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Jan Tichy at the Museum of Contemporary 

Photography | Art review 

        “1979:1–2012:21” revisits the MoCP’s collection 

By Lauren Weinberg  

Published: November 22, 2012  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With almost 500 prints, Dorothea Lange—the photographer whose Migrant Mother became an icon of 

the Great Depression—is the most represented artist in the Museum of Contemporary Photography’s 

collection. The museum’s largest piece is Chinese artist Shi Guorui’s Shanghai 22–23 Oct 2005, a 

camera-obscura photograph of the Shanghai skyline that is more than 12' long. Its smallest, Walker 

Evans’s untitled 1928–29 photo of a metal grate, is a mere 1" x 1.25". 

Until “1979:1–2012:21: Jan Tichy Works with the MoCP Collection” took the measure of the museum’s 

holdings, visitors had little sense the MoCP owns almost 11,000 photographs, videos and other works. 

But this ingenious exhibition hints at the nature and broad scope of these assets, while reminding 

visitors that any collection is skewed by personal taste—and luck: Lange’s work came to the museum 

from her stepdaughter, who lives in Chicago. 

Last year, Tichy, a Chicago artist who teaches at SAIC, began working to make the MoCP’s collection 

more accessible. Aided by graduate photography students from local schools, he revamped the 

museum’s website, making it easy to search the archive by artist, keyword and medium. He transformed 

the MoCP’s large windows at the southwest corner of Michigan Avenue and Harrison Street into the 

new Cornerstone Gallery, where flat-screen monitors flash digital exhibitions organized by guest 

curators. 



Tichy also contributes videos of his own to “1979:1–2012:21,” which are unfortunately outshone by the 

photographs he highlights. However, this show convinces viewers that curating can be an artistic 

pursuit. 

The title, which refers to the museum’s first and most recent acquisitions, reflects the structure of its 

first section. Tichy pairs several photographs, including Shi’s and Evans’s, based on the collection’s 

extremes. Others are linked by form or subject matter. Tichy’s choices demonstrate that conceptual and 

documentary photographs coexist in the collection, which encompasses abstractions as well as images 

of people, landscapes and infrastructure. One of my favorite pairings pits the tough teens in Diane 

Arbus’s Two Girls in Matching Bathing Suits, Coney Island, N.Y. (1967) against the more vulnerable-

looking subject of Rineke Dijkstra’s portrait Maya, Herzliya, Israel, November 21, 1999, offering two 

different but equally striking views of young womanhood. 

On the mezzanine level, Tichy presents a dozen “significant yet relatively under-used” photographs 

recommended by museum staff who have worked with the collection for at least five years. Chicago-

based Terry Evans’s lovely but disturbing color photo Field Museum, swan, 1891 (2001) captures the 

taxidermied bird bent double, its graceful neck wrapped to its body with translucent fabric. It hangs near 

Harlem Renaissance photographer James Van Der Zee’s regal portrait of A Member of Garvey’s African 

Legion with His Family (1924). I wish Tichy had shared the MoCP employees’ explanations for their 

recommendations, but in choosing these 12 from a larger pool, he subsumes them into his curatorial 

and conceptual vision. 

Local photographers—including Chicago School leaders Aaron Siskind and Harry Callahan, their 

influential students Ken Josephson and Barbara Crane, and younger contemporary artists such as Jason 

Lazarus—are ubiquitous in “1979:1–2012:21.” Tichy fills the Print Study Room with a salon-style 

selection from Changing Chicago, a 1987 initiative that commissioned 33 hometown photographers to 

document the city. Their explorations of race and class couldn’t be more timely. By excavating the 

MoCP’s archives, Tichy renders them more relevant than ever before. 

 







Jan Tichy
GORDON GALLERY 2
4 Natan Hachacham Street
August 23–September 15
In March 2011 the last high­rise building of Cabrini­Green, a
public housing development on Chicago’s Near North Side, was
demolished and 134 deserted apartments turned into rubble. In
its prime, the complex had housed over 15,000 people. Over the
years, however, gang violence, neglect, and poor conditions
drove residents away. Days before the demolition began, Jan
Tichy installed 134 flickering LED boxes in the empty spaces of
the final standing building; during the monthlong process, these
boxes blinked every day from 7 PM to 1 AM with unique patterns.
The lights could have been read as SOS signals. In fact, their
beat was determined by a conversion of human voices: local
youth reading poems they had written about destruction and
urban decay. The poems were penned during a series of
community workshops Tichy organized with his partner, Efrat
Appel. The poems, the nearly 700­hour­long video, the LED
boxes, the workshops, and the intervention in the public space
have all become part of Tichy’s “Project Cabrini Green,” 2011.

This exhibition marks the debut of the work in its full capacity in Tel Aviv, and the small spaces of Gordon Gallery
are filled with voices of teenagers reading their poems. A computer allows visitors to choose which poem to hear.
A different computer provides a visualization of the building’s grid. Behind a black curtain, some surviving LED
boxes are placed on the floor. Suddenly, one of them flickers and offers a latent message—an echo of
destruction that takes hold of the space. The various threads of this project seem to connect to one another
through this dying box: As “Cabrini Green” delves into questions regarding gentrification and social stratification,
it also presents a surprising emergence of the past. The beaten box thus appears as what is on the verge of
unavoidable downfall.

— Rotem Rozental

Jan Tichy, Project Cabrini Green (feed), 2011,
video, color, 700 hours. From “Project Cabrini
Green,” 2011.

All rights reserved. artforum.com is a registered trademark of Artforum International Magazine, New York, NY





Jan Tichy: Matrix 164 At Wadsworth 

Czech-American Artist Creates Multidimensional Video-Audio Installations 

  
By SUSAN DUNNE, sdunne@courant.com 

The Hartford Courant 

9:46 AM EDT, April 18, 2012 

  
Is "Installation No. 6 (Tubes)" a 
cityscape? It is an organ? It is just an 
abstract organism? Jan Tichy, the 
creator of the artwork, says it is any of 
those, all of those, none of those. 

"The composition is open enough that a 
person can read it in different ways," 
Tichy says. 

The art installation sits in a very dark room furnished with two benches. The work is composed 
of an old television, sitting screen upwards and playing a continuous 10-minute loop of static, 
like when old TVs had problems with horizontal hold. On top of the TV are a artistically 
arranged series of white tubes, varying in height and width. The shining white lights of the static 
shine upwards through the tube construction. All the while, magnified audio static crescendoes, 
creates an otherwordly visual and aural impression. 

Tichy is the newest artist in the Wadsworth Atheneum's MATRIX series. "Jan Tichy: Matrix 
164" is made up of three installations. It will be up through Sunday, Aug. 5. 

Tichy, a native of Prague who is based in Chicago, says he often appropriates images of urban 
landscapes into his work. "I use architecture to spaek about history, society, politics in an 
abstract form," he says. "But I want to leave it open for interpretation. ... I want to explore the 
connection between light and sound." 

He does the same in the next room, the exhibition's largest and most complex installation, and 
also the most site-specific. "Installation No. 14 (Austin)" is an homage to Arthur Everett "Chick" 
Austin, the Atheneum's director from 1927 to 1944. 

For that installation, a projector casts an image of sunrise at Austin's home on Scarborough 
Street in Hartford. (The film was shot over three hours, but has been compressed to 10 minutes, 
on a loop.) That dark corner projection area is flanked by two classic paintings — "Feast of 
Santa Maria Della Salute," 1720, by Johan Richter, and "The Archangel Michael," 1700, by 

mailto:sdunne@courant.com�


Cristóbal Villalpando — and five classic marble busts, installed tightly together and with their 
faces to the wall. Across the room, on a platform, sits a Brno chair designed by Ludwig Mies 
Van Der Rohe, which was used in the Austin era as office furniture and later was added to the 
museum's collections. Above the chair is a projected light design resembling the ceiling of the 
Avery Court. 

Tichy says he put that installation in the first room that visitors enter for a reason. "You have to 
pass through this room three times. Eventually you will have to see it from all three angles," he 
says. "You walk through to get to this room and you see it from one angle. Then you go to the 
room on the other side and see it from another angle. Then you come in to see it and see it from 
this angle." 

Tichy was inspired to make the film when he came to the Atheneum and discovered it was the 
country's oldest public art museum, and that Austin was a revered figure at the Wadsworth. "I'm 
interested in collections. What does it mean to make a collection? Who decides what? What is 
preserved for future generations, creating a history for them?" he says. "Being the oldest museum 
provides a full range of American musuem practice, and Chick Austin was an interesting entry 
point." 

The two paintings were acquired during the Austin era; at the time of its purchase, the Richter 
was believed to be the work of Luca Carlevarijs. 

And as for the turned-away busts? "We rarely see them this way, from behind," Tichy says. 
"That's not something you're supposed to see." 

The exhibit's final piece, "Installation No. 11," features two wall-sized screens, facing each other, 
running video on 10-minute loops. One shows the Judea desert. The other shows the 
Mediterranean sea. As the recognizable images fade from view, they are replaced by abstract 
images, shot through with lines projected through cords strung floor-to-ceiling. Like the marble 
busts, several photos of a falcon statue face toward the exhibit door, and one photo of a moth 
faces the falcons. 

"All his work springs out of darkness," says Patricia Hickson, the museum's Emily Hall 
Tremaine Curator of Contemporary Art. "The moth is symbolic, a creature that lives in dark but 
is attracted to the light, but the light destroys it." 

Tichy says his fascination with light-based installations was a gradual process. "I started with 
photography, looking at the world through a lend. At a certain point, I moved to video, staying at 
two dimensions but adding the dimension of time. Then sculptural elements started to emerge." 

"JAN TICHY: MATRIX 164" will be at Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, 600 Main St. in 
Hartford, until Sunday, Aug. 5. Hours are Wednesday to Friday 11 a.m. to 5 p.m., weekends 10 
a.m. to 5 p.m. Details: http://www.wadsworthatheneum.org. 

 



With lights, poems, teens say goodbye to Cabrini 
April 23, 2011 
Sharon Cohen 

(AP)  CHICAGO (AP) — Every day at sundown, the gutted shell of the last Cabrini Green public housing tower takes 
on a ghostly aura as lights start flickering sporadically from 15 floors of empty rooms. 
 
It looks like a distress signal — but it's really a goodbye. 
 
This is the final Cabrini high rise to meet the wrecker's ball, the end of an era in Chicago, where public housing has 
long been a symbol of every form of inner‐city agony: crumbling bases for vicious street gangs, darkened stairways 
reeking of urine, gunfire echoing in the night.  
 
Cabrini had more than its share of horror: A 7‐year‐old shot dead while walking to school, holding his mother's 
hand. A young girl raped, beaten and poisoned by insecticide. Two policemen gunned down by snipers while on foot 
patrol. 
But Cabrini had its happy memories, too: Block parties in the July heat. Special Monday reunions for old‐timers 
coming back to visit. Girls eating sticky grape Popsicles, jumping double‐dutch. 
 
To mark the end, a Prague‐born artist and teacher enlisted a group of teens, many who lived in and around Cabrini, 
to write poems about the project, the demolition or the meaning of home and community. As they read their 
words, a computer program recorded their voices, generating patterns from LED lights that beamed from 134 
vacant apartments. As the tower falls, there are fewer lights. 
 
The words, though, will live on. 
 
Some are raw: 
"What they called hell, We had named home. ... 
You can't click your shoes twice, 
And disappear. 
There's no escape from the pain that's here." 
 
Some are nostalgic: 
"Babies crying, sisters arguing, animals cooing, 
And the smell and sizzle of chicken frying. 
Yet and still, it's unpredictable. 
My Home." 
 
Some are angry: 
"You move people out 
Their comfort zone and 
Don't realize they hate it ... 
You shatter 
The memories and bonds 
That were just the greatest." 



The idea for this lights‐and‐sound farewell came from Jan 
Tichy, a faculty member at the Art Institute of Chicago, who 
sensed a historic moment: It's not just the last tower of the 
notorious project to fall, but the final demolition of 82 
public housing high rises for families — buildings that had 
become some of the poorest, most segregated 
communities in America. 
 
Cabrini, once home to about 15,000 people, was a concrete 
reminder of the nation's urban policy failures. It attracted a 
lot of attention, partly because of its proximity to Chicago's 
exclusive Gold Coast; in the early 1980s, then‐Mayor Jane 
Byrne also made a brief — and much‐publicized — move 
into an apartment there to dramatize living conditions. 
 
Tichy says when he arrived in Chicago four years ago he immediately sensed a segregated city. As he researched its 
history of public housing, he realized his interest in using art to deliver a social or political message — in this case, 
that these buildings were a failure — meshed with an idea for honoring the residents. 
 
"People now recognize that's not the way to fight poverty ... ," he says. "Before we take another step, before we 
build another vertical ghetto, let's think for a moment — what does it mean to build these houses? When you go to 
hear the poems, the kids are basically asking the same thing. ... It's not the architecture that made a ghetto out of a 
community. It was us who are responsible for that. And it's us who are responsible to do something about it." 
 
Tichy decided to tap the next generation for his project. He approached housing officials and they liked it. 
 
"We didn't want everyone's final image to be the demolition," says Jadine Chou, the Chicago Housing Authority's 
senior vice president of asset management. "We wanted there to be some of memorial tribute to the families. (This) 
reminds everybody it's not really the bricks and mortar, it's really all about the people and the community." 
 
Tichy and his partner, Efrat Appel, a social worker, recruited kids from ages 10 to 18 who were participating in 
writing, mentoring and after‐school programs or members of a Cabrini marching band. They held workshops, they 
discussed slam poetry. Then the kids, 110 in all, sat down to write. Some explored the impact of racism and 
dislocation on their lives; others focused on Cabrini itself. 
 
Jasmine Dilworth, 17, reminisced about playing with her cousins at Cabrini. She says it was devastating seeing her 
home disappear — she's the only "poet" to have lived in the last tower. 
 
"I'll never have a place to go back to and show my children and say, 'I grew up there,'" she says. "I feel like they're 
erasing my history." 
 
The poems, she says, remind the public "we do have a voice and we do have feelings about them tearing down our 
homes." As for her own? "Defeated, I guess," Dilworth says with a sigh, adding she believes the demolition is 
intended to take advantage of valuable land, not improve the lives of residents. (The fate of the property has not 
yet been determined.) 
 



Charles Kilpatrick, a 15‐year‐old who grew up in Cabrini's row houses (an older section of the project), wrote about 
the deep bond among residents, which many kids say is often overlooked. 
 
"I feel like Cabrini is forever,'" he wrote. There's no way we can be apart. ... We all stuck together as one and said: 
We love Cabrini until the end." 
 
"It's part of my identity," Kilpatrick says. "I'm proud to say I'm from there." 
 
Dantrell Pearson's poem, "Still Kicking" is an ode to survival and a rejection of violence. Pearson has a special tie to 
Cabrini: His mother once lived there and named him after 7‐year‐old Dantrell Davis, who was killed by a gang sniper 
in 1992 while walking just 100 feet to his school. 
 
That tragedy scarred Cabrini. But Appel, the social worker, says many kids see a gap between the media image of 
Cabrini and reality. The poems fulfill "their wish to be heard more fully, not as people want to describe them from 
the outside," she says, "but as somebody who wants to be counted and has something important to say." 
 
Justus White, a 16‐year‐old in the Cabrini band, is among them. 
 
His poem, "Why," addresses stereotypes he knew from experience: He recalls how once while walking a mile from 
Cabrini with friends, police stopped them and told them to get back to their own neighborhood. The message, he 
says, seemed to be: "As soon as black kids come around, it's trouble." 
 
"I just really want to spread a deep message to this earth," White wrote, "to say that not all black kids are born the 
same at birth." 
 
White has been watching the demolition, sad to see Cabrini go, comforted to be part of its final days. 
 
"When me and my friends walked by, just seeing the lights made my heart glow," he says. "There's a piece of me in 
that building." 
 

Sharon Cohen, a Chicago‐based national writer for The Associated Press, can be reached at features@ap.org. 



 
Cabrini‐Green to Exit With Poetry and Lights 
Chicago News Cooperative 

By KARI LYDERSEN 
Published: March 26, 2011  

 

 

The last high‐rise at Cabrini‐Green is coming down starting Wednesday, stirring strong 
emotions among former residents who remember the troubled housing project as their home 
and community, as well as a place of menace. Those feelings will emerge in an unusual light 
display that will accompany the demolition.  

Earlier this month, young people who lived in and around the project gathered nearby at the 
Seward Park field house to record poetry that will determine the rhythms of pulsating colored 
light beamed from the windows of the 15‐story building. The lights will be extinguished, 
apartment by apartment, as the high‐rise comes down.  

Students and faculty members from the School of the Art Institute of Chicago developed the 
custom LED lights and computer software that fires the lights in sync with the teenagers’ voices. 
Individually programmed lights in each apartment will reflect off the multicolored walls.  

The project was created by Jan Tichy, an instructor at the Art Institute, and Efrat Appel, a social 
worker, to commemorate Cabrini and the experiences of former residents, most of whom are 
scattered throughout the city.  

Mi'yanna Watkins, 16, records her story of living in the Cabrini‐Green housing projects for a light show that will accompany 
the demolition of the complex's last high rise. 



 

Although the housing project was dilapidated and 
infamous for violence, drugs and gangs, former 
residents also remember a strong sense of 
community.  

“Cabrini wasn’t all that bad, even though now people 
make it seem like it was,” said Mi’Yanna Watkins, 16, 
a member of the Cabrini Marching Band who lived 
there until fifth grade. “There were block parties.  
 
There were Old School Mondays, where everyone 
would come back; people who had been gone for 25 
years would get together. I remember my first 

Christmas there. And this little area called the Blacktop, where I learned to ride a bike.”  

Mr. Tichy and Ms. Appel helped teenagers from the marching band and several other after‐
school programs write poems about what Cabrini meant to them.  

As he hunched over a microphone at the field house, Charles Kilpatrick, a lanky teenager, 
recited:  

 When I moved in, I felt like I was already here;  
But once it fell apart, I felt like shedding a tear.  
They really don’t know what it feels like to be pushed away;  
The government is taking our homes; they think it’s O.K.  
 
Some of the poems bemoan the city’s Plan for Transformation, which called for relocating 
displaced public‐housing residents to mixed‐income neighborhoods, including new 
developments at the same sites. Critics say the process has been poorly administered because 
it has placed some residents in far‐flung, often high‐crime neighborhoods or suburbs.  

“My poem is about feeling lost, because they just spread people out everywhere,” said Raphael 
Garrett, 20.  

Despite the biting edge to some poems, Jadine Chou, director of asset management for the 
Chicago Housing Authority, said agency officials were excited about the project.  

“This is a wonderful way to let our young residents express themselves and say farewell to the 
final high‐rise,” Ms. Chou said.  

 

Students and former residents record their 
stories as the basis for the light show. 
José Moré/Chicago News Cooperative 



 Real‐time video of the building, at 
1230 North Burling Street, and 
recordings of the teenagers’ poetry 
will be available on a Web site 
(www.projectcabrinigreen.org) and 
in an exhibition at the Museum of 
Contemporary Art for the duration 
of the demolition.  

Evian Bridgeman, 18, a member of 
the Cabrini Marching Band who will 
attend Jackson State University in 
Mississippi on a scholarship, said he 
hoped the light display would 
make passers‐by think about “the 
long legacy of Cabrini‐Green in 
Chicago.”  

Mr. Bridgeman said he saw the demolition as a beginning both for the neighborhood and for 
the former residents who had started new lives throughout the city.  

“It’s bitter,” he said. “And it’s sweet.”  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
klydersen@chicagonewscoop.org 
A version of this article appeared in print on March 27, 2011, on page A25A of the National edition.  

Jan Tichy, center, developed the project. José Moré/Chicago News 
Cooperative 
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