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        All that I hope to say in books, all that I ever hope to say, is that I love the world.

      

      

      

       — E.B. White

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        This book is dedicated to my readers,

        whose kind attention and wise eyes keep me upright

        and hopeful.
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            Prologue

          

          NOTICING, WONDER, AND JOY

        

      

    

    
      This is a book about the impulse to wonder, the practice of noticing, and the inclination toward joy.

      When my children were small and we gathered at the dinner table, I often made a little maternal speech. “Tell me one thing,” I would say, “that you saw or heard or thought or learned today that was beautiful or funny or interesting or new.” It was a way of talking, yes (and getting them to talk), but I also wanted them to learn a kind of perception. I wanted the beautiful or funny or interesting or new things to pop out from the background, surrounded by a little glow, a little buzz, and lodge themselves in their consciousness. I didn’t want them to miss the wondrous details enmeshed in the quotidian.

      I don’t want to miss them either. So, often—sometimes multiple times a day —I make the same speech to the universe on my own behalf: Come on, universe; show me one thing. 

      The more I ask, the more it shows me.

      It will show you too.

      What might you see? Joy, surprise, wonder, everyday beauty, everyday sustenance, and hope. Faith in humanity in all its wild diversity and clamor.

      Each day is a box with a surprise inside.

      

      I was in New York for a few days not long ago. It happened to be Fleet Week, when the maritime services bring thousands of sailors to the city. They were exuberant and joyful on the street. I watched the parade of ships up the Hudson, where fireboats waited to escort them and to rearrange a portion of the river into the sky.

      A fellow in cargo shirts and a cap told me the ships always pause at the 9/11 Memorial where white-clad sailors salute from their decks. “It is always,” he said quietly, looking out over the water, “a dramatic moment.”

      There is also something called Snag Yourself a Sailor during Fleet Week, an idea that provided me with a constant smile, watching the fit and beautiful sailors in their dress whites make their way through the crowds, heads turning at their progress.

      Dragging my rolling bag up the steps at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, I was stopped by a guard who sadly explained that the cloakroom would not let me check my suitcase. Then she confided, sotto voce, that the hot dog truck—she pointed to the street—was a good alternative. The vendor would store my bag for the afternoon for $10.

      And indeed he did, shoving it under the hot-dog grill. “Been doing this for seventeen years,” he said, smiling. “Go see some art.” He waved me on to the Cycladic Art exhibit and the Costume Institute. Made good hot dogs too.

      Later that day, on a crowded subway platform, I asked a stolid man: “What do you think, is this the right way into the city?” Then I noticed his T-shirt graphic: I crave solitude. Don’t talk to me. He did not smile, but he did point at a nearby overhead sign with the word Manhattan and a large, red arrow. I nodded my thanks and turned away.

      Back in the Midwest a few days later, I biked through a lovely little pocket park, nestled at the foot of the High Bridge in St. Paul. I was having a thoughtful day and stopped to settle on a stone bench. Something caught my attention. Behind an iron gate, the ground growth had gone to luxuriant weeds. Up through the weeds were two pale, pink poppies—lovely, fragile, and indomitable. Making their way up through the spiky underbrush to offer passersby a moment of beauty.

      Poppies self-sow. When we are alert, human beings tend to do the same with beauty, splendor, and awe: one small sighting leads to another. One’s eye sharpens for the lovely, even when it springs from the weeds. Soon you notice it everywhere.

      As the master essayist E.B. White wrote: “Always be on the lookout for the presence of wonder.”

      It can be anywhere. Some years ago, not knowing why, I brought home an old printer’s slug, which caught my eye in a dusty antique shop. The image had probably been a header for a newspaper column in the 1930s or ’40s. It shows a woman sitting at her desk, typewriter before her, trash can below to receive rejected drafts. Above the desk, in the space between her head and her hands, floats a large question mark.

      She is leaning in, abstracted, curious, alert—ready to notice—susceptible to a spark, available to ignite.

      Often I feel the image is of me. Perhaps it is of you too.

      Joy is everywhere. Our difficult world is also a good world, full of humanity and kindness. Joy is around every corner, lifting our spirits and providing illumination to the dark.

      We all have the capacity to notice the good world and to bend ourselves toward joy, in both small and profound ways. Glimpses of the big. Every day. Everywhere. With everyone.
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            Noticing the Good World in Art
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            The Broncho Buster

          

        

      

    

    
      I have a theory that a person who travels a lot, as I do, who is away from home base a good deal of the time, has to develop protective habits, ongoing interests that provide a certain sense of continuity, when any given month may find you in Tucson or Chicago or, say, Denver. These interests should have several common characteristics—they should have variety within a theme, they should be rooted in whatever locale you are in, they should give you an excuse to talk to interesting people along the way. They should, above all, be portable. (Wasn’t there a television correspondent who did paintings of hotel lamps?)

      My protective coloration of late has led me into a rather obscure, or at least out-of-fashion, branch of the fine arts. I’m getting interested in public statuary, those great bronze or stone monoliths that decorate parks and plazas and public buildings all across the country. You know. You’ve seen them. The big things featured on postcards with a building in the background? They seem to have been there forever, overlooked in a way because of their very permanence. You ignore them, your parents ignored them, your grandparents may have ignored them too. Only the pigeons seem to pay close attention, and they are notoriously indiscriminate in choice of company.

      There is some beautiful public sculpture in Denver. I like to think that I would have stood and applauded at the unveiling, for example, of The Broncho Buster, the huge bucking horse with a masterful cowboy astride it, that stands downtown in Civic Center Park. All that bronze is poised midair over two firmly planted forelegs. The rider is waving his arm for balance and, we suspect, for a little flair besides.

      The Broncho Buster was unveiled in 1918, and it is a direct and immediate throwback to the time when a bucking horse and cowboy could frequently be seen on the city’s streets and Wild West Denver was largely corrals and longhorns. The statue was modeled from life. Sculptor Alexander Phimister Proctor carefully selected both horse and rider. The cowboy was a 6-foot-3 fellow named Red from Pendleton, Oregon. In his autobiography, Proctor says, “If anyone gave him five dollars and a drink of whiskey, [Red] would ride one of the buffaloes. The Cayuse [the horse, gentle readers] was a walleyed brute, a direct offspring of the devil.” Proctor was a kind of participatory sculptor, an “animalier” as the French called sculptors and painters who worked with animals. He often used large creatures as subjects for his sculptures. He was once sketching intently while close to the bars of a panther’s cage and turned his back to get better light on the drawing. “Suddenly,” he says, “I felt needle-sharp points in my shoulder. Leaping away from the cage, I turned to see the big male cat’s foreleg—at least six feet long, it looked to be—stretched through the cage, my blood dripping from his claws. Then and there I learned an important lesson for an artist: never turn your back on a wild four-legged model!”

      Proctor was, in fact, not one for turning his back on much of anything. He was born in Ontario in 1862 and traveled as a child from his country into this country by covered wagon. He grew up in Denver with two ambitions: to succeed as an artist and to become a great hunter. As a boy, the two were not always in concert—he didn’t like his first art lessons because they interfered with baseball and rabbit hunting. The Proctor family spent summers in Grand Lake, traveling there in the covered wagon and living a rough outdoor life that delighted the boy. When he was sixteen, Proctor killed an elk and his first grizzly in a single day of hunting. The adult Proctor believed that an artist’s work must reflect the life that he lives, and all his life he would return again and again to the West, hunting, fishing, trapping, living among cowboys and Native Americans and using many of them as models. Eventually, he would bring his wife and all seven children along on those expeditions.

      He studied, of course, in Paris and New York, and undertook many famous commissions, including sculpting the wonderful animals and décor for the elephant, lion, and primate houses at the Bronx Zoo. The mounted Native American figure called On the War Trail, which stands opposite The Broncho Buster, is also by Proctor. Together, the bronzes are heroic in concept, let alone in execution.

      For his work on that fiery Cayuse broncho you hardly glance at while fighting traffic on Colfax, Proctor described a modeling session:

      “One day when Red brought him into the studio to pose, he nearly kicked my hat off my head with his left hindfoot without seeming to move a muscle. Then began a scene that can be imagined better than described. The studio was only fourteen by sixteen, just large enough for a horse and two men if everyone was quiet. With a kicking and bucking horse, there was only room for the horse and one man, and that wasn’t me. I had sometimes had trouble in close quarters with wild animals but had always managed to save myself and my model. That time all I wanted to save was my hide. Stovepipe, splinters, boxes, table, and high profanity flew around for a time until Red finally got the beast settled down.”

      That work from life was done in Pendleton, Oregon, 1915. Red, incidentally, was later convicted of horse stealing.
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            Art at the Airport

          

        

      

    

    
      “We should all do, in the long run, what gives us joy,” says the essay master E.B. White. With the freedom of an essayist, I am in leisurely contemplation today of the differences between a focused mind and a mind willing to wander, and the relationship of both to environment. My field of study is the Minneapolis–St. Paul International Airport, where the human tendency is toward purposeful, with a dash of harried. Got your bag? Your ID? Your offspring? Better focus!

      There is another possibility. At our airport these days we can enjoy the sight of a large-scale abstract sculpture, or the color and sweep of a mosaic representing the Mississippi. Perhaps a different mindset is in order. Something like the difference between narrow and wide aperture? Or just the elasticity of time in which one moment you are rushing toward your journey and the next you’re sitting on that bench on the other side of security, glancing at your timepiece, which is, for the moment, on your side. Put that phone down and see your surroundings as something other than an impediment to making that plane. Now you can afford to look around.

      Astute planners at our airport are thinking beyond that basic dissonance and bridging it on our behalf. They are making a complex process work. Bravo!

      Hurrah for the arts program at MSP airport, and its desire for your eye. Ben Owen, director of Arts@MSP, calls its intention “surprise and delight”. Artist Kipp Kobayashi calls it “momentary respite”. Alan Howell, senior architect for the Metropolitan Airports Commission, says, “We put art in the spaces where people are.”     

      Owen, an art appreciator, master organizer, and expert networker, says his mission is to transform space to place. Aspects of the work: Conceive and install public artworks in an unartistic built environment for viewers who might not be in the mood to enjoy art; Include long-term installations and rotating exhibits; Make the art nongeneric and place-oriented; Choose work that allows interaction; Display art in the terminals and on the concourses, on the parking ramps and in the restrooms. Overhead, underfoot. Lit and lively, and anchored by a signature piece that pierces both the departure and arrival levels, reminding us with shape and light that leaving and returning are part of the same journey. You are flying out of your home airport, and you will return home at travel’s end.

      Lift up your eyes from your wheelie. Here are a few highlights, from this member of the traveling public.

      The aforementioned signature piece, called The Aurora, with tech-responsive lake shapes embedded in the floor below. Yes, that is Lake Phalen among them, and yes, you can jump on the lake. The colors above you change when you wave your arms at the “sky.”

      Watch for many floor and wall mosaics and a significant number of installations near the restrooms. “Put art in the spaces where people are.” Take a look at restrooms on the retail mall and at Gates C6 and F10. 

      Seek out the gallery in Concourse C, where the airport’s electric carts used to be lined up to recharge. Now it’s a rotating delight. Notice that many of the artists are local. Consider what a commission like this means to the artists, who are our neighbors. Think about reach. Forty million people pass through MSP every year.

      And note especially Steve Ozone’s Interrupted Landscapes of the Incomer, nearly 400 feet long, installed on the side of the Silver Parking Ramp, seen cinematically from the moving walkway between Concourses C and G. Ben Owen remembers that an Ozone installation was discussed at his very first staff meeting, and the conversation was tending toward large-scale flowers.

      “I asked him [Ozone] to consider something more representational and meaningful,” Owens said. “I went to his studio and saw some of these portraits, which are of people who live in Northeast Minneapolis. People who came from elsewhere and chose Minnesota as their home.” In short, incomers.

      Ozone’s work here was inspired by his own family’s experience; his grandfather came to the United States from Japan in 1906. The MSP portraits are enormous and compelling, showing immigrants from Kenya, Syria, Mexico, Japan, Yugoslavia, Poland . . . and Jacksonville, Florida. Installed on pierced steel panels that somehow evoke pointillism, they are in more than heroic scale. At almost 16,000 square feet, the Ozone piece is the largest mural in Minnesota.

      These artworks have sometimes been unveiled without fanfare (opening events have been postponed for some sixteen pieces installed during the pandemic, and identifying placards are yet to come), and yet they excel every day at their primary work. Catching the eye. Prompting a smile. Causing a pause. Lifting the gaze. Lodging in your perception. Perhaps even opening the heart. Just as public artworks ought to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            Minnesota in Chicago

          

        

      

    

    
      In Chicago this winter, I spent a solitary day at the Art Institute, wandering happily among many things I love. The Impressionists! A Sunday on La Grande Jatte—1884! The Greek and Roman galleries! Arms and armor! The Thorne Rooms! All worthy of exclamation points.
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