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The model for a houselike meditation space (top) is part of
the “World Art Project” installation by New Prague artist
Stanley Shetka (above).
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The Minnesota Gallery becomes the home
base for artist Stanley Shetka’s unusual global
investigations.

When Stanley Shetka was about 12 years old he found a
fledgling falcon in the shorn hay fields on his family farm
near New Prague, Minn. He took the bird home, sheltered
and fed it, and in the three years before its release, taught it
to hunt, respond to a human call and carry objects off to
unknown destinations. During that time he also had visions
of taking electronically controlled aerial photographs

with a camera held aloft in the talons of the bird. He still
regrets not having had the means back then to do it.

But in the last 25 years, Shetka has watched technological
developments keep as rapid a pace as his quixotic ideas for
using them. And his “World Art Project,” an installation on
view in the Minnesota Gallery through Dec. 4, is

no exception.

Shetka’s current installation incorporates the electronic
wizardry of his former participative environments. Heat
sensors send radio signals that trip neon gismos, holograms
and quirky machines, so that “‘as you walk through, the
gallery starts responding,” Shetka says.

But where his earlier works explored the unseen riggings of
electronic circuitry within the confines of the gallery walls,
his ongoing “World Art Project” ranges out in ever-widening
circles. It examines the global connective tissue of electrical
pulses that relays words and images from the floods in
Bangladesh as easily as from the drought-ridden fields of
neighboring South Dakot. It draws attention to the ways in
which communications systems—travel, telephones,
computers—have made human beings less mysterious to one
another. At the same time it is an active conduit for
establishing relationships with people around the world: The
installation is an art-in-progress and the gallery a studio
where Shetka plans to work during open public hours for the
run of the show:

Built on the structures of an Apple computer and MCI
long-distance telephone services and electronic letter-writing
system, the show’s technology provides both the base and the
means of generating the exhibition itself. Many of the
materials used in its sculptural assemblages—tapes of
sounds, a car piston, poems and a glass shade, for
example—are responses to the hundreds of letters Shetka
sent out to businesses worldwide, former fellow high-school
students and the people he befriended on extended stays in
such countries as England, Japan, China and Mexico. Shetka
will continue to solicit mementos with the objective of
collecting something “from every living person,” he says.
“You have a community of people, and somehow each one
serves a purpose and contributes to that community. The
idea of collecting something from each part of that
community becomes an important ritual for me.”




BY ADELHEID FISCHER

Every submission is to be accompanied by the equivalent of
one U.S. dollar bill. He’s asked people to write their names
along with the project title on the border of the bill’s front
side. Not only will the money help defray costs for the
installation, but eventually it becomes a tangible symbol of
international connectedness, since afterwards ‘it will
circulate throughout the economic system,” Shetka says.

The installation also offers people worldwide the opportunity
to send as well as receive information electronically. Through
a phone hookup to the gallery’s computer, loaned by Apple
Computer Inc., people with compatible systems can call up
the exhibition’s floor plans and send modifications or relay
designs for sculptures, some of which the artist plans to
produce in paper models on site. (For an access code, call
Shetka in the gallery at 870-3035.)

How systems grow, change and interrelate is a preoccupation
that goes back to Shetka’s rural childhood. Even on the
somewhat remote farmstead of New Prague, he says,
television and radio made events from the far corners of the
globe palpable. And he saw the fruits of his family’s farm
participate in a larger distribution system “where you grow
things, harvest them and then see them on grocery-store
shelves in cans. That whole awareness of where everything in
the fields is going to is very important to me’’

That these complex interactions are based on invisible forces
is a recurring theme in his work. Fueling the agribusiness
network, for example, is a powerful but imperceptible force
of nature that Shetka explored in a group of plant machines
he completed in the early 1980s. ‘I was walking along one
day and saw plants growing and cracking the sidewalks,” he
recalls. “I thought it would be interesting to tap a brief
moment of this movement and harness the subtle movement
and energy.”

In one of these early works called Selfannibilation, a watered
corn seed eventually grew into a plant that propelled a piston,
turning a mechanism that both severed the plant and watered
it. In a three-week cycle the plant grew and cut itself seven or
eight times.

In subsequent works Shetka explored the pervasive presence
of other mysterious sources of energy—water and electricity.
Using tanks filled with a nonconducting fluid, he submerged
such technological commonplaces as TVs, radios,
phonographs and telephones. You could, for example, call a
submerged phone and after receiving a taped message, talk
into it, thereby animating the object for gallery visitors. It
humorously recalled the remarkable technological
sophistication that enables people from distant continents to
place telephone calls “overseas.” At the same time, the

floating receiver, shaped in a kind of fetal arch and
suspended in a weightless world, suggested the role of water
as the primal source of life.

Callers also received as well as sent information. Some
submerged phones activated phonographs from which the -
caller listened to music gurgling through the liquid. Visitors
could communicate with these callers by tapping on the glass
tank. And for the duration of the exhibition Shetka carried a
beeper through which visitors could transmit a 10-second
message. He sometimes responded by calling them on a
phone installed on the gallery wall.

Eventually Shetka hopes to take his plans to outer space,
hooking the project up with satellite-communications systems
or launching clusters of objects in what he calls a ““floating
gallery”” One plan calls for releasing into orbit hollow ceramic
shapes that contain the chemicals human beings are made of.
Eventually, he says, the objects would fall to earth and break
on its surface like eggs, perhaps providing the basis for the
regeneration of life following global arinihilation. On view in
the installation are models for upside-down space houses that
are stacked and joined at the roof lines instead of constructed
sideé by side. An invisible force like gravity determines
particular spatial constants. How the details of daily life are
rearranged in its absence is the kird of notion that intrigues
Shetka.

Once the “World Art Project” leaves the Minnesota Gallery
it will find a new home on Shetka’s five acres of land outside
New Prague. There he plans to build a sculpture park that
includes houselike meditation spaces (models are on view in
the installation) that are entered from underground. Radio
signals would send sounds from the surrounding woods into
these still, windowless spaces, creating small, prairie-bound
islands of serenity.

Though well aware of international “‘threats and border
disputes,” Shetka in his “World Art Project”’chooses instead
to reaffirm our connections to the earth and to each other.
“It’s a peaceful project,” he says.

Special thanks to MCI Telecommunications for MCI Mail and
long-distance telephone services, and Apple Computer Inc. for their
assistance with this project,

This exhibition is made possible in part by grants from the Minnesota
State Arts Board, through the contribution of the B. Dalton
Bookseller, Dayton's and larget stores; Intermedia Arts of Minnesota,
Inc. with funds from the National Endowment for the Arts,
Rockefeller Foundation and the Northwest Avea Foundation;
Jerome/MCBA Book Arts Fellowship; and a Creativity Grant from
Gustavus Adolphus College, St. Peter, Minn.[]
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