and fine art.

OV: What is the process of risograph printing? 
What makes it unique as a technique?

SG: It’s an older technology; it comes from  
Japan. My machine is about 20 years old. The 
process is a lot like screenprinting but digi-
tized, made on this big xerox-like machine.  
Colors are switched out and you can print one 
color at a time in layers, so very similar to 
screen printing. The ink that’s used is liquid  
and it’s soy-based so there are these really 
bright colors that wouldn’t otherwise be achiev-
able. You can get really precise images which  
is sometimes hard to do with screenprinting.

OV: Why is risograph a hot medium again --  
or maybe for the first time?
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SG: Risograph’s heyday was in the 90s because  
it was a very cost-effective way to print color. 
But since the rise of laserjet printers, they’ve 
faded out of office spaces. Now they’re being re-
discovered and translated through this art lens, 
which is really interesting. It just took seeing 
their value for something other than a utilitar-
ian machine and seeing them used as an actual 
tool for art making.

OV: What’s the story behind the name?

SG: I see Mars and the “Mission to Mars” that 
we haven’t yet done as a new frontier, and so I 
thought the same thing about bringing risograph 
to Milwaukee. I also just really like space 
stuff.

-#-
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Interview: Neil Gasparka

 
Photograph by Wes Tank.

Neil Gasparka is a Preparator at the Milwaukee 
Art Museum and freelance curator of independent 
projects including the in-depth research and 
programming of modernist painter Lucia Stern.

Open View: What’s your current relationship with 
the arts?

Neil Gasparka: Well we are sitting at the [Mil-
waukee] Art Museum, so this is my day job. I’m 
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here 5 days a week, and 7 days a week I’m going 
to events after hours, trying to go out and see 
a lot of what happens in town. I’m currently 
working on a curatorial project focussed on Lu-
cia Stern and there has been some exciting news 
around that project. The Milwaukee Art Museum 
and the Wisconsin Art Museum in West Bend are 
both interested in hosting shows. My partner 
Elisabeth [Albeck] and I are going out to Los 
Angeles this fall to look through some collec-
tions and documents out west.

OV: When you first arrived in Milwaukee, what was 
your impression of the arts community here and 
how did you first attempt to engage with it?

NG: I was pretty blown away. I arrived in 2007 
from Green Bay, and in that city, arts events 
were hard to find. We had arts magazines at the 
college I went to, and I remember actually find-
ing the first Milwaukee International Art Fair 
when reading ARTnews and thought, “wow, that’s 
in Milwaukee, I can go!” That was the first time 
I came to Milwaukee, and I totally loved it. As 
a student reading many international arts pub-
lications, I understood what art fairs were and 
how influential they were becoming. Even though 
Milwaukee International was almost a parody of 
an art fair, it met all my expectations. It 
seemed natural and made sense. It didn’t seem  
to have that other layer of irony. 
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Then when I moved here, I met Jena Lee who took 
me to everything, which was really something 
else. Once I began school, there was a lot of 
programing through UWM and information on what 
was happening outside of the university. Then 
I met Nicholas Frank who one day came up to me 
and asked, “who are you? You’re at all these 
things.” He found out I was in the art history 
department and got me a job at INOVA. Through 
working there, I met just about everyone else  
in the scene. 

OV: Can you describe the artist basketball 
league and how you first became involved with it?

NG: It started with Scott and Tyson Reeder who 
had studios in a building right behind 7th Floor 
Studios. There’s this little court on Bay Street 
where the Reeders and people who were helping 
them in their studio would go and shoot hoops 
at on their breaks. I don’t remember the exact 
way I was pulled into it, but it was great. We 
started playing every year. We would wait until  
summer came and play two times a week. I’ve been 
playing about 9 years now. What helped push  
the games along in the beginning was Scott’s 
addictive personality. He really came to roost 
in playing basketball and would get so excited 
about it. I think that’s what launched it off the 
ground: he made it feel like the circus coming 
to town. It was a big deal.
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OV: What became of this basketball league?

NG: At that time, we mostly only knew artists. 
We started pitching it to everyone we knew. We 
weren’t trying to be exclusive. A lot of the 
time we picked up people who were already there, 
as most people tend to do for basketball. At one 
point Brad Fischer got involved, and really, 
he and I were the only ones on the team who 
had any experience with a coach in any way. My 
experience was certainly very minimal. Even if 
you strung all the time together through grade 
school and high school, I don’t think you would 
get the minutes of a full game. I think one of 
the amazing things is that these players, over 
the course of many years, learned how to play; 
they figured it out.

OV: What kinds of people did you meet while 
playing the game?

NG: Thats one of the cool things about basket-
ball. The people I don’t know through other 
circles, it’s still hard to imagine the rest of 
their lives outside of basketball, and I play 
with these people on a regular basis, multiple 
times week. You don’t even need to talk. It’s 
like a different way of communicating, of building 
camaraderie. You can spend hours playing game 
after game. You can spend that time with some-
body and it wouldn’t matter if you spoke English 
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or Spanish or any language at all. 

OV: Did your relationship with the players 
change the way you thought about the art scene 
in Milwaukee?

NG: Yes, it made the scene way more comfortable  
and less intimidating. It was great to have 
friends who had something in common apart from 
this creative vocation. It was a great place to 
let your guard down. 

OV: Do you see a danger in over art-ifying 
projects or experiences?

NG: Maybe, it certainly never happened with bas-
ketball. That might be one of the reasons it 
was successful. Early on there were discussions 
about that, people making jerseys and things. 
There’s definitely a danger in the game loosing 
its utility, its spirit. When you put that lens 
on it, there’s the potential of sucking the life 
out of it and slogging through time with the  
expectation of finding something more grand than 
it’s capable of giving. When really, some things 
are just good in and of themselves.

OV: What are the key elements you have seen 
change in Milwaukee’s arts since you have been 
here and what has stayed the same? What do you 
think will remain the same for future years?
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NG: One of the biggest changes I’ve seen is less 
individualism and more respect for other people’s  
contributions, and not over a short span but 
over the long view. I think people are more 
interested in what has happened here histor-
ically. I started getting the sense that the 
Reeders’ generation was coming out of that right 
when I got here. Maybe that was a long time in 
the works, but that was a real shift from “well 
this is Milwaukee, nothing’s ever happened here, 
let’s make something happen,” to this real ven-
eration for things that have happened in the 
past and a wanting to continue to be part of 
that narrative. That trend has really become  
entrenched since I’ve been here, and is at least 
partially indebted to long-standing institutions 
like INOVA, even though it’s now closed and 
almost erased, and there’s Green Gallery. Then 
you’ve got these artists who have continued to 
practice here over several generations and are 
enveloped and accepted by people who are getting 
out of school and who are fresh to the city. I 
think that’s become a stronger part of the scene 
and I think it’s been the largest shift as well.

-#-
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Interview: Xav Leplae

Riverwest Radio and Riverwest Film and Video.  

Courtesy of Naomi Shersty.

Xav Leplae is an artist, filmmaker, and activist 
who has operated out of Milwaukee’s Riverwest 
neighborhood since 1991. His longest running 
operation, Riverwest Film and Video, has facil-
itated the space for his most recent project to 
gain momentum: Riverwest Radio.

Open View: What first inspired you to start  
Riverwest Radio?

Xav Leplae: I started out in film as an artist 
and got involved almost immediately with an  
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organization in New York called Paper Tiger TV. 
I also got involved with Public Access TV in 
Milwaukee. Those things set me on a path of com-
munity media and creating platforms for people 
to express themselves and be able to get their 
hands on broadcasting tools.

I do see it [Community Media] as one of the best 
forms of activism, because politically, almost 
all social problems stem from misunderstanding. 
So many problems in the world are about commu-
nication and people being able to talk to each 
other. I’ve definitely done my share of protest-
ing in the streets and that kind of political 
activism, but especially after the [2011] pro-
tests in Madison, I’ve really felt the need to 
create lines of dialogue.

Riverwest Radio sprung from that [protest] and 
the Occupy Movement which came along the fol-
lowing year. The sense that our media landscape 
is becoming this kind of monoculture, is really 
the equivalent of a food co-op vs. large grocery 
store chains or a small family farm vs. a factory 
farm. I see Riverwest Radio going along those 
same lines. Because our media is such a monocul-
tural environment, I think we need something that 
is really grass-roots and homegrown. I feel like 
art is very much about the self, and activism is 
more about the people. This format is a good way 
for me to operate between those two tendencies.
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OV: The project has been running for almost four 
years. What has been the most apparent change in 
its structure and vision since it started?

XL: Switching to FM has been a big game changer 
for us. Up until then, it was becoming a little 
questionable as to why we would continue doing 
this. It kind of gives us street cred, or some-
thing like that.

In terms of content, not much has changed. Shows 
have tightened up a bit. I need to make sure ev-
erything is running on time, like clock work. 
But what happens within those perimeters is not 
so different. People seem to be taking more pride 
in their shows. Many have been doing more work 
with publishing and making sure their work gets 
seen. It’s about more than just making something 
and leaving. They’re creating it, publishing it, 
promoting it and making it something people will 
be sure to check out.

OV: What kind of effect have you seen the radio 
station have on the community?

XL: It’s hard to tell sometimes. We have seen a 
very positive response from the community. It 
seems like the public is supportive of what we 
are doing. But sometimes it’s hard to tell what 
kind of effect you are having on people.
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I do see that these shows really matter a lot to 
the people who are able to participate in them. 
We run about 50 shows a week, and these shows, 
to many of the participants, are a pretty im-
portant part of their lives. For some people, 
it’s one of the only things they are actively 
involved in, besides their job. It allows the 
community a creative outlet. It’s gratifying 
to know that it makes a difference in people’s 
lives, in many different ways.

OV: Why do you find Riverwest the best location 
for these projects?

XL: If someone were to say ‘start all over 
again,’ and I didn’t know Milwaukee well, you 
could probably pick a few other locations that 
might be just as good, but this is a pretty 
ideal spot. We are really in the heart of the 
neighborhood, right next to Fuel Cafe, which is 
a converging point for many people. Since we 
depend so much on foot traffic as a storefront 
radio station and not just a radio station em-
bedded in a building, it is nice to be in close 
proximity to so many things.

In my opinion, Riverwest also happens to be the 
most creative neighborhood. This is an area 
where many people with different ethnic back-
grounds all live. I am sure there are other 
places that are similar, but this also happens 
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to be a very community-conscious neighborhood. 
The Riverwest 24, the Riverwest Co-op, the  
Public House, and People’s Books are all great 
examples of organizations that are about commu-
nity. So we have that going for us. We have kind 
of a political alliance that’s happening in this 
area that is very much about connecting people.

OV: How can artists get involved with Riverwest 
Radio?

XL: I would like to encourage people to get  
involved. We are primarily talk radio. 80 percent 
talk is what we are aiming for. But we also  
really want radio art. So we would like to  
encourage projects that experiment with radio  
as an art form.

-#-
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Interview: Polly Morris

Work from 2014 Nohl Fellow Emily Belknap: Cornfield, 2015.

In November 2015, Open View sat down with Polly 
Morris, who in her capacity as executive direc-
tor of the Bradley Family Foundation administers 
the Greater Milwaukee Foundation’s Mary L. Nohl 
Fund Fellowships for Individual Artists program. 

Open View: What were some goals of the Nohl Fund 
when it was first developed 2003?

Polly Morris: We first put this together back  
in the period after Mary Nohl died in 2001. At 
that time, one of my main concerns was that art-
ists seemed to be leaving Milwaukee in droves. 
Another concern that first became apparent to  
me when I was working in the dance field was 
choreographers who don’t have their own compa-
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nies have the same problems as the visual arts, 
in that they can’t get money as individuals. 
This problem was particularly bad in Milwaukee. 
Milwaukee is a place where most philanthropic 
dollars are going towards institutions. And even 
back in 2003, it was clear to me that the struc-
ture of a 501c3 is a huge burden to impose and 
it certainly did not fit the model for individual 
artists.

OV: You co-founded Danceworks after moving to 
Milwaukee, how did this experience influence your 
vision of the Nohl Fund?

PM: I was particularly interested, as someone 
who wasn’t from Milwaukee, in building as many 
bridges as possible with the outside world. 
Visual artists and choreographers have similar 
needs in terms of space and touring their work. 
One of the things I borrowed from the dance field 
for the Nohl Program was the Suitcase Fund --  
a way to support Milwaukee artists as they took 
their work out into the world. I think that part 
has been extraordinarily successful. Over 250 
artists have received Suitcase funding over the 
years, and they’ve traveled all over the world. 
Because the Suitcase uses a different selection 
model than the fellowship (fellows are chosen by 
a panel of jurors; Suitcase awardees are chosen 
by whatever institution has extended an invita-
tion to show or screen, and as long as artists 
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have a legitimate opportunity and we have funds 
left, we give them the money) we have been able 
to fund a very diverse group of artists.

OV: What are some of the connections you have 
witnessed develop?

PM: I’ve always been interested in seeing how 
the jury connects with artists who don’t nec-
essarily win the fellowship. Anne Kingsbury 
was chosen as a fellow this year after apply-
ing on and off for years. Several years ago in 
2008, there was a juror, Laurel Reuter,  who was 
really interested in Anne’s work after seeing 
it during the jurying, so we arranged a studio 
visit and she went on to offer Anne a show at the 
North Dakota Museum of Art. That became a long 
relationship independent of the Nohl but now it 
has come back full circle, because Reuter wrote 
the essay about Anne for the 2014 Nohl Exhibition  
catalog. I love to see things like that happen. 
It’s not just about the exposure, it really is 
about the connections.

OV: This year is the first time the funding 
structure has been altered. What is the reasoning 
behind this change?

PM: Well, there are a few things that made us 
change it. One of them was that when we started 
this back in 2003, $15K was a lot of money for 
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a program like this and $5K was a nice amount 
for emerging artists. For a long time, it seemed 
that artists preferred that more people receive 
the Fellowship than that we increase the size of 
the award. But we have done a lot of research 
about the dollar amount for regional fellowships 
like this one and found that we were falling  
behind. We decided that it would be best to hand 
out fewer fellowships but increase the size of 
the awards. We are curious to see what kind of 
effect that has.

OV: The exhibition element of the Nohl seems to 
be a great yearly snapshot of Milwaukee artists.

PM: Yeah I’ve always seen the exhibition as a 
sort of outreach, not just to the artist commu-
nity, but to the larger community -- an oppor- 
tunity to see the work of local practicing  
contemporary artists. I don’t think Milwaukee 
has enough of these opportunities. Even some  
of the smaller project venues who try and show  
local tend to have exhibitions that can be 
ephemeral and hard to get to. Rarely are they  
at the scale of what artists can achieve for  
the Nohl exhibition.

-#-
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Interview: Tia Richardson
Tia Richardson is a 
full-time community 
artist who provides 
visual arts program-
ming in a community- 
building framework 
for young people and 
adults. Since 2007, 
her primary focus is 
as an artist-in-res-
idence for schools, 

churches, community organizations and non-profits. 
She facilitates community-led murals and  
bookmaking residencies. 

Open View: Can you tell us a bit about the  
projects you’re currently working on?

Tia Richardson: I currently have four projects 
underway, all of them murals. One project is a 
series of four murals each depicting a ‘Multi-
cultural Tree of Life’ through four seasons, for 
Milwaukee Public Schools central offices. Each 
season depicts children of different cultural 
backgrounds wrapping the tree with culturally 
symbolic fabric. A Native American person sits 
at the tree base knitting the fabric the chil-
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dren weave. I worked with K4-4th graders at Elm 
Creative Arts this summer to do leaves, snow-
flakes, flowers, and help paint the foundation of 
this mural. It will be installed near the start 
of the school. I feel especially excited about  
a large-scale community mural on the northeast  
wall of El Rey foods in my neighborhood. I 
worked with residents of Clarke Square, Mitchell  
Street and Muskego Way to share with each other 
what they value and celebrate about living 
there. What changes do they want to see happen? 
Communication, beauty, and connection emerged  
as the main theme. I began this project in col-
laboration with Jeanette Martin, who I had the 
pleasure of working with on a prior community 
mural. This past Sunday was our last community 
paint day and there was good turnout, we got  
almost the whole wall colored. In September I 
will be painting a mural for the Black Cat Alley 
MKE project on the east side.

OV: How many murals/residencies/public projects 
have you participated in in Milwaukee so far? 
What kind of work do you create and where can 
people find it?

TR: Since 2007, when I began doing murals, I 
must be near 40 residencies. Of those, I haven’t  
counted -- at least 25 murals. Stylistically they 
represent a long arc of my learning journey.  
Last year I collaborated on a project led by 
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Concrete Dreamers for The Spot for MKE -- a 
large-scale mural on an asphalt parking lot 
called ‘The Flower of Life’. You can find it on 
5th and Wisconsin, though its not clear how long 
it will exist there. Per contractual agreement  
it is a temporary installation, and the city may 
remove it at any time. My specialty is community  
involvement, working with groups in ways that 
build relationships or deepen awareness -- self 
awareness, social awareness, artistic expression,  
any level of awareness. The goal of the Flower 
of Life mural was to activate that public space 
with participation, and so I welcomed people  
passing by to join in and help paint large 
shapes of solid color. The mural on El Rey 
currently underway involved a series of three 
2-hour creative visioning workshops for neigh-
borhood residents. The groups were small enough 
that I could use a story-circle format where each 
person could respond to questions by sharing a 
real life story or feeling. One of the questions 
I used was “When was a time someone in your com-
munity did something that touched your heart?” 
In this way people learned more about each other 
and could find some appreciation in that while 
building towards something beautiful and enduring.

OV: What draws you to creating work in public 
and with communities?
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TR: It is a challenge to work with a group of 
people who may not know each other well, for 
the purpose of building in ways we can get to 
know or at least appreciate something about each 
other. That makes the final product represent the 
energy we say we want it to in a way that feels 
authentic to me. Using our hands and hearts to 
build something together bypasses alot of judge-
ments all of us have and challenges me as a  
facilitator to mine for my own strengths and  
weaknesses, as well as those present in the group. 
For the group, or sometimes just on an individual  
level, whenever I can encourage strengths to 
come out, or allow a space for people to share 
their story without judgement, the result is 
better harmony, and the experience is richer  
and more meaningful for everyone. I enjoy this 
challenge, it makes me a better human being.  
I enjoy the challenge artistically as well.  
It gives my work a purpose that I find meaning in.

OV: What is the U.S. Department of Arts and  
Culture and how are you involved?

TR: It’s a non-federally recognized grassroots 
movement interested in utilizing creativity  
and social imagination to shape a culture of  
equity, empathy and belonging. What drew me to 
them was how utterly central they view the work 
of artists for community development, education, 
healthcare, protection of our commonwealth, and 
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other democratic public purposes (as outlined in 
their Statement of Values). Here on their website 
was the first place I found an affirmation that 
“artists’ skills of observation, improvisation, 
innovation, resourcefulness, and creativity  
enhance all human activity.” They take this idea 
a step further using a principle I believe in 
greatly - that is the power of creative visu-
alization to create what it is we want by way 
of an experiential moment in time, not just an 
idea. If you look around most of us are better 
at picturing what we don’t want, what we don’t 
like, because our brains are wired that way.  
The data supports this. So the work of artists 
of any discipline to help a person physically 
express a feeling or idea through movement, 
visual art, etc helps us move closer to creat-
ing the material energy required to call forth 
experiences we DO want. The energy of creating 
together in a room is real and uplifting.  
The USDAC supports this in many ways. 

One way is called an “Imagining,” a capstone 
project their Cultural Agents enact following  
a six month learning commitment. Last year I  
applied and was one of 17 accepted from 100  
applicants nationwide to be a Cultural Agent. I 
held my Imagining last month. Given my focus on 
the intersection of artists and other sectors -- 
non-profit, gov’t, private, education -- I gave 
mine the title of Imagine: Cross-Sector Creative 
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Participants at the Imagining.

Collaboration. What does collaboration look  
like and feel like? The turnout was perfect. I  
invited former clients and colleagues, artists, 
community members, teachers and public servants. 
A Senator I invited came. There were executives 
from non-profits that partner with artists to 
do specific programs for youth or incarcerated 
women; teachers in restorative justice; cre-
ative entrepreneurs, artists and clergy. The 
question our main activity focused on was: Imag-
ine yourself walking down a familiar street in 
Milwaukee. What do you see, hear, touch, feel 
- notice, that tells you artistic expression 
and culture are fully integrated into our daily 
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interactions? We used simple materials -- mark-
ers, post-it notes, construction paper -- to 
physically alter black and white photos of real 
Milwaukee businesses, homes and public spaces.  
Reflections from everyone at the end were all 
positive. For us to take 3 hours out of our busy 
schedules on a nice Saturday told me our hearts 
are in the right place, there is momentum and 
energy in this city for creative cooperation, 
which ultimately helps us heal.

OV: What are you thinking about, reading,  
pulling inspiration from?

TR: I started reading Arlene Goldbard’s The 
Culture of Possibility: Art, Artists and the 
Future. Watching any of her short videos here 
illustrates the central role artists have his-
torically played in partnering with community  
development in America and abroad, and I learned 
that there is a historical precedent in the  
30’s and 70’s where federal monies played a  
major role in funding community art initiatives 
around the US. To me it’s important artists are 
recognized not just as object-makers, which we 
do well and need to continue, but as thinkers, 
weavers of social connectivity by giving dimen-
sion and breadth to the fabric that is our  
feelings and ideas, and shaping how we share 
them and experience them with each other. 
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OV: Where do you see community art and creative 
collaboration headed in the next few years?

TR: Taking the above a step further, the artist 
aligned with community has seen a decline over 
the last few decades in major educational insti-
tutions. The University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 
began its first Community Art degree program two 
years ago. Artists working in lockstep with  
community has a bright future, as well as any 
businesses, collectives, and organizations that 
are taking a more collaborative approach with 
each other; because people everywhere are waking 
up to what is essential, and that is that  
we need each other.  

-#-
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Interview: Kantara Souffrant

A still from Think.Love.Haiti., 2013 (Ghetto Biennale,  

Port-Au-Prince).

Kantara Souffrant is a recent Milwaukee trans-
plant and an artist who works in installation 
and performance. She is currently the Manager 
of School & Teacher Programs at the Milwaukee 
Art Museum and is a PhD Candidate in Performance 
Studies at Northwestern University. Her research 
looks at feminist and queer art in the Haitian 
diaspora after the earthquake of 2010. 

Open View: What brought you to Milwaukee?

DEC 2015
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Kantara Souffrant: I first learned about the Mil-
waukee Art Museum about 10 years ago when I was 
doing research on Haitian art and artists like 
Hector Hyppolite and [Philomé] Obin. Through a 
series of wonderful events, I learned about a 
job opening. I hosted a symposium called Beyond 
Coasts: Haiti in the Midwest, and the whole idea 
was to make it a space for scholars, art makers, 
and community members to come together and begin 
archiving the history of the Haitian diaspora in 
the Midwest. We invited the Museum to partici-
pate. On the drive up to Milwaukee [to meet with 
the Museum], I remember thinking, “I need a job, 
universe!” Something that feels like it’s sup-
porting the work that I’m interested in. I get 
to the Museum and I see these moms with their 
babies in Windhover Hall and I think, “what kind 
of place am I in? This doesn’t happen in museums. 
I could work here.” After the meeting they said, 
“we’re actually hiring for our Manager of School 
& Teacher Programs, we’d love it to be someone 
who knows about Haitian art.” And that was that.

OV: What role do you see the Museum playing as 
an institution in the local arts community?

KS: My dream is that the Museum can be a place 
where all people feel like it belongs to them 
and that they have a right to be there. I did 
not grow up going to museums. My parents are 
Haitian immigrants. I think I went for the first 
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time in maybe 4th grade for a school field trip. 
It always seemed like something beyond our class 
and means. The moment I saw Hyppolite’s work in 
the gallery, I felt like something in me had 
changed. I felt like, “oh, I belong here.” It 
was an access point. So for me, making sure that 
poor people of color, people who consider that 
space to be beyond them, feel like they deserve 
to be there and actually see their culture  
reflected back to them. That’s my dream: the  
Museum as a low-stakes classroom.

OV: What are you working on at the moment?

KS: I’m working on my dissertation [at North-
western University], but the project I’m most 
excited about is this amalgamated performance 
community workshop/visual art series that I’m 
curating through Links Hall in Chicago called “I 
Shout to Keep My Devils at Bay: The Spiritual 
and/of/in the Profane.” It investigates joy in 
art in the works of communities that are tar-
geted: low-income, black and brown, bodies in 
crisis. Art is not only a way for us to come  
together and heal and connect and reveal, but 
it’s also the thing that’s been sustaining us 
since we’ve arrived in the New World.

OV: You make work in Milwaukee and Chicago. What 
are the benefits of working in two places at once?
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KS: The benefit of being in Chicago and Milwaukee 
and doing work in both of these space is that  
I feel like I get to increase my network of  
amazing art organizers and people who are really 
committed to taking action to make this world a 
better and just place for all people. Bringing 
all of these wonderful folks to the table to-
gether is something I’m interested in. It’s also 
a profound opportunity to learn about how these 
cities have divergent and convergent histories. 
During my first two weeks in Milwaukee, I learned 
about how the city had just had it’s 100th homi-
cide. That person was a black person, a brown 
body. In that moment I thought, “oh, ok, I’m 
understanding Milwaukee more.” I also realized 
I wasn’t surprised by this because I’ve been 
living in Chicago and realizing the parallels in 
terms of socioeconomic status and what bodies 
are really the most vulnerable. I get to see  
the different tactics at play in these cities.

OV: What has surprised you about Milwaukee?

KS: Chicago is a place with amazing jazz and 
blues, but I never got to take advantage of it. 
Since moving to Milwaukee, I’ve gotten to expe-
rience so much live music, and a lot of it has 
been really good. It might just be because of my 
neighbors, it might also be tied to the quality  
of life. If the music scene is a reflection of 
the greater art scene, then it’s been very  
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generous. I see my neighbors perform bluegrass, 
country, and hip hop, and it’s not ironic! 
There’s an actual sort of cultural understanding 
of what they’re doing. That’s what I would say 
has surprised me: how generous and open it is.

-#-
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A Year in Review
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Opening  
Receptions

Lectures

Festivals

Screenings

PerformancesReading/
Publication Release

19.3%

12.9%

9.7%
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TOTAL EVENTS FEATURED: 
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________



100

Group Shows

Other, Mixed,
or N/A

Women

Men

Solo Shows

54.5%

45.5%

27.4%

26.6%

46%



101

Forecasts for Milwaukee

WRITER, OWNER OF THE PORTRAIT SOCIETY GALLERY

A healthy future art scene will be increasingly  
diverse and will continue to chip away at the 
existing hierarchies established during the 
modern era. Expanding the art world will also 
include expanding audiences. Gender, age, eth-
nicity, economic conditions, education have all 
been used as divisional means. Our midwestern 
art world needs to expand, otherwise it will  
become stagnant and dull.
________

ARTIST, CO-ORGANIZER OF TEMPORARY RESURFACING

I’ve noticed that local businesses are starting  
to appreciate the valuable natural resources 
Milwaukee has in its artists and visionaries.

Utopia would be if each business and individual 
had a fiscal budget to support and fund proj-
ects and artists alike on an annual basis. What 
a wonderful world it could be.
________
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ARTIST, FORMER DIRECTOR OF FRANK JUAREZ GALLERY

The landscape of the Milwaukee Art Scene is  
constantly changing and evolving. These changes 
have been good and not so good. Places that have 
been a staple in the art community have closed 
their doors due to internal or external factors. 
Regardless of the outcome, there continues to be 
a strong need to provide artists a voice in the 
community.
 
I think we all do what we can to make Milwaukee 
a better place to experience art, to live with 
art, and to talk about art.  Even though there 
are a number of galleries that are no longer 
in operation, there are artists who are making 
things happen by starting up their own exhibi-
tion spaces, doing outreach arts programming 
with the community, crowdsourcing for personal  
art projects, and using social media to make 
professional connections. There are even artists 
who are becoming project managers to bring big 
art events into the city for all to enjoy. Each 
exhibition space in Milwaukee provides something 
unique, which should be acknowledged. I believe 
all successes should be celebrated whether big 
or small. The one concern that I have is how 
many are in it for the long haul.
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ARTIST, MEMBER OF AFTER SCHOOL SPECIAL

Whether people are sipping wine next to an  
established Milwaukee artist’s painting or shot-
gunning a High Life next to a weird installation 
by a young artist from somewhere else, each art 
event in Milwaukee is equally a social engagement.  
The art scene in Milwaukee -- while it can be 
quite insular -- allows art to do what it does 
best: become a platform for interaction. 
 
As I’ve heard from some seasoned Milwaukeeans, 
the scene tends to ebb and flow. Every couple  
of years, there’s an explosion of DIY spaces 
with awesome programming. Some last for a few 
years, but most quickly dissolve for a number of  
reasons. Milwaukee quiets down, and then things 
pick up again a few years later. We are at the 
nucleus of one of those explosions right now, 
and my hope that this is the one survives. The 
problem we face is similar to most cities: a 
lack of funding. But lots of spaces are creatively  
and graciously funded by private organizations: 
from non-profits and local businesses to more  
established art spaces and even friends. My hope 
is that the City of Milwaukee truly begins to 
take notice of what is going on beyond institu-
tional walls and that we as the “underground art 
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organizers” can find more resources to reach out to.
________

CURATOR, OWNER OF THE GREEN GALLERY EAST, WEST

One asset of Milwaukee’s culture is its stead-
fast resistance to trends. I used to think  
Milwaukee was a decade behind in fashion and  
music, but it’s increasingly more apparent that 
it’s on its own beat, like a parallel America, 
a peninsula between two Great Lakes where food, 
language, humor, and art move on their own slow 
path. Collaboration is intrinsic. A direct lin-
eage to artist-run-projects of the late 90s and 
early 2000s (Hermetic Gallery, Darling Hall, 
0TV, and others) which established a vital heart 
of Milwaukee’s conceptual art scene and a dialog 
with the outside art worlds whose actions gave 
permission and perhaps berthed the social and 
work-ethic heavy scene we experience today. The 
retention of recent university grads and their 
various projects have colored the landscape, 
but next to ambition, it’s sustainability whose 
vision forms a scene. Now more than ever the 
artists of the city are collaborating with in-
stitutions in the process of MAM, Haggerty, and 
Lynden Sculpture Garden reinventing themselves, 
and some individuals have committed to the city 
with major new projects like The Suburbans and 
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Microlights to name a few. The emergence of  
Open View solved a problem of access and style, 
defined a void to be filled. 
________

ARTIST, CO-DIRECTOR OF THE PITCH PROJECT

This is the best list I’ve seen. It’s from 2009 
by Renny Pritikin, now Chief Curator of The  
Contemporary Jewish Museum (previously at Yerba 
Buena Center in SF):

I think we as Milwaukee’s art scene have  
successfully met 5 of the 23 listed. We have  
to do more. We have to expect more from our 
city, our patrons, our peers and ourselves.

________
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ARTIST, CITY OF MILWAUKEE’S ARTIST OF THE YEAR ‘16

I would like to see more emphasis on what Mil-
waukee’s artists are creating and “why” instead 
of focusing on art events. In the future months 
and years, look for publications and documenta-
ries focusing on African-American art and  
exhibitions in Milwaukee, artist run museums, 
and art spaces coming out of Milwaukee’s  
African-American art community.
________

ARTIST, CO-DIRECTOR OF THE PITCH PROJECT

For the past few years, there has been signifi-
cantly active Do-It-Yourself art scene in Mil-
waukee, particularly from the younger generation 
of artists. It is exciting to see the empowerment 
of young Milwaukee artists to create opportu-
nities for exhibiting their own work as well as 
others. These art collectives, collaborations, 
and pop-up galleries foster a supportive envi-
ronment where artists feel a sense of belonging 
and an investment in their community. I envision 
(or at least hope) this will continue and enrich 
the lives of all Milwaukeeans.
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Bay View Printing Co. ‡
2702 S. Howell Ave. 
Milwaukee, WI 53207

The Magnet Factory ‽
2424 S. Graham St. 
Milwaukee, WI 53207

Usable Space %
1950 S. Hilbert St. 
Milwaukee, WI 53207

BORDERLINE ‽
3517 N. Downer Ave. 
Shorewood, WI 53211

Charles Allis Art  
Museum ː
1801 N. Prospect Ave. 
Milwaukee, WI 53202

Danceworks, Inc. ‡
1661 N Water St. 
Milwaukee, WI 53202

The Green Gallery–East %
1500 N. Farwell Ave. 
Milwaukee, WI 53202

INOVA *ː
2155 N. Prospect Ave. 
Milwaukee, WI 53202

Peck School of the Arts ː
2400 E. Kenwood Blvd. 
Milwaukee, WI 53211

UW-M Mitchell Hall ː
3203 N. Downer Ave. 
Milwaukee, WI 53211

UW–M Union Cinema ©
2200 E. Kenwood Blvd. 
Milwaukee, WI 53211

Villa Terrace ː
2220 N. Terrace Ave. 
Milwaukee, WI 53202

Featured Venues & Projects
included in the event sections of the newsletter
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Chamber %
3023 N. Bremen St. 
Milwaukee, WI 
53212 

Circle A ‡
932 E. Chambers St.
Milwaukee, WI 53212

COMB %
820 E. Locust St.
Milwaukee, WI 53212

Company Brewing ‡
735 E. Center St. 
Milwaukee, WI 53212

The Green Gallery–West %
3849 N. Palmer St.
Milwaukee, WI 53212

Horses *%
2528 N. Weil St. 
Milwaukee, WI 53212

Lucky Cat *‽
2541 N. Bremen St. 
Milwaukee, WI 53212

The Lunchbox %
731 E. Center St.
Milwaukee, WI 53212

Microlights ©
2541 N. Bremen St.* 
Milwaukee, WI 53212

Nut Factory ‡
3720 N. Fratney St.
Milwaukee, WI 53212

The Open ‽
832 E. Chambers St. 
Milwaukee, WI 53212

Plum Dragon ‽
1007 E. Auer Ave.
Milwaukee, WI 53212

The Ski Club %
3172 N. Bremen St.
Milwaukee, WI 53212

The Suburban %
2901 N. Fratney St. 
Milwaukee, WI 53212

TrustFALL %
800 E. Chambers St. 3A 
Milwaukee, WI 53212
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Woodland Pattern %
720 E. Locust St. 
Milwaukee, WI 53212

10th Street Gallery %
628 N. 10th St.  
Milwaukee, WI 53233

The Cooperativa %
207 E. Buffalo St.
Milwaukee, WI 53202

Dean Jensen Gallery %
759 N. Water St.
Milwaukee, WI 53202

Greymatter %
207 E. Buffalo St. #222
Milwaukee, WI 53202

Haggerty Museum of Art ː
530 N. 13th St. 
Milwaukee, WI 53233

Hot Pop! %
201 N. Water St.
Milwaukee, WI 53202

Milwaukee Institute  
of Art & Design ː
273 E. Erie St. 
Milwaukee, WI 53202

Milwaukee Art Museum ː
700 N. Art Museum Dr. 
Milwaukee, WI 53202

Pfister Hotel %
424 E. Wisconsin Ave. 
Milwaukee, WI 53202

The Portrait Society %
207 E. Buffalo St. #526 
Milwaukee, WI 53202

Tory Folliard %
233 N. Milwaukee St. 
Milwaukee, WI 53202

88Nine Radio Milwaukee ‡
220 E. Pittsburgh Ave.
Milwaukee, WI 53204
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COMB *%
832 S. 5th St. 
Milwaukee, WI 53204

MOXY Studio *‽
133 W. Pittsburgh Ave.
Milwaukee, WI 53204

The Pitch Project %
706 S. 5th St. 
Milwaukee, WI 53204

The Suburban %
723 S. 5th St. 
Milwaukee, WI 53204

Var Gallery %
643 S. 2nd St. 
Milwaukee, WI 53204

Walkers Point Center 
for the Arts ː
839 S. 5th St. 
Milwaukee, WI 53204

00000 GHOOST $HOW ‽
Multipal Locations

Alverno Presents *ː
3431 S. 39th St. 
Milwaukee, WI 53215

Arte Para Todos #
Multipal Locations 

CreativeMornings/MKE ‽
Multipal Locations

Designers Talking ‽
Multipal Locations

femTalk ‽
Multipal Locations

Festival Del Barrio #
Multipal Locations

Lynden Sculpture  
Garden ‡% 
2145 W. Brown Deer Rd. 
Milwaukee, WI 53217

Marian Art Gallery % 
2900 Menomonee  
River Pkwy.
Milwaukee, WI 53222
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Riverwest Femfest #
Multipal Locations

Temporary Resurfacing ‽
Historic Mitchell St.
Milwaukee, WI 53204

West End Conservatory ː
5500 W. Vliet St. 
Milwaukee, WI 53208

© = cinema
# = festival
% = gallery
ː = institution 
‡ = multi-purpose space
‽ = project/project space
* = closed or defunct at
    time of publication
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Open View is an abbreviated arts guide for  
Milwaukee, WI, that was published in the form  
of monthly email newsletters featuring news, 
event listings, and interviews from September 
2015 through August 2016.

Paper donated by Midland Paper.

Printed in an edition of 70 at Martian Press, Milwaukee, WI.

Cut and bound at Lifetouch Publishing, Loves Park, IL. 

All interview photos are provided courtesy of the  

interviewees unless otherwise noted.

Paul Oemig is a 

commercial pho-

tographer based 

in Milwaukee, WI. 

He also hosts and 

co-organizes  

CreativeMornings/ 

Milwaukee, a 

breakfast-lecture 

series for the 

creative community.

Ashley Janke is an 

artist and curator.  

She founded and 

organized nAbr 

gallery, a mobile 

gallery space, in 

2010 and has since 

co-founded BORDER-

LINE and formerly 

Imagination Giants. 

She is pursuing an 

MFA in Curatorial 

Studies at Gold-

smiths University 

(‘18).

Nate Pyper is a 

graphic designer  

formerly at the 

Milwaukee Art  

Museum. He orga-

nizes Designers 

Talking, a design 

residency and  

dialogue series. 

He is pursuing  

an MFA in Graphic  

Design at Yale 

University (‘18).
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