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Mark di Suvero’s pieces
swing at Millennium Park.
By Ruth Lopez

Youcanlearn alot about Mark di
Suvero by the titles of his sculptures,
many of which are homages to poets,
philosophers, cultural figures and
other kinds of stars. For the next year,
we will get to enjoy five of di Suvero’s
massive energetic metal worksin
Millennium Park.

During the installation of Orion, the
53-foot-tall red steel sculpture flanking
the south end of the outdoor gallery,
the 74-year-old artist was a vision in
primary colors. He wore ared hard hat
andaroyal-blue sweatshirt that he
eventually peeled off, revealinga
bright yellow button-down shirt witha
peace sign scrawled on the front and
back with black marker. “That wasn’t
there yesterday,” observes assistant
Ivana Mestrovic, who incidentally is
the granddaughter of Ivan Mestrovic,
the Croatian artist whose monumental
sculptures of a different nature—two
Native American warriors on
horsebaclk—grace Grant Park’s
entrance on Congress. When wegeta
chance to talk to di Suvero during a
break in the complex installation of the
7-ton piece, heis sureto point out all of
the people working with him by name

along with such personal details.
Orionrequired two cranes and Di
Suvero, known for being very hands-
on, did not just direct from the
sidelines; he scrambled over toa
cherry picker to go up and check the
angles. This isn't remarkable because
diSuverois ahotshot, but because he’s
disabled. In 1960, while working a day
job that involved transporting lumber
atop an elevator, the load shifted,
tripping the mechanism that activates
theelevator. He was crushed under a
ton of pressure. That he survived is
one thing; that heis able towalk is
another. Di Suvero relies on crutches
and is amazingly nimble. To confinue
making sculpture, he started usinga
crane (for which, he proudly says, he
has a union card to operate) tolift
heavy pieces. This partly explains the
evolution of his creative process: The
work started to take on more heft.
Earlier pieces, while big, mostly used
materials like chain and wood. By the
mid-1960s, his primary material of
choice had become industrial [ beams.
Described as an abstract
expressionist sculptor, diSuverois
alsoinformed by Cubism and the
Russian Constructivists, in particular
their use of geometry. A master of
equilibrium, di Suvero understands
geometric laws enough to create work
that feels dangerous but is safe. He

does not build maquet‘res and works it
all out with his crane and drawings.
Still, how does he think it through?
“Ilovemath,” hesays. “At the heart
of mathematics there are proofs.” The
proofs, he says, are elegant. “When
you see conformity, when you see
nonexploration, thenit's a dull life,” he
says. Di Suvero studied philosophy at
Berkeley before turning toart, and all
his works, even the playful ones, are
thoughtful. About eight years ago,
diSuvero's Mother Teresa was shown

at Navy Pier. The piece was intended
for a university, but school officials
rejected it because of the title. “They
didn’t want religious art.” We laugh.
Curator Elizabeth Kelley, of the
Department of Cultural Affairs’ public
artoffice, organized this show. She first
met di Suverowhile curating the pier
exhibition. When it came time tochoose
the first sculpture show for Millennium
Park, Kelley knew exactly whoto
invite. But he hadn't overcome his
dislike of Chicago since his 1968 arrest
here atanantiwar demonstration. It
took awhile to convince him. For this

show Kelley wanted torepresent
different eras of di Suvero’s career.
His work encourages interaction. “It
was important to get a piece you can
ride,” Kelley says. “Thatis
quintessential di Suvero.”

Totest the appeal of Shang, for
instance, di Suvero initially invited
kids over toplay on its swing. fohnny
Appleseedreveals not just di Suvero’s
sense of humor, but how he feels about
the world: The arms of the pieceare
recycled steam shovels and the wheels
are peace signs.

Which brings us to Peace Tower,
which will be installed at the Cultural
Center next month. It depends on
participation more than any of his
other works. Di Suvero built the firstin
Los Angelesin 1966 as an art protest to
the Vietnam War. The 20-foot tower
was re-created for the 2006 Whitney
Biennialand held work by more than
180 artists. Similarly, during the
exhibition here, artists, activists and
veterans are invited to display pieces
onit. After almost 40 years, di Suvero
returns to Chicago with the same
message fora dlfferent war.

Markdi Suvero s sculptures wu’l be on
display in Millenniwm Park through
April 2008. Instructions for
contributing to the tower will be posted
on chicagoartistsresource.org.
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