
See a sample reprint in PDF format. Order a reprint of this article now

Ken Fallin

By JOEL HENNING

Chicago

Great American universities study art, they analyze and critique it, but do they take the creation of it 
seriously?

Several of our great universities are beginning to rethink their aloof attitude toward the making of 
art, but the University of Chicago may be ahead of the game. It has recently spent millions of dollars 
on recruiting top artists for its faculty and on a bricks-and-mortar project to support the integration 
of art into the curriculum. One coup was to attract artist and former Yale professor Jessica 
Stockholder. Although Yale's School of Art was founded in 1869, and it has since added schools of 
drama, music and architecture, "those are graduate professional schools," Ms. Stockholder 
explained to me. "They aren't integrated into the liberal-arts curriculum in the humanities 
alongside philosophy, art, history and literature."

Ms. Stockholder's move to Chicago speaks volumes about 
the movement into the arts that Robert Zimmer, 
president of the University of Chicago, is spearheading. 
Mr. Zimmer is a mathematician whose specialties, 
according to his university biography, are "ergodic 
theory, Lie groups, and differential geometry." But 
nurturing the arts has been one of his priorities. "We 
started talking about the arts as an opportunity for the 
university within the first few months after I left Brown 
as provost and came back here as president," he said to 
me in his office. "We have a great research university 
sitting in the middle of a great city. Arts are a natural 
place where a university can contribute to and benefit 
from the city."

The 11-story, 184,000-square-foot Reva and David Logan Center for the Arts is an impressive $114 
million, glass-and-limestone manifestation of Mr. Zimmer's goal: to combine arts theory with 
practice. It was designed by the New York-based architects Tod Williams and Billie Tsien "not just 
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to be a better space," Mr. Zimmer said, "but to be a place where students and faculty will be 
interacting as the arts evolve into our curriculum."

The center houses classrooms, studios and shops for set and costume construction, sculpture and 
painting, digital media and cinema, as well as several performance spaces, a screening room, 
rehearsal and practice rooms and a cafe. At the suggestion of students and faculty, the architects 
included in the halls and stairwells comfortable little spaces for informal "interacting."

Another piece of the university's arts initiative is the Richard and Mary L. Gray Center for Arts and 
Inquiry, launched last year with the Grays' $5 million contribution and an additional $1.4 million 
from the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation to sponsor Mellon fellows. Last spring, one of the first 
fellows was Pulitzer and Tony Award-winning playwright Tony Kushner. "While Tony was here," 
Charles Newell, artistic director of the university's professional Court Theatre told me, "he worked 
with me on our revival of 'Angels in America.'" (About that production, this newspaper's theater 
critic, Terry Teachout, wrote: "If anyone remains unaware that Chicago ranks right alongside New 
York as America's No. 1 theater town, this 'Angels' will drive the point home.") But consistent with 
Mr. Zimmer's goal of integrating the arts and the curriculum, Mr. Kushner also began working with 
Prof. David Wellbery—a Goethe expert in the departments of Germanic studies, comparative 
literature and the Committee on Social Thought—on what might become Mr. Kushner's adaptation 
of "Faust."

The Logan Center's official opening is scheduled for mid-October, but it has already held several 
events, including a major conference on the unlikely academic topic of comics that included Art 
Spiegelman, Robert Crumb and New Yorker cartoon editor Françoise Mouly. 

"Creative innovation at the intersection of traditional academic inquiry and artistic practice" is the 
Gray Center's mission. This fall, the aesthetics of light will be explored in a course co-taught by 
Sidney Nagel, a physicist, and Gray Center fellow James Carpenter. Mr. Carpenter's architectural 
design work includes the facade of the new 7 World Trade Center tower in New York and the 
renovation of the Israel Museum in Jerusalem, completed in 2010. Before doing architectural 
design, he was a glass sculptor. "Light in transmission, reflection and refraction as it is perceived," 
as he states on his website, inspires all of his design work. He designed new lighting poles and 
pathways across the Midway on the University of Chicago campus, an aesthetically appealing way to 
reassure students and faculty traversing the still somewhat sketchy southern end of the campus.

The Nagel-Carpenter course—cross-listed in the departments of visual arts, physics, and theater 
and performance studies—is designed to explore the relationship between light and matter, 
especially the physiological and cultural impact of low-level light, inspired in part by a trip Messrs. 
Nagel and Carpenter took last December to Greenland. According to the course catalog, they plan to 
divide their students into groups, and "each group will document its investigations for class 
presentations and ultimately for publication and produce a 'work' that demonstrates or allows the 
experience of a 'low-light phenomenon.'"

Mr. Zimmer has made other bold moves. Last year he appointed composer Augusta Read Thomas 
as the first artist to receive a university professorship. This year he named artist and community 
activist Theaster Gates—known for installation art, pottery, music and other performance art—as 
the university's director of the Arts and Public Life Initiative. Mr. Gates's flagship project is the 
Washington Park Arts Incubator, scheduled to open this fall on Chicago's South Side. Local artists 
will collaborate with one another and the surrounding community, including university students 
and faculty.
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Not everybody is on board. University of Chicago alum Bernie Sahlins, founder of Chicago's improv 
cabaret theater Second City, has directed plays at several universities, including the University of 
Chicago. "I don't think they're breaking much new ground, at least as far as theater is concerned," 
he told me. "They have a department of visual arts, but no theater department. Maybe that's best. I 
directed a play at the University of Illinois Chicago Circle and encountered acting students who 
haven't set foot on stage after a year of classes. Students should be free to explore without a formal 
curriculum. . . . If you want to do theater, just do it."

Perhaps the university can have the best of both worlds. For example, part of the Logan Center 
opening festivities next month will be a student production of David Auburn's Pulitzer- and Tony 
Award-winning play, "Proof." Mr. Auburn, a university alum, will be around for that and share a 
platform at the center with Court Theatre's Mr. Newell. Then, in the spring, Mr. Newell will direct a 
professional production of "Proof." "Our intention," Mr. Newell says, "is to celebrate that play and 
that artist, and maybe our celebration will lead to other collaborative efforts with him."

What Mr. Zimmer wants is a wider choice for his undergraduates. "We're not attempting to create a 
conservatory, or force everybody to take piano lessons. What we're trying to say is that there's a rich 
environment here that you can participate in at multiple levels. The integration of performance and 
production in the arts with critical thinking about the arts provides the richest possible 
fundamental mission."

Mr. Henning writes about the arts and culture for the Journal.

A version of this article appeared September 12, 2012, on page D5 in the U.S. edition of The Wall 
Street Journal, with the headline: Where Theory and Practice Make Perfect.
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