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Inspire your writing. 
Transform your life. 

Register now for Summer/Fall classes: 
www.womenwritingbloomington.org
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SOUTHEAST MONROE COUNTY YMCA

SUMMER CAMP

2021

BE A HAPPYCAMPER

EARLY BIRD RATES 
MARCH 1-APRIL 30Register by April 30  

to take advantage of  
Early Bird savings!

JOIN US FOR SUMMER CAMP!
MonroeCountyYMCA.org 
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BLOOMINGTON 
EARLY MUSIC FESTIVAL

the 2021 Bloomington Early Music will take place virtually May 9-15.
By Paulina Francisco

THE LILLY LIBRARY FROM A TO Z 
From James Bond’s cigars to locks of Edgar Allen Poe’s hair, the 

Lilly Library boasts an amazing collection of curiosities.  And they 
are all in Darlene J. Sadlier’s book, The Lilly Library from A to Z.  

By Noah Sandweiss

WHAT WE TALK ABOUT WHEN 
WE TALK ABOUT APPALACHIA

Three fi lms take on working class white identity in Appalachia.
By Brian Stout
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CONTEST RULES: email your answer to FamousBuses@TheRyder.com. The subject line should read “Bus Contest.” Winners will receive a pair of 
tickets to The Ryder Film Series where, if they are lucky, they will see a movie featuring one or more buses 

in supporting roles. If they are especially lucky, winners may also get a Bloomington Transit coloring book 
and other cool stuff. Be sure to include a mailing address with your entry. Employees of BT, The Ryder 

and their families or facsimiles thereof may not enter. New Jersey residents add a 15% surcharge.

Remember…Movies wouldn’t be Movies without Buses.

ANSWER TO LAST WEEK’S QUESTION:  
The bus driver in A League of Their Own 

turns in his resignation.

The new fi lm, Drunk Bus, is about:
— A bus with a drinking problem, causing mayhem 

wherever it goes, similar to Lost Weekend.
— A bus in a college town, driving in an endless 

circle from bars, to dorms, to parties.

DIE PEST 
Otto Rippert’s silent 1919 

fi lm, Die Pest in Florenz (The 
Plague in Florenz) is a plague 

fi lm for a plague year.
By Tom Prasch

MIDDLE WAY HOUSE TURNS 50 
“Living in a shelter is tough,” Executive Director 

Debra Morrow explains. “It’s not your home. The 
longer people sit in shelter, the harder it is for 

them to reclaim their lives. “
Interview by Robert F. Arnove

THIS OLD HOUSE 
Jawshing Arthur Liou’s House 

of the Singing Winds embraces 
high resolution video as truth 

or an escapist venture.
By Ian Carstens
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L E T T E R  T O  T H E  E D I T O R

To the editor:
It’s not just that our family farm is at stake; 

it’s that hundreds of family farms and 
homes in southern Indiana are at stake. It’s 
that thousands of acres of forest, precious 
wetlands and geologically unique cave 
systems are in danger. 
The Mid-States Corridor Project is a proposed 

new-terrain highway meant to connect the 
teeming metropolis of Rockport (population 
2,418) to I-64, then bypass Huntingburg and 
Jasper (my hometown) via one of fi ve possible 
routes, all of which will destroy and divide 
Hoosier homes, farms, and forests. Proposed 
routes through the Hoosier National Forest 
would damage the state’s most expansive 
cave system and the underground Lost River, 
geologically unique in the world. The impacts 
could wipe out endangered cave fi sh and the 
Lake Sturgeon in the East Fork of the White 
River, the last population of this fi sh in the Ohio 
River Basin.
The environmental cost to building a new-

terrain highway is clear. The actual cost of 
construction of the Mid-States Corridor is 
anywhere from $300 million to $1.47 billion. 
Additionally, prioritizing a new-terrain 

highway over fi xing the roads we have and 
expanding public transportation will result in 
slower progress in joining other states - and 
countries - in our ability to move around this 
area in safe, eco-conscious ways. Also a high 
cost to pay to support the priorities of big 
business and politicians. 
But another cost must be considered: the 

human cost.
When building any new expressway and 

closing down existing, well-known roads, the 
chances of accidents increase. Case in point: 
In 2017, the Indy Star exposed the ugly truth 
of construction of I-69: a nearly 60% increase 
in the number of annual crashes since 
construction had begun. 

They reported that traffi  c deaths also 
increased along the 21-mile stretch of 
highway, but INDOT said none of the six 
deaths since construction began were directly 
related to the work, while acknowledging 
that accidents occur more frequently in 
construction zones due to rerouted and 
stopped traffi  c and lane changes. 
Loss of human life must be considered as we 

look at this high-speed option that will likely 
take two decades to build. 
How many lives will be lost as a result of 

this new highway construction? How many 
high-speed fatal collisions will we see?  
More than 70 organizations and businesses 

signed a 13-page letter to INDOT that calls 
for this highway project to be put on hold 
while the pandemic limits public input. In the 
letter, leaders of the Indiana Forest Alliance 
(IFA), Hoosier Environmental Council (HEC), 
Midwest Environmental Law and Policy 
Center, and the Sierra Club Hoosier Chapter 
question the project’s purpose and need and 
opposes further consideration of Routes O 
and M. 
Their eff orts have garnered national media 

attention. IFA staff  have also written letters to 
other key political decision-makers, including 
Governor Holcomb and Senator Mike Braun, 
who responded to say he is listening to public 
reactions and has not yet signed on to a new-
terrain highway for this project. 
Governor Holcomb will be the ultimate 

decision maker on this project, and the 
IFA encourages Hoosiers to call his office 
(317.232.4567) to express their opposition 
to any new-terrain route and ask him 
to put this project on hold until the 
pandemic has subsided so the public can 
participate in the process.

— Rachael Himsel

S AV E  O  U R  F A M I LY  F A R M
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Bring a lawn chair, blanket, and  
picnic dinner and delight in  

the sounds of local musicians  
with the Performing Arts Series! 

Thank you to our sponsors:

Platinum Record:
Bell Trace  

Limestone Post  
Sterling Real Estate, Inc.

Gold Record:
Lisa J. Baker, DDS  

CFC Properties 
Eagle Ridge Civil Engineering Services

ISU The May Agency
Smile Promotions

Silver Record:
AZTEC Engineering 

Bledsoe Riggert Cooper James  
Cassady Electrical Contractors, Inc. 

Stafford Real Estate

Diamond Record:

btownparks BloomingtonParksCity of Bloomington, IN - Parks and Recreation

bloomington.in.gov/concerts
Community Events Hotline: 812-349-3754

Audience size for outdoor events may be limited. Attendees ages 2 yrs. and up must wear a face mask  
while in the movie viewing area. Practice physical distancing by staying at least 6 feet away from others.  

Hand sanitizer stations are available at the event. Please bring your own seating.

Movies  
in the Parks

The Manchurian Candidate 
PG-13 • 1962 • 2 hr 6 min
Saturday, June 19 • 9:45 p.m. 
Bryan Park, 1001 S. Henderson St.

Bloomington Parks and Recreation and the Ryder Film Series present  
free movies on the big screen in city parks. Movies begin at dusk; see estimated start times.  
Please be aware that some of the movies have a rating of PG. We request your assistance  
in determining if a particular movie is appropriate for your family. Rain date October 2. 

Sponsors: 
Amethyst House, Lisa J. Baker, DDS, Bluestone Tree, Choice Realty & Management, Crazy Horse,  

ISU The May Agency, The Niese Agency—State Farm, Office Easel Promotions, and World Wide Automotive Service

Happy Hours on the Lawn
Fridays, 5:30–7 p.m. 

Switchyard Park, 1601 S. Rogers St., Pavilion Lawn

Sundays in Bryan Park 
Back-to-back shows each evening! 

1001 S. Henderson St. • 5:30–8:30 p.m. 

June 4  
Cody Ikerd and the Sidewinders high-energy honky tonk/country 

June 18—Yappy Hour at Switchyard Dog Park 
Carnes & Shew acoustic blues and roots duo

June 25 
The Mark Robinson Band   rocking roots and blues

June 27 
Cuadros Quartet jazz; standards and originals

Salaam originals/traditional Middle Eastern

NEW!

Strawberry Shortcake Festival Concert 
Thursday, June 10 • 11 a.m.–6 p.m.  

Switchyard Park , 1601 S. Rogers St.
Held in conjunction with the Boys & Girls Club Auxiliary’s  

Strawberry Shortcake Festival. Music from 11 a.m.–12:30 p.m.

Derrick Weidner....................................................acoustic folk and beyond

NEW LOCATION!
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In March 2020 the world saw a nearly-
over-night halt of live performances, artists 
received gig cancellation emails reaching 
well into 2021, and arts organizations 
scrambled to adapt summer programs for 
virtual media. As the fall approached, the 
arts sector channeled creative energy into 
more elaborate virtual programming and 
community partnerships that would be 
supportive for arts, and for an isolated, 
home-bound audience. Bloomington 
Early Music is one example of a local arts 
organization who has adapted programming 
in response to the pandemic. 

Now in its 26th iteration, the 2021 
Bloomington Early Music will take place 

entirely virtually May 9-15. As with past 
festivals, this year celebrates historical 
performance and historic venues throughout 
Bloomington, while expanding the scope 
of Western music by highlighting music 
of historically marginalized groups. Each 
presentation will include a pre-concert 
lecture or conversation. The festival opens 
with a concert by the IU Baroque Orchestra, 
which will include Sinfonia Concertante in 
G by Guadeloupe-born composer Joseph 
Bologne, Chevalier de Saint-George. The next 
two concerts will feature the music of female 
patrons and composers. The Bloomington 
Bach Cantata Project will perform BWV214, 
a secular cantata composed for the birthday 

by  
Paulina Francisco

THE BLOOMINGTON EARLY MUSIC FESTIVAL 

Adapts for Virtual 
Programming
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of Maria Josepha, Queen of Poland and 
Electress of Saxony – and emerging ensemble 
Las Aves will offer a concert of 17th century 
music by Isabella Leonarda, including Messa 
Prima of 1696. 

The second half of the festival begins 
with a two-concert project based on a set of 
manuscripts held by the IU Lilly Library. 
For more than fifty years the Lilly Library 
has owned a group of music manuscripts 
that were written between 1582 and 1635 
in several villages in the Guatemalan 
province of Huehuetenango. The group 
consists of thirteen bound manuscripts and 
two fragments. Manuscripts 10-13 contain 
Gregorian chant; the first nine contain 
vocal polyphony. Many of the works are 
of European origin. The 2021 Bloomington 
Early Music Festival will include two 
concerts based on the music contained in 
the manuscript – an a capella choral program 
led by IU choral conducting faculty member 
Carolann Buff, and a program of wind band 
music offered by Forgotten Clefs Renaissance 
Wind Ensemble. 

In partnership with the IU Latin 
American Music Center (LAMC) the 
festival will close with a special concert by 
Tembembe Ensamble Continuo, an early 
music ensemble based in Mexico City. Their 
program, entitled “Laberinto en la guitarra” 
which will combine music for the Baroque 
guitar from Spain and New Spain in the 17th 
and 18th centuries with traditional music 
from Mexico and Latin America. Tembembe 
Ensamble Continuo member Eloy Cruz 
describes the program concept, “We believe 
that these represent to forms of the same 
music in different moments in time and in 
different locations, but keeping intact the 
same musical and social essence. The two 
types of music not only blend perfectly, the 

compliment and empower each other, and 
audiences are always as excited as we are 
when we play this music.” Cruz will offer 
a pre-concert conversation with LAMC 
director and BLEM board member Javier 
León.

The virtual medium has significantly 
changed the way concerts are produced 
and the nature of community partnerships 
that make a festival like BLEMF possible. 
The programs that will premiere in May 
have been recorded in venues around 
Bloomington throughout the spring 
semester. Since many of the festivals 
typical venues are unavailable for in-
person services, the festival has forged new 
partnerships with historic venues around 
the city. The Bloomington Bach Cantata 
Project has recorded its program at the new 
pavilion in Switchyard Park, the Las Aves 
program was recorded at the FAR Center 
for Contemporary Art, and the Guatemalan 
Manuscript Project recorded programs in the 
Monroe County History Center and 
Dimension Mill. 

For many arts organizations like 
Bloomington Early Music, the pandemic has 
resulted in a renewed appreciation for local 
arts communities. Limited options for travel 
and venue availability have led to a festival 
that includes mostly local performances and 
celebrates Bloomington venues in a new 
way. The early music and instruments have 
been through pandemics before and the arts 
community will be forever changed by the 
innovations developed during Covid-19. For 
more information about Bloomington Early 
Music and a full line-up of the 2021 festival, 
visit www.blemf.org

[Paulina Francisco is the General Manager of 
Bloomington Early Music] 

The Las Aves program was recorded at the 
FAR Center for Contemporary Art
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Donate or register to volunteer today at
www.bloomingtonmealsonwheels.org.
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Rudy 
Pozzatti

R E M E M B E R I N G

( 1 9 2 5 - 2 0 2 1 )

B Y  N A N E T T E  E S S E C K  B R E W E R
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Rising early each morning—an old Army 
habit—Rudy Pozzatti exercises and eats 
breakfast with his wife Doti and then goes 
out to his backyard studio, where he spends 
much of the day, seven days a week. Within 
that large, well-lit space lies evidence of a 
hard-working individual (the room is filled 
with works in various stages of completion) 
and a man of diverse passions. In addition to 
tools, papers, and presses, there are pictures 
of his children, of the writer Franz Kafka, 
the late violinist Franco Gulli, and Herman B 

Wells. There’s also a wooden bust of St. John 
the Baptist, old pieces of wood (salvaged 
and saved for some “future” woodcut), 
hundreds of postcards of the world’s great 
monuments, a collection of animal skulls, 
colored bottles in the window (a “cheap 
man’s rose window”), duck decoys, a 
mannequin’s head, a shoebox full of collage 
items—including wine labels saved from 
the past two summers, the old “Echo Press” 
sign, art books, and music (mostly jazz and 
classical CDs). 

Sadly on March 27, 2021, Bloomington 
lost one of its beloved artists, Rudolph 
“Rudy” Otto Pozzatti. I originally wrote 
this article in April 2002, when I was 
working with Pozzatti and Norman A. 
Geske, director emeritus of the Sheldon 
Memorial Art Gallery, on the retrospective 
exhibition and catalogue for the Sidney 
and Lois Eskenazi Museum of Art’s  Rudy 
Pozzatti: A Printmaker’s Odyssey (March 
2–May 5, 2002). As evidenced by the tone, 
Pozzatti was still actively working during 
his period of retirement—as he continued to 
do well into his nineties (albeit eventually 
leaving his backyard studio for the smaller 
confines of Meadowood). 

Pozzatti embodied the ideal of the 
artist-teacher. During his lengthy tenure 
as a distinguished professor at Indiana 
University, he helped to build the 
printmaking department into one the best 
in the country and co-founded Echo Press, a 
nationally acclaimed fine arts printmaking 
workshop that operated in Bloomington 
from 1979 until 1995. Over the years he also 
served as a visiting professor at numerous 

other schools, from Yale University’s 
Summer Art School to the Institute of 
Art in Massa, Italy, and held artist-in-
residencies and visiting artist positions at 
thirty different institutions worldwide. In 
addition to his educational contributions 
to the field of printmaking, Pozzatti’s 
prestigious Fulbright, Guggenheim, Ford, 
and Rockefeller fellowships attested to 
his own artistic excellence. Producing a 
remarkable body of over three thousand 
images, Pozzatti has work in hundreds of 
collections throughout the U.S. and abroad. 
Beginning with his first monographic 
exhibition at the Art Institute of Chicago in 
1954, Pozzatti had over seventy-five one-
man shows and participated in innumerable 
group exhibitions. In recognition of his 
lifetime achievements, he was elected to the 
National Academy of Design in 1981, won 
the Indiana Governor’s Art Award the same 
year, and in 2018 received the President’s 
Medal, the highest honor that can be 
bestowed on outstanding faculty by Indiana 
University. We are delighted to re-run this 
piece as a tribute to this remarkable man.

Rudy 
Pozzatti
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Dressed in jeans and a solid colored 
T-shirt (neatly tucked in), the seventy-
seven-year-old Pozzatti still cuts a 
dashing figure. With his curly gray hair 
and strong, muscular build, he could be 
a factory lineman, an Italian film star, or 
your grandfather; but in reality he is one 
of Bloomington’s (and Indiana’s) most 
beloved artists, whose work has commanded 
attention on the world’s artistic stage for 
more than fifty years. 

Like his workspace, Pozzatti’s imagery 
reflects a complex mixture of personal 
memory, observation, reverence for the past, 
and hope for the future. A master of all forms 
of the printmaking medium (from woodcut 
and intaglio to stencil and lithography), 
Pozzatti has won wide recognition for his 
craftsmanship and innovative techniques. 

Yet, as his biographer, 
Norman A. Geske, has 
noted, “[Pozzatti’s] real 
accomplishment is not 
merely technical in nature. 
It is rather in the realm of 
spirit and feeling, in the 
successful expression of 
deeply held convictions 
regarding the validity of 
contemporary experience.” 

Taking inspiration from 
the world’s peoples—their 
traditions, their stories, 
their beliefs, and their 
histories—Pozzatti explores 
the core human motivation 
for both good and evil. 
Powerbrokers of the past 
(whether kings, warriors, 
or popes) frequently appear 
in Pozzatti’s prints (and are 
manifest in his bronze chess 
set—the ultimate game of 
power). However, these 
figures aren’t meant simply 
as historic pawns, but to 

shed light on our own follies and foibles as 
well. The greed and corruption of the past 
seemed all too relevant during the 1970s and 
1980s, when Pozzatti repeatedly turned his 
attention to the evils of the times—the war 
in Vietnam, the Iranian hostage crisis, and 
the Watergate scandal. Like many people 
(especially WWII veterans), he was conflicted 
by such events, mixing patriotic symbols (an 
American eagle, the U.S. Capitol, and battle 
ribbons) with images of innocence and death 
(babies, skeletons, and a skull) in his 1970 
collage Vietnam. Watergate, too, was seen 
as a moral blow to the democracy. Pozzatti 
had begun his print Mr. President prior to 
the outbreak of the Watergate scandal, but 
completely changed directions in response 
to it. Rather than as a glorification of the 

Popes, 1961. Etching on paper. 
Taking inspiration from the world’s peoples—their traditions, 
their stories, their beliefs, and their histories—Pozzatti 
explores the core human motivation for both good and 
evil. Powerbrokers of the past (whether kings, warriors, 
or popes) frequently appear in his prints. However, these 
figures aren’t meant simply as historic pawns, but to shed 
light on our own follies and foibles as well.
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Comfort food, 
Creole attitude. 

www.the-uptown.com 
102 east kirkwood ave

office of the presidency, Richard Nixon, Spiro 
Agnew, a shadowy Gerald Ford, and the 
infamous tapes are shown in stark contrast to 
a split portrait of Lincoln/Kennedy.

Pozzatti also addressed a new faceless 
power in contemporary society—the 
computer. In his 1975 Computer Person, 
Pozzatti used old anatomical drawings of the 
human figure with references to computer 
punch cards to explore the relationship of 
new technologies to the modern human 
condition. Printed on an aluminum 
mylar sheet, the image not only merges 
old technology (printmaking) with new 
materials, but mirrors the viewer’s likeness 
as well.

For Pozzatti, a practicing Roman Catholic, 
the model for positive human behavior came 
from his religious upbringing. Throughout 
his career, he has drawn upon the stories 
of faith and sacrifice of Jesus Christ and 
the saints and martyrs. Even when few 
other contemporary artists dared to explore 
religious iconography, Pozzatti found the 
subject rife with powerful human emotion, 
as revealed in his Stations of the Cross. 
His interest in religious iconography was 
further motivated by personal loss (the 
death of his mother), as well as seeing 
Matthias Grünewald’s Isenheim Altarpiece, 
and contemporary films like Jesus Christ 
Superstar and Godspell. 

Pozzatti’s interest in religion extended 
beyond his own traditions. Prompted by 
his travels and interests in mythology and 
semiotics, he looked towards the cultures 
of the ancient Americas, Egypt, and Rome. 
Sometimes his references are a little tongue 
in cheek, as in his playful allusion to the 
erotic excesses of the Roman deities in 
Sinners All, part of a portfolio on the theme 
of saints and sinners. (Pozzatti later joked 
that he’d been a saint for too long!). A much 
more poignant understanding of a different 
culture and religion came from his 1982 

Comfort food, 
Creole attitude. 

www.the-uptown.com 
102 east kirkwood ave
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journey to Israel as 
an artist-in-residence. 
Arriving during a 
period of war, Pozzatti 
was deeply touched by 
both the region’s beauty 
and its hardships—a 
quality that the artist 
expressed through the 
metaphor “a passion 
flower among thorns.” 

In the late 1980s, 
during a period of 
personal reflection as 
he reached retirement, 
Pozzatti began a new 
series of “Windows,” 
inspired by his 
remembrances of the 
great stained-glass 
windows of European 
cathedrals that he had 
seen during his many 
visits abroad. These 
pieces are far less an 
architectural record and 
more a meditation on 
the uplifting spiritual 
power of light and color. 
Although sometimes 
seen as “decorative” 
in comparison to his 
other works, there is a 
beauty and tranquility 
in their jewel-like 
colors, intricate 
patterns, and delicate 
layering of printed 
papers—not unlike 
Persian miniatures—
which invite reflection. 
Observations of Islamic 
architecture and mosaics 
during a 1995 visit to 
Portugal, Spain, and 

Nine Circles/Squares, 1990;  
color zinc-plate relief with 
watercolor on lead sheet.
In the late 1980s, during a period of personal reflection 
as he reached retirement, Pozzatti began a new series 
of “Windows,” inspired by his remembrances of the great 
stained-glass windows of European cathedrals that he had 
seen during his many visits abroad. These pieces are far less 
an architectural record and more a meditation on the uplifting 
spiritual power of light and color.
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Morocco, reinforced 
his interest in non-
representational religious 
imagery. 

In a more recent series 
of “Gothic Inventions,” 
Pozzatti returned to 
earlier subject matter 
by combining abstract 
architectural patterns and 
color in the work’s central 
section with a lower 
band of faces of historical 
religious and political 
figures. By playing with 
the notion of old worlds 
meeting new, Pozzatti 
creates a visual metaphor 
for dual motivations in his 
own work—tradition and 
innovation.

Travel has helped 
reinforce Pozzatti’s 
reverence for tradition. 
Encouraged by his 
mentor Ben Shahn, the 
young Pozzatti used a 
visit to Italy to get to 
know himself better and 
to explore his Italian 
heritage. He would 
later recall that his trip 
to Italy in 1952-53 was 
“one of the most edifying 
and productive years 
of my career. There was 
a significant synthesis 
between the content of my 
work and what I had the 
great pleasure to garner 
from all the magnificent 
work which surrounded 
me in the incomparable 
Renaissance city of 
Florence.” In addition 

Venetian Domes, 1955. 
Engraving on paper.
Italy remains a mainstay of Pozzatti’s work. He 
continues to return to the subject, sometimes working 
from sketchbook drawings, sometimes from memory. 
Of particular interest to Pozzatti are the country’s 
churches and ancient ruins—symbols of beauty, 
power, and lost glory.
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to an extended period in 
Florence, he also traveled to 
other parts of Italy (including 
visits to his relatives) and 
to Germany and France 
as well. Italy remains a 
mainstay of Pozzatti’s work. 
He continues to return to the 
subject, sometimes working 
from sketchbook drawings, 
sometimes from memory. Of 
particular interest to Pozzatti 
are the country’s churches 
and ancient ruins—symbols of 
beauty, power, and lost glory. 
In addition to the region’s 
architecture, he captured the 
spirit of the Italian people 
through their celebrations 
(Carnevale), literature 
(Summon Out the Spirit 
based on Dante’s Inferno), 
and history (XII Romans). In 
Remembrances of Cortona, he 
creates a collage of personal 
memories from summer 
teaching in Italy, including 
a travel brochure, drawing 
of a Romanesque archway, 
newspaper clippings, fortune-
teller’s advertisement, and 
foil from a champagne bottle. 

Whether they reflect his 
research trips abroad to 
Italy, Mexico, Yugoslavia, 
the Soviet Union, Brazil, 
Japan, and Israel—through 
grants, cultural exchanges, 
and residencies—or personal 
excursions to Greece, New 
Zealand, Australia, Tahiti, 
Egypt, Portugal, Spain, and 
Morocco, Pozzatti’s prints 
and drawings, such as a 

Hawaii II, 1972.  
Color etching, aquatint, lift-
ground etching, and soft-
ground etching on paper.
Pozzatti recognized not only that travel was a 
major influence on his life and work but also that 
it established in him “a certain optimism about the 
future.” This print reflects his response to the exotic 
environment that he encountered as an artist-in-
residence for a semester in Honolulu. 
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1966 series executed in Belgrade, reveal 
how quickly Pozzatti assimilated the 
unique qualities of a new environment. He 
recognized not only that travel was a major 
influence on his life and work but also that 
it established in him “a certain optimism 
about the future.” Indeed, for Pozzatti travel 
is not merely a diversion, but an integral 
part of living. This positive attitude and his 
deeply felt patriotism made him an ideal 
“ambassador of American art.” 

Pozzatti’s personal journey began on 
January 14, 1925 as the only child of Italian 
immigrant parents in the mining town of 
Telluride, Colorado. Displaying his youthful 
interest in drawing, he went on to study art 
at the University 
of Colorado in 
Boulder (B.F.A 1948; 
M.F.A. 1950), taught 
at the University 
of Nebraska, and 
came to Indiana 
University in 1956. 
Although he began 
his studies as a 
painter, Pozzatti 
eventually turned 
his attention to 
printmaking. His 
first foray into 
the medium—a 
small etching 
completed during 
his senior year of 
college—began a 
life-long passion 
for the field that 
Pozzatti describes 
as “the complex and 
fascinating world of 
the printed image.” 
Rather than seeing 
the mechanics of 
printmaking as 

limiting, Pozzatti viewed them as liberating 
(he enjoys the physicality of the process) 
and, as he likes to say, “A painter can’t make 
the same image in different colors simply 
by changing the ink.” He is an avid believer 
in the importance of a strong grounding 
in the history of art (not to mention world 
history, science, philosophy, music, and 
literature) as a necessary complement 
to studio art training. Many of his early 
works, such as Uomo e Falco, have their 
stylistic and thematic roots in pictures that 
he remembered from his undergraduate 
Renaissance art class. 

Even his more modest subjects, such as 
The Grasshopper (for which he won his first 

The Raven, 1981;  
Color lithograph on paper.
Every creature, from the slimy worm to the mighty raven, is 
presented with a sense of dignity and truthfulness. Although 
grounded in reality, these images often attempt to go beyond 
surface appearances, to capture a bit of the animal’s “character.”
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major prize), possess a richness 
of texture and a surprising 
monumentality. Inspired by 
the huge grasshoppers found 
in Nebraska, the insect’s legs 
resemble (not coincidentally), 
the spring-loading mechanism 
of an eight-inch Howitzer, 
a weapon that Pozzatti was 
familiar with from his field 
artillery battalion during WWII.

Animals have always 
fascinated Pozzatti. Raised in the 
mountains of Colorado, he spent 
a lot of his youth observing the 
flora and fauna around him, as 
well as studying specimens in 
natural history museums. Such 
careful observations continued 
to fuel his adult imagination. 
Every creature, from the slimy 
worm to the mighty raven, is 
presented with a sense of dignity 
and truthfulness. Although 
grounded in reality, these images 
often attempt to go beyond 
surface appearances, to capture 
a bit of the animal’s “character.” 
The Carp, his earliest animal 
print, reveals a vicious scavenger 
reminiscent of a demonic beast 
in Martin Schongauer’s The 
Temptation of St. Anthony.

Landscapes also hold a 
special place in Pozzatti’s 
work. He strives to reveal the 
characteristics of a particular 
region—from the Bloomington 
limestone quarries of Inventions 
of Nature to the tidal waves and 
volcanic eruptions in Hawaii II. 
In order to capture the transient 
nature of light and atmosphere, 
Pozzatti developed a system 
for the “progressive” inking of 

Spring Medusa, 2001-08; 
Engraving in toned ink  
on paper. 
Pozzatti has never hesitated to try new materials 
or to scavenge old ones, to remove elements that 
didn’t work (even if it meant polishing out years of 
work), or to explore different themes. This image, 
inspired by a tree in his neighborhood, went through 
more than thirteen states (or “refinements”) over a 
period of ten years.
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the same plate to represent the times of day. 
More than an exercise, these studies reflect 
the artist’s awe at the vast mysteries of the 
universe. Consequently, some prints based 
on actual sites, such as Night in Sedona, 
have an unnatural, almost surreal quality. 
This otherworldly sense was magnified by 
the year that Pozzatti spent as an artist-in-
residence in Roswell, New Mexico, and by 
his friendship with Jimmy Ernst, son of the 
surrealist artist Max Ernst. Contemporary 
media, such as the space footage from the 
Apollo missions and sci-fi classic 2001: 
A Space Odyssey, likewise, encouraged 
Pozzatti to merge memories of the desert 
southwest with lunar terrain in a series of 
“moon landscapes.” 

Pozzatti’s world view, too, is a mixture 
of the known and the imagined. In 
Cosmorama, he reuses an old “map” found 
on a lithographic stone from A. Hoen and 
Company, an important early American 
printing company in Baltimore, Maryland. 
Pozzatti reworked the earlier image, while 
leaving its contents somewhat legible, and 
added a distinctly new twist—gold self-
adhesive mylar—to its center. Printed on the 
mylar is an invented Italianate cathedral, a 
symbol of the artist’s own heritage and faith. 

Visual references to other artists’ work 
frequently appear as tributes in Pozzatti’s 
works. In 1967 he began a series of homages 
to artists, creators, and inventors of the past. 
The first print, Homage to B, include icons 
to the Italian artist and architect Filippo 
Brunelleschi’s many accomplishments, such 
as the design of the Duomo in Florence. 
Among the multi-talented individuals who 
inspired Pozzatti were Leonardo da Vinci, 
the Flemish anatomist Andreas Vesalius, and 
the Japanese printmaker and playwright 
Toshusai Sharaku. More contemporary 
examples include local visionaries Herman 
B Wells and Janos Starker. These men not 
only served as artistic subjects but also as 

role models for accomplishing much in 
life through hard work and perseverance. 
Pozzatti likes to joke that his unwritten 
motto is “always do it the hard way.” 
While it may sound silly, this yeoman’s 
attitude (part of his blue-collar upbringing) 
has forced him to push himself and, by 
consequence, his art into new territory. 

A strong believer in lifelong learning, 
Pozzatti has continued to grow as an artist. 
He has never hesitated to try new materials 
or to scavenge old ones, to remove elements 
that didn’t work (even if it meant polishing 
out years of work), or to explore different 
themes. While his constantly evolving work 
makes it difficult to define a single “Pozzatti-
esque” style, it serves as an apt reflection of 
an artist who continues to challenge himself 
(and his viewers). His intelligence, integrity, 
generosity, and sense of humor have not 
only made Pozzatti a model colleague, 
collaborator, and instructor but have 
endeared him to generations of collectors 
as well. It is hardly surprising that his is 
considered by many to be a “living legend.” 

 
Nanette Esseck Brewer is the Lucienne M. 
Glaubinger Curator of Works on Paper at the 
Eskenazi Museum of Art. She has curated or 
managed over 100 exhibitions and oversees a 
collection of more than 22,000 prints, drawings, 
and photographs. She has contributed other 
articles to The Ryder on the artists Gordon Parks, 
James McGarrell, Henri Matisse, Andy Warhol, 
Robert Barnes, Hiroshi Sugimoto, and Art 
Sinsabaugh. 

All images courtesy of the Sidney and Lois 
Eskenazi Museum of Art, Indiana University; 
see https://artmuseum.indiana.edu/
collections-online/ 

The portrait of Rudy Pozzatti (2001) taken by 
John Ahlhauser (1923-2016). 
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On a grey day in April 2014, I ducked into the doorway of a windowless 
limestone building. It was my freshman year at IU, and had some time to 
kill between classes. One wall displayed a row of pulp fi ction, Tales from 
the Crypt and the like. Visitors peered over antique display cases at books 

annotated by occult guru Aleister Crowley, the infamous 17th century witch-hunting 
manual the Malleus Malefi carum, and a dusty grimoire in which a previous owner 
had three times inscribed the name “Satan.” Sure I had heard of the Lilly Library 
before—even stopped in for a quick tour—but I had never imagined the collections 
might be so… weird.

If you have a passing familiarity with the 
Lilly Library, you’re probably aware of such 
collection items as its Guttenberg Bible, fi rst 
edition Shakespeare folio, and the 30,000 

odd puzzles of the Slocum Collection. The 
Library, in fact, holds millions of books, 
manuscripts, and treasures accumulated 
over the past sixty years. What began as

THE LILLY FROM A TO Z
Th e 26 letters of the alphabet are not enough to capture 

the wonders in Darlene Sadlier’s new book.
By Noah Sandweiss

Tiny octagonal Qurans were 
popular talismans for 19th 
century Muslim soldiers. 
They were also popular with 
miniature book enthusiast 
Ruth Adomeit, who donated a 
half-dozen to the Lilly Library.
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 the rare book collection of Josiah Kirby 
Lilly, Jr, cofounder of the Lilly Endowment, 
has evolved into something of a 
Wundercabinet—or cabinet of curiosities—
holding vast collections of art, artifacts, and 
even locks of hair. The Library is literally a 
Wundercabinet of Wundercabinets—boasting 
a collection of these collections—because 
why wouldn’t it? 
The Lilly Library’s 
stores are fi lled 
with priceless 
artifacts from all 
eras and corners 
of the globe, 
including written 
materials from 
ancient Rome 
and 16th century 
Peru. The building 
itself is a bit of a 
collection piece on 
the Bloomington 
campus; built in 
the characteristic 
IU-Deco style of 
Herman B Wells’ 
tenure, it gives 
the impression 
of an Egyptian 
tomb fi tted with 
an Edwardian 
reading room. 
While a popular 
site for visitors, 
and a regular 
exhibition space, few outside of the 
Library’s staff  and researchers have an idea 
of the breadth and value of its collection.
The Lilly Library is one of a number of 

campus museums undergoing a substantial 
renovation around the time of the 
University’s Bicentennial, preceded by the 
Eskanazi Museum of Art and concurrent 
with the IU Museum of Archaeology and 
Anthropology. The Library is currently closed 

for a $12.4 million makeover of exhibit and 
collection spaces, including the installation 
of a new and hitherto unrevealed series of 
murals. Although the interior has changed 
little since the building’s completion in 
1960, the collection of written material 
has approximately octupled in that time, 
and the number of courses taught on site 

have increased 
by 225% in the 
last thirty years. 
The renovations 
aim to provide 
more access for 
students and 
visitors as well as 
a better controlled 
collections store. 
For anyone 
impatient to start 
exploring the 
library’s collections, 
Darlene J. Sadlier’s 
coff ee table book 
The Lilly Library 
from A to Z and the 
companion website 
with digitized 
3-D object models 
will tide over 
audiences until the 
Lilly’s scheduled 
reopening this 
summer.  The 
book’s sixty-six 
entries, chosen 

by Sadlier with the input of the museum’s 
faculty and staff , represent a broad sampling 
of the institutions most beloved and most 
obscure artifacts. Its hardcover print edition 
measures 11 x 11 in. and weighs in at about 
four pounds. The book’s lush images and 
copious text helped win it the 2019 Foreword 
INDIE Gold Medal for coff ee table books.
The author, Dr. Sadlier, an IU professor 

emerita of Portuguese found herself 

Darlene J. Sadlier with her book, 
The Lilly Library from A to Z
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returning again and again to the 
Lilly’s collections for her research 
on Portuguese language art and 
literature. The Charles R. Boxer 
archive—the collection of a British 
spy-turned-academic—containing 
art and written materials from 
all over the Portuguese speaking 
world, provided sources for two 
of her books as well educational 
material for her classes, some of 
which regularly tour the building. 
The Library’s strong impression 
on students and visitors gave 
Sadlier the idea for a book that 
would highlight the Lilly Library’s 
hidden gems. While several books 
have been written about specifi c 
collections at the Lilly, including its 
illuminated manuscripts and pulp 
literature holdings, the idea for 
The Lilly Library from A to Z began 
simply with a list of weird and 
wonderful objects, and draws on all 
areas of the catalogue.
“The repeated experience of people 

unaware of the Lilly Library and its 
rich contents made me think about 
what I might to call attention the 
library and its holdings, which has 
been so important to my own work,” 
Sadlier refl ected, “In my research 
travels to Brazil, Portugal and Asia, I 
always mentioned the Lilly Library 
and the Boxer and Welles collections. 
Scholars there were always surprised 
to learn that we had the Boxer archive, 
which includes the famous Boxer 
Codex (a mysterious 16th century 
Sino-Spanish collaboration.) My fi lm 
friends everywhere were stunned 
that the Lilly also had archives of John 
Ford, Peter Bogdanovich, Jon Boorman 
and smaller collections with materials 
of, among others, Claude and Jean 
Renoir and Fellini.”

Above: Actress Rita Hayworth’s makeup case hides a cache 
of love letters from her tortured marriage to Orson Welles.

Below: A love letter and lock of hair from actress Florence 
Deshon to activist-playboy Max Eastman. Eastman was 
a married man and Deshon simultaneously pursued a 
relationship with Charlie Chaplin. 
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Collaborating with current and 
retired Lilly Library staff , Dr. 
Sadlier marshalled the collective 
interest and enthusiasm of those 
people most intimately familiar 
with the Library’s stores. “One of 
the most gratifying experience of 
researching this book was seeing 
the curiosity of other patrons 
in the reading room when 
staff  would bring out items I 
requested to see. I should add 
that staff  were also surprised 
and charmed by some objects 
that they were not necessarily 
familiar with.”
As Indiana University began 

gearing up for its bicentennial, 
her book became swept up in 
the University’s Bicentennial 
Publication and Media series, and 
was eventually published though 
the IU Press’s Well House Books 
collection. The A-to-Z project grew 
in scope as well, incorporating 
a 3-D modelling project of the 
selected collections items, which 
can be accessed on The Lilly Library 
from A to Z’s webpage. Each of 
these objects took between eight 
and ten hours to digitize, and has 
been processed from composite of 
hundreds of images by one of IU’s 
supercomputers. In the spirit of 
the Bicentennial project, the book 
off ers particular representation 
to famous Hoosiers and Indiana 
stories, Naturally attracting the 
donations from IU alumni and 
Hoosier philanthropists, the Lilly 
Library’s connections to state and 
local history run deep and go well 
beyond the scope of the book.
“I think the book shows if that 

we have many collections of 
Hoosiers,” explained Sadlier 
told me, “from the famous 
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like Hoagy, to little known people, 
such as Civil War Union soldiers from 
Indiana, who wrote letters and diaries 
about their war experiences. I tried to 
include people who played important 
roles at IU—such as Thomas Solley, 
who headed the art museum and 
donated his fabulous luxury automobile 
catalogue collection; or Paul McNutt, 
for whom the IU dormitory is named; 
or Ernie Pyle, whose statue sits outside 
the Media School.”
In highlighting some of the Library’s 

unique and unusual collections, The 
Lilly Library from A to Z has also drawn 
international attention to some of the 
Lilly’s collections. A research team at 
Nottingham-Trent University working 
with the Hispanic Society of America 

to study the Getty Museum’s collection 
of 19th Cantonese paintings of Native 
Peruvians has expressed interest in 
the Lilly Library’s collection of similar 
ethnographic pith paper paintings. 
While the book has helped increase 
visibility of some of the Library’s rare 
collections, in recent decades the Lilly’s 
online catalogue and web presence have 
greatly raised its profi le and improved 
accessibility to its collections. Unusual 
for a rare books collection, the Lilly 
Library will provide direct collections 
access to visitors even without explicit 
academic intent. Friends of mine have 
spent lazy Saturdays pouring over 
the Sylvia Plath manuscripts and 
screenplay collections, both as students 

 Cantonese artists painted these ethnographic portraits of Peruvians on the eve of the 
First Opium War, when China was the primary destination for Spanish silver.
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and curious members of the 
public. And, of course, whether 
you’re seeking to hunt witches 
or delve into the dark arts, 
there’s a book for that.
The Lilly Library’s reopening 

is slated for August 2021 
before the start of classes. 
The opening exhibition will 
feature highlights from some 
of the Library’s largest and 
best-known collections, as 
well as holdings from some 
smaller and less well-known 
parts of the catalogue that 
have never before been 
put on display. In October, 
circumstances permitting, the 
Lilly will commemorate the 
61st anniversary of its original 
opening with a series of events 
including receptions, lectures, 
and educational experiences. 
If you can’t bring yourself to 
wait, The Lilly Library from A to 
Z is available for sale through 
the Indiana University Press 
website, as well as other local 
and online retailers.
Photos courtesy of Indiana 

University Press, iupress.org.

Right, Top: Limited edition 007 
cigars mellow with age in the Sir 
Ian Flemming collection. A fi tting 
tribute to the man who smoked 70 
custom-made cigarettes a day.

Middle: “Goliath,” a 3-D brass 
puzzle by Spanish sculptor Miguel 
Ortiz Berrocal, comes with an 
interchangeable fi gleaf for more 
prudish audiences. 

Right: Lee Marvin’s brogues 
echo menacingly through John 
Boorman’s Point Blank, and dwarf 
the baby shoes of Indiana Governor 
Paul McNutt.
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WHAT WE TALK ABOUT 

WHEN WE TALK ABOUT 

Appalachia
BY BRIAN STOUT
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Post-election, the political stage 
remains set for Us versus Them, and 
it appears the be the one thing both 
parties agree upon. Political leaders 
continue to fuel power struggles 
focused on allegiances to party and not 
to class. And media outlets, weary from 
four years of non-stop evaluation and 
assessment exacerbated by a pandemic, 
police brutality, and racial injustice, 
seem less interested in attempting to 
unify. Honest conversation that seeks 
to gather and process all perspectives 
is in short supply. Where do we go 
from here? How do we attempt to 
mend these differences? Can we hear 
the grievances of Working Class White 
America while continuing to bring 
increasing attention to other voices 
that have been marginalized for far too 
long?

In the absence of a productive 
dialogue in the public space, I have 
often looked to films to help us sort 
things out; not necessarily to find the 
answers, but to put a finer point on the 
right questions. Three films released 
in the last five years, the documentary 
Hillbilly, Chloe Zhao’s Oscar front-
runner Nomadland, and Ron Howard 
and J. D. Vance’s mostly laughed out 
but still Oscar-nominated Hillbilly Elegy, 
take on working class white identity 

WHAT WE TALK ABOUT 
WHEN WE TALK ABOUT 

Appalachia

“We see poor 
people constructed 
as people we 
should despise.” 

–BELL HOOKS

In April 1964, President Lyndon 
Johnson visited Martin County, Kentucky, 

filmmaker Ashley York’s home state, to 
rally support for his War on Poverty.  

(Photo courtesy of the National Archives/
LBJ Presidential Library.)
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from different angles, but do not necessarily 
deliver diverse portrayals of Whites on the 
fringe of society in Appalachia and in motor 
homes. Unsurprisingly, the narrative films 
offer less nuance and minimal criticism of 
the structures that systems that have created 
and maintained these struggles. 

“We see poor people constructed as people we 
should despise.”

--Bell Hooks, interviewed in Hillbilly
In Hillbilly, currently streaming on Hulu, 

Appalachian-born filmmaker Ashley York 
examines southern stereotypes in popular 
culture and the disenfranchisement that 
many who live in the region experience 
due in part to media indifference to their 
challenges. She moved to California to 
follow her dream but remains close 
to them despite the ideological 
split. Her aim is to share 
the minds and hearts of 
hillbillies and to explore 
the ways that media has 
misrepresented them, 
and unsurprisingly, her 
work offers the most 
nuanced view of the 
region and the people. 

Her family describes 
experiences outside of 
Appalachia and how 
stereotypes have impacted 
their lives. In one poignant 
scene, a family member who 
served in the military described the 
ridicule he faced over his accent while he 
was stationed in California and how he felt 
robbed of the bonding with other soldiers 
that he craved. York’s film underlines the 
political split between her family, who all 
voted Trump after supporting Obama, 
and herself, who voted for Clinton in 2016. 
Even some of the more progressive voices 

in the film from the region are reticent to be 
too critical of hillbillies and their support 
of politicians who put their needs and 
hopes last. One takeaway is that there is 
a difference between a politician listening 
and the people feeling heard, and the latter 
appears to hold significant sway.  

In 2021, and even in 2016, really, it’s easy 
to deride their reasons for voting Trump and 
their minimizing things he said in favor their 
expectations that they would be heard, but 
York’s film also doesn’t shy away from the 
ways that the Democratic party has sought 
to clothe itself in elitism that many working 
class Whites find alienating, showcasing 
well-known clips including the “Basket of 
Deplorables” comment. It’s poignant to 

see York’s family revel in Trump’s 
victory shortly after the election 

now, and one must wonder 
whether the Yorks are in 

better shape today than 
they were in 2016.

Writer-activist 
Silas House, an 
eighth-generation 
Appalachian, 
describes feeling like 
an immigrant outside 

of his hometown. He 
mentions that media 

images of hillbillies produce 
shame and self-hatred and is 

shown interviewing two Whites 
who discuss code-switching in their 

work with academics. However, once the 
2016 election results are in, he decides that 
he is done defending hillbillies and hillbilly 
culture. 

York interviews Bell Hooks and several 
academics who call attention to the ways 
that poor Blacks in the region are even 
less publicized and Hooks in particular 

A
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highlights the fact that politics are adept at 
keeping poor Whites and Blacks from joining 
forces to influence change. One key to this 
is that people, Whites in particular, do not 
want to see themselves as poor, and 
that between that idea and 
the contempt shown for 
hillbillies in media, they 
often want to distance 
themselves from the 
hillbilly identity 
rather than embrace 
it. 

“We see poor 
people constructed 
as people we should 
despise,” Hooks 
said in the film, just 
after the film presents a 
montage of stereotypical 
images that spark outrage 
among Appalachians, but fear 
or belly laughs among many. The scene 
reminded me of a troubling montage of 
Black performers and Whites in Blackface 
from Spike Lee’s incendiary Bamboozled. 
I was also reminded of one of the most 
powerful scenes in another current Oscar 
contender, Judas and the Black Messiah, 
where Fred Hampton addresses a group 
of disenfranchised Whites to outline his 
vision for a Rainbow Coalition to fight 
oppression across groups. Playing races 
against each other supports the status quo; 
oppressed people of all colors fighting back 
is something to be feared by the ruling class.

Mountain people are dangerous and 
threatening in films such as Deliverance 
and Pulp Fiction. Actor Billie Redden from 
the famous “Dueling Banjos” scene is 
interviewed and lamented how his big 
moment came in a film that has shaped 
perceptions of a region for decades. 

Hollywood also did not come calling for 
him, as he currently works at Wal-Mart, 
underlining the “exploit and discard” 
mentality that has plagued Hollywood’s 
portrayals of hillbillies and countless other 

groups. 
Conversely, two films 
highlighted as “getting” the 

Appalachian experience are 
Coal Miner’s Daughter and 
Nine to Five. These films 
feature strong, determined 
women from the region 
with feminist voices and 
no tolerance for misogyny 
and feature iconic 

performances from Sissy 
Spacek and Dolly Parton, 

respectively. Several people 
recount the value of seeing their 

experiences reflected on screen, 
and it is hard not to allow one’s mind to 

linger over this, to attempt to recall the last 
film with hillbilly characters who weren’t 
criminals or criminally ignorant. In fact, 
other films such as Winter’s Bone and Frozen 
River put the focus on women struggling to 
survive in similar situations with cunning, 
resilience, and far less polished, but far more 
compelling, filmmaking. These two films 
also garnered Oscar nominations and some 
financial success. 

“I’m not homeless. I’m just houseless.”
--Fern (Frances McDormand), Nomadland
Nomadland, also currently streaming 

on Hulu, is one of the top contenders for 
multiple Oscars. Chloe Zhao’s newest, based 
on a popular book, is about a woman who 
lives in her RV, bouncing from job to job 
after losing her husband and home. The 
film opens with Fern wrapping up seasonal 
work at Amazon to get by before finding 
some community among others who have 
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similarly adopted a nomadic lifestyle after 
hard times left few options. She joins a 
community overseen by Bob Wells, self-
proclaimed “Rubber Tramp,” who is a real-
life van dweller and YouTube personality. 
In a speech early in the film, he outlines his 
objective: “We not only accept the tyranny 
of the dollar. We embrace it….we live by it 
our whole lives…if society is discarding its 
old workhorses, then we workhorses have 
to gather together and take care of each 
other. The Titanic is sinking, and economic 

times are changing, so my goal is to get the 
lifeboats out and get as many people into the 
lifeboats as I can.” 

The film is mostly populated by non-
professional actors (save for Frances 
McDormand and David Strathairn) and their 
stories are heartbreaking reminders that 
so many of us are only a few tough breaks 
from our lives being upended. Fern found 
herself in this position after losing her job, 
her husband, her home, and her community, 
but is resistant to opportunities to regain 

“We not only accept the tyranny of the dollar.  
We embrace it….we live by it our whole lives.” 
–BOB “RUBBER TRAMP” WELLS

FRANCES McDORMAND IN NOMADLAND.
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old workhorses, then we workhorses have 
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other. The Titanic is sinking, and economic 

times are changing, so my goal is to get the 
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The film is mostly populated by non-
professional actors (save for Frances 
McDormand and David Strathairn) and their 
stories are heartbreaking reminders that 
so many of us are only a few tough breaks 
from our lives being upended. Fern found 
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“We not only accept the tyranny of the dollar.  
We embrace it….we live by it our whole lives.” 
–BOB “RUBBER TRAMP” WELLS

FRANCES McDORMAND IN NOMADLAND.

some of the life she once knew. 
An undercurrent of distrust 
pulses through the stories, people 
who bought into corporate life 
and the American Dream only to 
find themselves discarded by it, 
like views expressed in Hillbilly. 
While other groups have known 
the game to be rigged from the 
jump, some of the Whites in 
these films have now learned 
through experience that outliving 
one’s usefulness to The Company 
can be hazardous to lifestyle 
maintenance, too. One character, 
a Vietnam veteran, describes 
how living in an RV helps him 
manage his PTSD. Another 
character in the film describes her 
friend’s illness and death before 
retirement. “He missed out on 
everything…I didn’t want my 
sailboat to be in the driveway 
when I died.” Another bought 
an RV after losing both parents 
to cancer in quick succession. 
This is what the film gets right. 
Zhao understands, like York, that 
individual stories have the most 

power.
Nomadland is an easy film to cosign; it 

is well-directed and beautifully shot. But 
despite the solid work from McDormand 
and Strathairn, the well-known stars are 
distracting, a reminder that we are watching 
a film. Seeing familiar faces in these roles 
makes it hard to fully immerse in this world, 
to forget that we are watching a movie. It 
could be argued that a real-life Fern and 
Dave would have served the film better, or 
that just telling the real-life stories of the 
Rubber Tramps in documentary form would 
have made a more compelling case for 
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questioning systems that leave so many with 
minimal options. It would have also likely 
reduced the audience reach significantly, 
and there is the rub—films like this get made 
when there is a recognizable name attached.  

One of the criticisms lobbed at the film is 
that Beijing-born Zhao presents capitalism 
as being at fault for Fern’s situation while 
prominently displaying the Amazon logo 
repeatedly. On the other hand, details about 
the day-to-day lives of the nomads are 
omitted in favor of showing a resiliency in 
the face of collapse, while there are only 
mild critiques of the systems and 
situations that created the need 
for the solutions Fern and 
the others implement. The 
term “houseless” is also 
noteworthy and could 
be seen as a form of 
denying “homeless,” 
providing some 
credence to the idea 
that people don’t 
want to see themselves 
as poor. Ultimately, 
the film is most likely 
to be remembered as a 
breakthrough for Zhao above 
all, whose next project is a big-
budget Marvel movie due out later 
this year, even though it will likely win Best 
Picture.

“Do you actually want to be dead, or are you 
too lazy to try?”

--J.D. (Gabriel Basso), Hillbilly Elegy
At the other end of the awards derby is 

the mostly-failed Oscar bait Hillbilly Elegy, 
Netflix and Ron Howard’s big budget 
adaptation of J.D. Vance’s popular memoir 
that was at the time of its release seen as a 
“Rosetta stone” for understanding poor and 
working class Whites. Featuring histrionic 
acting from usually reliable talent such Amy 
Adams and the Oscar-nominated Glenn 
Close, the film was mostly derided by critics 
and rightfully so—it is a poorly constructed 
mess, bouncing between flashbacks and 
present day to show Vance’s troubled family 
and upbringing and winds up being wildly 

inconsistent in its storytelling and 
unclear in its point. Vance is 

the hero of his story and is 
invested in the audience 

seeing him as a triumph 
over adversity, which 
he is in some sense. 
However, critics 
of the book have 
derided his apparent 
blaming of people for 
their own struggles. 

Published in the wake 
of Trump’s election, 

the book was overly 
valued as an important text 

describing an overlooked group, 
further evidence of the indifference 

toward this group. In the film, hillbillies are 
background, barely present. Is Vance to be 
lauded for his success? Is the film meant to 
be a larger statement on the hillbilly culture 
explored to much more powerful effect in 
York’s Hillbilly? A by-the-numbers addiction 

Hillbilly Elegy positions Vance as lower 
class everyman meant to inspire those 
in similar situations to pull themselves 
up by those fabled bootstraps.
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toward this group. In the film, hillbillies are 
background, barely present. Is Vance to be 
lauded for his success? Is the film meant to 
be a larger statement on the hillbilly culture 
explored to much more powerful effect in 
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story? It is unclear. Howard throws it all 
against the wall in the hope that it will 
resonate somehow. 

It is perhaps unfair to criticize an 
individual’s story, but the film features scene 
after scene of implausible situations, most 
notably a dinner interview scene where 
Vance calls his girlfriend in a panic about 
selecting forks and white wine at a meal. For 
someone so accomplished, it seems absurd 
that he wouldn’t have prepared himself 
for this ahead of time, especially given his 
apparent hypersensitivity to his background. 
However, the dinner scene 
does have an interesting 
flip on a trope that has often 
placed a person of color in 
an uncomfortable situation 
dominated by White privilege, 
as the interviewers casually 
degrade Vance’s background 
until he snaps at them. In 
other scenes, his credit card is 
declined at a gas station, while 
later he uses multiple cards 
to fund his mother’s latest 
restart in rehab. The film is 
invested in positioning Vance 
as lower class everyman meant 
to inspire those in similar 
situations to pull themselves 
up by those fabled bootstraps. 
But even his situation depends 
heavily upon his success in 
the aforementioned dinner 
scene/pre-interview. He must 
fit in to continue his upward 
mobility. Caring for a loved one 
in the throes of addiction isn’t 
something to be dismissed, but 
the film doesn’t seek to give 
Bev enough of a background to 
inspire more than pity. 

Another rather unexplored layer is that 
the women in Vance’s life—his grandmother, 
mother, and sister were unable to transcend 
their situations while Vance made it to an Ivy 
League education and a noteworthy career. 
They all put their effort into Vance or deny 
themselves to some degree to propel him 
forward. Writer and former Appalachian 
Alana Anton takes Elegy to task for the way 
the women are portrayed in the film, noting 
the relative absence of the abusive men who 
are offhandedly mentioned in dialogue but 
conspicuously offscreen most of the time. 
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She also notes the questionable sources 
Vance cites in his book and his social media 
presence, which she characterizes as a “…
vapid cultural understanding of the ‘hillbilly 
mindset.’” 

Telling the story from Vance’s point of 
view lends it an outsider perspective that is 
apparently from the same cloth as his book, 
evident in the montage where he begins 
to clean up his act as a teenager. Perhaps 
this was Howard’s attempt at capturing 
the sociological elements in Vance’s book, 
but in the film, it only underlines a lack of 
understanding of hillbillies and hillbilly 
culture. The cliches continue to pile up, 
from washing plasticware to fried bologna 
sandwiches to the casual shots of closed 
factories without ever going deeper into the 

structural issues the documentary attempts 
to address. And while Nomadland is clearly 
a better film than Hillbilly Elegy, audiences 
have embraced it, as it currently has an 84% 
audience score on Rotten Tomatoes, while 
Nomadland has an 81% with fewer than one 
fourth of the reviews Elegy has accrued. 

The relative popularity of both narrative 
films raises some interesting talking points. 
Audiences seem to be responding to Vance’s 
bootstrap narrative—are we to take away 
that we still want to believe in this trope? 
Fern and the other Rubber Tramps reject the 
“American Dream” after being victimized 
by it. Are audiences connecting to Fern’s 
and the other Rubber Tramps’ stories, or 
are they keeping them at arm’s length to 
convince themselves it couldn’t happen to 

GLENN CLOSE AND AMY ADAMS IN HILLBILLY ELEGY

them? The people interviewed 
in Hillbilly unsurprisingly have 
the most nuanced take on the 
situation and the awareness 
of how business and systems 
have seduced and abandoned 
the region, and the inclusion 
of people of color adds a 
dimension that is mostly lacking 
from both Elegy and Nomadland.  

None of this is surprising 
from Howard, whose career has 
been built on pulling punches, 
including sanding the edges 
from the real-life story that 
inspired his Oscar-winner A 
Beautiful Mind and turning 
Elegy into a classic bootstraps 
narrative, which aligns with the 
predominant public response 
to White poverty: “Why do you 
stay there? Why don’t you just 
do something different?” One 
wonders what this film could 
have been in the hands of a 
director with a stronger grasp 

of the working class White world such as 
Debra Granik or Jeff Nichols, but perhaps 
it is precisely what Vance wanted it to be. 
The interview subjects of Hillbilly deliver 
the most complexity, and the film shines a 
light on the people of color who reside there 
and are largely left out of the discussion 
otherwise. Nomadland straddles the line, 
with a beautifully photographed verité 
look and the inclusion of many real people 
sharing their stories, but also has a movie 
star in the lead role. The three films also 
have competing agendas—Elegy’s “poverty 
porn” with a feel-good ending, Nomadland’s 
distrust of systems and near celebration of 
the rejection of societal mores without much 
pointed criticism of them, and Hillbilly’s 

defense of the region and uplift of the real 
people who populate it.  

So, what do these three films ultimately 
say about the White Working Class™? 
All three films put people on screen 
that we don’t see often, and while the 
portrayals aren’t ideal, as other groups 
have experienced, representation in some 
form is a start. In the narrative films, there 
is little exploration of the structural factors 
that have left many with few options and 
even less about the reasons for their distrust 
of politicians like Clinton but put their 
enthusiasm behind someone like Trump. One 
thing that is clear—the struggles faced have 
far more to do with class and victimization 
by industry than the divisions that get the 
most traction in media.

One of the biggest misses in this 
conversation is that the focus has been on 
how these people helped elect Trump. They 
did not do that on their own; too many 
years of unkept promises from politicians 
and big business produced distrust of career 
politicians. Their response was different 
than many progressive Whites would have 
preferred, in part their vote was a response 
to what was happening around them—
political indifference and diminishing 
returns, exploitative businesses and unkept 
promises—and that should have been a 
wake-up call for the alleged party of the 
working class. Instead, we are left to laud 
Ashley York for attempting to provide a 
portrait of a people, deride Ron Howard’s 
shameless aim for Oscar gold and for 
providing Vance with another platform to 
share his dubious perspective, and lament 
the missed opportunities in Nomadland. 
Maybe we need York, Granik, or Nichols to 
team up with Bell Hooks, Loretta Lynn, and 
Dolly Parton to deliver a narrative on the 
hillbilly experience.  
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This Old House
Jawshing Arthur Liou’s  
House of the Singing Winds

BY IAN CARSTENS
PHOTOS BY IAN CARSTENS
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On a rainy Bloomington morning I 
arrived for mitigation testing at the IU 
Auditorium. I said my name, got my plastic 
beaker and found myself spitting in front of 
several Hoosier portraits and landscapes. 
This was not unlike a like a typical museum 
exhibition: regulated distance, silence (apart 
from the sloshing and dripping of spit) 
but it was also quite different: the room 
full of quiet terror/uncertainty, and the art 
felt secondary, with the landscapes feeling 
disconnected from our contemporary time 
and place - idyllically unwelcoming. With 
a filled vial and a dry mouth I took the rest 
of the morning off to pop into the newly 
reopened Eskenazi Museum of Art. I found 
myself on the third floor, excited for this 
new gallery space, featuring a new piece, 
made with a “new” medium. Hailed as a 
“cutting edge” video piece for the Eskenazi 
Museum of Art’s new Time-Based Media 
Gallery, Jawshing Arthur Liou (劉肇興)’s 
multichannel video work, House of the 
Singing Winds, surprisingly reads as out 
of date/focus/time. House of the Singing 
Winds, surprisingly reads as out of date/
focus/time. This dissonance situates 
Liou’s new work as self-congratulatory 
for the museum, catering more to interests 
of tourism than artistic dialogue while 
perpetuating a centralization of whiteness 
in Indiana. House of the Singing Winds 
is unable to reach the pristine, immersive 
framework it sets for itself.

House of the Singing Winds, focuses on 
“the historical Indiana home and studio of 
painter Theodore Clement Steele, [featuring] 
voiceover inspired by the writings of Selma 

Neubacher Steele, T.C. Steele’s wife”, 
according to an Eskenazi online statement. 
T.C. Steele is largely known for being part 
of the Impressionist Hoosier Group, who 
painted Midwestern landscapes throughout 
the 19th and 20th century. With production 
starting in the summer 2018, Liou’s video 
work features expertly collected high 
resolution footage taken at the Steele home 
which are then projected across three screens 
in the Eskenazi. Having self-directed and 
self-produced this work, Liou’s intention 
was to highlight local history, and draw 
importance to the voice of a pioneer woman. 
With Selma’s narration the work tracks 
through the historic (titular) Steele home, 
as well as the surrounding terroir - the 
same southern Indiana landscape that left a 
profound impression upon the painter.

The Eskenazi, built in the 1980s by 
IM Pei, was not designed with a specific 
space for time-based art. As part of a 2019 
internal news piece, the EMoA’s “$30 
million renovation [in 2017, the Eskenazi] 
created expanded space for the display of 
art, including the first gallery dedicated to 
the exhibition of new media, such as video 

This Old House

“Art begins not with flesh 
but with the house.” 
GILLES DELEUZE AND FELIX GUATTARI,  
“WHAT IS PHILOSOPHY?”

Jawshing Arthur Liou   
photo courtesy of Indiana University

“
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works of art.” Liou 
was part of the search 
committee for the 
Eskenzai that in 2019 
hired its first Curator 
of Contemporary Art, 
Elliot Reichert. Among 
Reichert’s initiatives 
for the museum, he 
continued to nurture 
the tailoring of Liou’s 
piece for the new 
Time-Based Media 
Gallery. Keeping 
a local focus, he 
commissioned Liou, 
the Herman B. Wells 
Endowed Professor 
of Digital Art at IU 
Bloomington to create the first piece. In a 
recent article for Projector Reviews and in 
an artist talk put on by the Eskenazi, Liou’s 
piece was conceived to celebrate the unique 
trapezoidal gallery, its “state of the art”, 

“innovative”, “cutting edge” projection 
technology as well as the Eskenazi’s 
collection and Indiana history. While it 
may have been commissioned, made and 
installed pre-pandemic, House of the Singing 
Winds was not made before police violence 
and systemic racism. It was not made before 
Black Lives Matter(ed) and Indigenous land 
was violently taken, nor before pandemics in 
the US. Watching Liou’s piece may feel more 

complicated now but it should have always 
been. The fact that there were times when 
such works were not considered complicated 
speaks to cultures of erasure and avoidance.

HOSW reads like a tunnel-visioned 
Public Television special or a natural history 

museum exhibit one would see 
on a school field trip. While there 
is a complex history of artists 
commenting on museum spaces, 
such as Hiroshi Sugimoto’s 
Diorama series or Fred Wilson’s 
1992 intervention Mining the 
Museum at the Maryland 
Historical Society Liou’s piece 
feels like it is for, not about 
museums. This pat on the back 

nature is further complicated by the piece’s 
immersive and mimetic qualities, seeming to 
embrace high resolution video as truth or an 
escapist venture.

In an artist talk with Liou, Reichert 
mentioned that this gallery is intentionally 
not a traditional black-box, light and people 
filter in freely. It is intriguing to note that the 
imagery and spoken word give us ephemera 
and artifacts of the Steele’s lives, but Liou 

Liou embraces high 
resolution video as truth 
or an escapist venture.

Entry way of the new “Time-Based Media” Gallery on the 3rd 
floor Sidney and Lois Eskenazi Museum of Art. 
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does not include any figures or portraits. The 
work is an illusion as well as a construction 
by way of exclusion. While HOSW is 
installed in a way that welcomes the comings 
and goings of an audience, there is a degree 
of worldbuilding that references internal 
and historical timelines. As viewers, we see 
the Steele space and time like shadows on a 
wall, and our own shadows stay with us - a 
sensation lost in the black out of a cinema. 
As House of the Singing Winds moves 
around its timeline has an orienting effect 
akin to filmmaker/critic Ariella Azoulay’s 
statement that timelines “ensure that events, 
objects and people are in their ‘right place’ 
- temporally, spatially, politically.” Is Liou’s 
House of the Singing Winds generating new 
illusions, critiquing old ones, or participating 
in their maintenance?

To address the technological aspects of 
House of the Singing Winds and how it 
was installed is a sensitive topic. A recent 
article in Projector Reviews commends the 
Eskenazi as now home to “one of the most 
advanced multichannel 4K projection-based 
installations available at any university 
museum in the country.” This is an inaugural 
piece for not only the Eskenazi but the 
projection company Epson, who donated 
part of the technology to the museum. 
Despite the backing of Epson, Indiana 
University and the Eskenazi, the piece 
wobbles. The computers can’t handle the 
render, and the images from screen to screen 
as well as frame to frame are jumpy. It is 
clear that the stop motion techniques and the 
use of only “10% of the original frame” as 
Liou points out, are not enough to create a 
seamless illusion, or to innovate.

The installation strategy and the piece 
itself are designed to be immersive. To 
do this, Louis said in the artist talk that 
“resolution became very important for me. 
What I’m gaining with resolution, in my own 
theory is to transform light into object … 

also an establishment of illusion … a direct 
encounter.” A concern of more and more 
resolution, (similar to imperial ideologies of 
progress) can bring an artist closer and closer 
to a cohesive illusion, and then an illusion 
through immersion, as Liou mentioned - but 
filmmakers are not immune to being fooled 
by the illusion they create. The language 
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of multichannel video is intentionally 
overwhelming for viewers, but can also 
be for artists and curators. The visual 
pixelization and disconnect are cracks in the 
veneer. This crack travels all the way back 
to what may have motivated the choices to 
commission and install this piece as such. 
Art has the capacity to be in simultaneous 
conversation with how it was made and 
perceived- even regardless of the artist’s 
intent. Glitch, disjunction and displaying 
attempted illusion can be provocative 
visual strategies but in HOSW these read 
as errors which bring the piece out of touch 
with itself. I’m remind of a quote from Juan 
Garcia Espinosa’s For an Imperfect Cinema: 

“perfect cinema - technically and artistically 
masterful - is almost always reactionary 
cinema.” HOSW uses advanced computing 
and projection technology to support a 
revelatory and nostalgic environment. With 
both the artistic methods and the subject 

matter in mind, what and who is this piece 
for?

The lack of seamlessness and the 
glitches provide an important indication of 
what other forces are at play in this piece. 
In Legacy Russell’s Glitch Feminism: A 
Manifesto: “glitches are difficult to name, 
nearly impossible to identify until that 
instant when they reveal themselves.”  
Beyond the pervasive perfectionism of 
lens based artforms, HOSW and the public 
discourse around it have uncanny parallels 
to the relegation of art as a cog in larger 
machines. Art serving other masters, besides 
itself, such as high education, tourism, and 
bureaucracy in general. 

These blips are 
indicators of ulterior forces. 
There is an overwhelming 
feeling when experiencing 
this work that it makes 
sense; for the Eskenazi, for 
Bloomington, for IU, and 
for Indiana. But, this is not 
a positive quality. When 
the arts are not valued 
in themselves, they can 
be relegated to serving 
other desires, including 
a neolibreral favorite: 
tourism. While Indiana 
does not have mountain 
vistas like Montana or 
robust tax credits for 
filmmaking like the state 
of Georgia or Canada, it 
does still have a tourism 
industry that is quick to 
highlight facts such as 

20% of Indiana’s land base is forest. HOSW 
centers on a historically designated site 
that capitalizes on the natural landscape to 
provide a tourist experience for an audience 
that to an extent excludes those without 
means, access or inclusion in the prevailing 

Exhibition still of House of the Singing Winds by Jawshing 
Arthur Liou 劉肇興 featuring multi-channel projection of 
glass/silverware from historic T.C. Steele home. 
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historical timelines of the state. 
Artists as well as curators need to 

be an “engaged and active citizen[s] in 
your community, period … you need 
to know how to voice your concern in 
your community, because there are a lot 
of other people cutting other people out 
of that process”, says Sean Starowitz, a 
Bloomington artist and Assistant Director 
for the Arts in Bloomington, in a yet to 
be published interview with Glass 
Breakfast. Art is directly tied to 
economics and politics. Money and 
influence have a particularly unique 
relationship with the film/video 
artforms due to high equipment 
costs, studios, “the industry” and 
many other components. The Wu-
Tang Clan’s 1994 anthem continues to 
maintain its relevance, “Cash Rules 
Everything Around Me”. Now is a 
critical moment to track the values 
and expenditures of art museums, 
including Indiana institutions such 
as Charles Venable’s problematic 
financial mismanagement of the 
Indianapolis Museum of Art as well 
as the near simultaneous closure 
of the Indy Contemporary due to 
budget cuts. With regards to Liou’s 
piece, designed for the Eskenazi, 
what justified the expense of the 
“innovative”?

House of the Singing Winds 
celebrates an already notable Indiana 
artist in a museum that already 
has T.C. Steele’s work on view, see 
The Boatman (1884). Filmmaker/
critic Ariella Azoulay notes that: 
“the undisputed existence of these 

two institutions - archive and museum - is 
predicated on the destruction of existing 
worlds.” Liou made mention in his artist 
talk that “IU has many T.C. Steele paintings 
in its collection, I’m bringing the whole 
house.” To Liou and Reichert’s credit, they 
are both positively expanding the Eskenazi’s 
collection, which according to Liou, six years 
ago had only six works made after 1960. 
However, the choice of further highlighting 

Artists are not immune to being fooled by 
the illusion they create.
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an artist that the Eskenzai already has in 
their collection is self-referential, it is also 
self-congratulatory, indicative of what the 
EMoA values. 

This was a lost opportunity to challenge 
the possibilities for video art in Indiana. 
What does it mean to showcase and 
highlight the life and work of T.C. Steele 
when we consider the colonizing impact 
that landscape artists had in extracting/
redefining Indigenous land? At the time 
of T.C. Steele’s practice in Brown county 
the KKK had significant influence over 
state politics and in 1930, J. Thomas Shipp 
and Abraham S. Smith were lynched in 
Marion, IN. HOSW was made in our 
contemporary moment, where only 90 
miles away in Louisville Breonna Taylor 

What does it 
mean to showcase 
and highlight the 
life and work of 
T.C. Steele when 
we consider the 
colonizing impact 
that landscape 
artists had in 
extracting/
redefining 
Indigenous land?

Exhibition still of House of the Singing Winds 
by Jawshing Arthur Liou 劉肇興 featuring 
multi-channel projection of swing amongst 
fall trees at T.C. Steele home. 
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was murdered by police, and on last 
Fourth of July Bloomingtonian Vauhxx 
Booker escaped an attempted lynching 
near Lake Monroe. Beyond these traumas, 
what about celebrations of Black, Queer, 
Indigenous culture or other non-white, male 
artists of Indiana? Liou stated in a recent 
correspondence that: “Deep down HOSW is 
not about the glory of TC Steele’s 
career. The main drive behind 
the piece is Selma’s selfless 
devotion to art, community and 
public education, which was 
rarely talked about. IU failed to 
care for the house when she was 
alive. My gesture of “bringing the 
whole house” is an homage and 
an apology to her.” Alongside 
Liou’s intentions, how does the 
piece actualize a decentering 
of what Sylvia Wynter calls the 
“overrepresentation of Man”? 
Could this piece have been 
made solely about Selma Steele? 
Intentions aside, the piece still 
predominantly “plays it safe”- 
by delivering Indiana content 
that fits prevailing narratives 
of whiteness – resulting in an 
experience closer to a monument 
than a dialogue.

Let’s not get held up on how 
innovative this piece is, because 
from a cultural standpoint it aligns more 
with perpetuation. The story of Indiana is 
not seamless and far more immersive than 
what is experienced in House of the Singing 
Winds. It is too easy for filmmakers and 
video artists, as well as audiences of these art 
forms to allow the illusion to placate us to a 
point where we forget that this technology 
comes at a cost. Every lumen, every cable 
needed is to be held accountable, let alone 
the institutions that choose to display it. 

As a proud Midwestern filmmaker, 

struggling with my own complicity, I wonder 
if this is the best we can do? Could not art be 
something that seeks to, as Malcom X asked 
in 1964, to “change our conditions”? I charge 
my fellow Hoosiers to continue the crafting 
of disruptive illusions, of complicating and 
unlearning how we tell our stories, and 
taking them apart frame by frame. 

House of the Singing Winds, Jawshing 
Arthur Liou (劉肇興) was installed on August 
27th, 2020, (and set to come down in early May 
2021) at the Sidney and Lois Eskenazi Museum 
of Art.

Ian Carstens is a Bloomington filmmaker, 
curator and writer. Carstens has held 
professional multimedia positions for 
higher education, libraries, film festivals and 
arthouse theaters..  

The Boatman, T. C. Steele, oil on canvas, 1884. 
Sidney and Lois Eskenazi Museum of Art, Indiana 
University. This piece is currently on display at the 
Eskenazi. 
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www.monroeunitedway.org

Serving Monroe, Owen, and Greene Counties

Reimagine... 
Reimagine a better a normal. Join together in building a 
more equitable, just, and resilient community.  Reimagine a future 
that works for everyone by embracing big ideas, big solutions. 
The work starts now. Give today.
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A 
PLAGUE FILM 
FOR A 
PLAGUE YEAR

Otto Rippert’s  
Die Pest in Florenz  
(The Plague in Florence, 1919) 

BY TOM PRASCH



MAY/JUNE 2021 55

Medardus wanders 
the plague-ravaged 
countryside. So, as the 
Weimar film industry 
gets going again in the 

wake of the war and all that death, what 
would lead them to pick as a theme, for a 
big-budget, hordes-of-extras, massive-set-
building, historical epic, the coming of the 
plague to Florence in 1348?  

But maybe the answer is obvious: as 
obvious as the recent uptick in streaming 
rentals of Steven Soderbergh’s Contagion, or 
Emily St. John Mandel’s Station 11 creeping 
back toward the bestseller list, or the way 
we reach for those long-untouched copies 
of The Decameron or Dafoe, or Facebook 
posts and blogsites rediscovering plague 
doctors’ masks or recounting masking 
and social distancing 1918-style or 
remembering Victorian cholera epidemics. 
Fritzi Kramer, writing in the online blog 
Movies Silently, prefaces her recent (2020) 
appreciation of Die Pest on her own 
pandemic times: “I generally do not write 
what can be described as topical material. I 
am devoted to the antiquated, the obsolete. 
But as I write this review, over 50,000 
people in my home state of California 
have been infected with Covid-19…. In the 
midst of all this, a new research project has 
emerged among film buffs: which films 
dealt with the 1918 influenza epidemic and 
how did they cover the material?” (Her 
short answer: they didn’t, mostly, but Die 
Pest in Florenz is one clear exception.) A 

Die Pest in Florenz can be streamed on YouTube

In the end  (spoiler alert here),  
there is only Death. 

Skeletal, ragged, she dances down the 
palatial staircase—the scene, heretofore, of 
processions and trysts—past the corpses 
of the plague-fallen, playing the violin she 
has plucked—in a move recalling the grim 
humor of medieval Dance of Death art—
from the hands of a dying minstrel. As one 
(also spoiler-inclined) reviewer wrote in 
Der Film in 1919: “Then the ghost of Death 
appears. Plague. Yellow grinning Death 
rises up in the midst of debauchery…. 
Nobody can resist it, nobody can 
escape. The town of pleasure and joy is 
transformed into a scene of horror. All 
perish miserably.” Makes you want to rush 
right out and see it, no? 

Which is the issue I want to talk about 
here. According to the data Udo Bucholz 
and his colleagues have mbled for the 
Bundesgesundheitsblatt (Federal Health 
Gazette, 2016), some 426,000 Germans died 
in the misnamed “Spanish” flu epidemic 
of 1918-19. The pandemic came in the 
immediate wake of World War I, during 
which, John Keegan estimates in The First 
World War (1998), two million Germans 
died (plus Germany lost, and much of the 
country was devastated). The nightmare 
of the trenches, as much as the flu, informs 
the topography of Die Pest in Florenz, as 
is especially obvious when the anchorite 
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similar impulse led me to the film. (Well, 
that plus the need to find a way to keep 
a campus Historical Film series going 
when, in a Zoom environment, it turns out 
“fair use” doesn’t mean what it does in a 
classroom. So only copyright-free films can 
play, which took me back to silents, which 
we can run via Zoom’s “share screen” 
function, as, Mystery Science Theater-style, 
my Mass Media colleague Matt Nyquist 

and I talk over them, providing running 
commentary and bad jokes. We still haven’t 
decided which one of us is the robot. But 
that’s a bit beside the point…) In pandemic 
times, then, we search out pandemic tales. 

Perhaps it is something of the reverse of 
this phenomenon—without the pandemic 
backdrop, it loses its appeal--that makes 
Die Pest in Florenz such a relatively 
unknown film today. For this film is an 

amazing (if also 
a little bizarre) 
masterpiece, a film 
that holds its own 
against the greats 
of Weimar cinema. 
Kramer calls it a 
“frenzied fever 

Die Pest is an amazing (if also 
a little bizarre) masterpiece.
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dream,” highlighting its achievements in 
cinematography and production design. 
Douglas Buck, writing for the online site 
Off Screen (2018), notes of the “first half” 
of the film: “From the jarringly sudden 
leering closeups … to the impressive 
city procession … on into the entire rich 
populace falling into uncontrolled and 
violent debauchery … The Plague of Florence 
is chock full of images so cinematically 
great, it’s a wonder—and an egregious 
omission—that [the film] 
isn’t placed on the same 
pedestal as so many of 
its fellow silent German 
brethren.” Further: “If the 
brilliant imagery of the 
first half of the film wasn’t 
enough, it’s the more 
expressionistic-minded 
second half … where things 
kick into overdrive.” He 
finds it “an epic cinematic 
evocation of” “how 
astonishingly evocative 
silent German cinema 
was in expressing sheer 
madness,” and the results, 
finally, “breathtaking.” In a 
brief nod in her study Fritz 
Lang, Lotte Eisner notes 
that director Otto Rippert’s 
“powerful crowd scenes 
and effects of light suggest 
that the youthful [Fritz] 
Lang [the screenwriter of 
Die Pest] could have learned 
a few things from the older 
director.” The movie, at the 
time of its release, received 
an all-star, widely covered 
opening, and rapturous 

reviews. But it is now almost forgotten. 
Given all the ink spilled over Caligari or 
Nosferatu, how have we so passed over 
this passionate evocation of the plague? 
Perhaps we needed our own plague to 
properly appreciate it. 

Die Pest in Florenz claims to be an 
adaptation of Edgar Allen Poe’s story “The 
Masque of Red Death,” although it bears 
relatively little resemblance to the tale. But 
then, that happens a lot with Poe; think of 

s t u d i o  l o u p e

H E Y L O U P E . C O M

L O G O S  &  B R A N D I N G  |  P R I N T  |  E D I T O R I A L  |  A N N U A L  R E P O R T S

Good design makes 
people happy 
(we’ve heard).
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all those early ‘60s Roger Corman/Vincent 
Price “adaptations,” I mean, The Raven? 
Really? Its closer-to-actual sources might 
well be Boccaccio’s Decameron, other plague 
accounts from Renaissance Florence, and 
historical accounts of Savonarola. That 
puritanical prophet priest’s denunciations 
of Florentine 
corruption 
and infamous 
“bonfire of the 
vanities” came 
to Florence, in 
fact, a century 
later than the 
plague, but 
his rantings 
still fit this 
morality tale’s 
needs. 

An 
interesting 
team of 
Weimar film 
talent came 
together to 
make the film. 
About director 
Rippert, 
Eisner 
concedes, 
“little is 
known,” in 
part because 
little survives. 
He started his film career as an actor—
he played the Captain of the Titanic in 
In Nacht und Eis (In Night & Fog, 1912)--
but he was directing films by 1913, and, 
according to IMDB, made over 60 films 
by 1924, when his output suddenly ends 
(he lived another decade and a half, dying 

in Berlin in 1940). Critically, Rippert is far 
more often remembered for his six-part 
(and only partially extant) science-fiction 
epic Homonculus (1916-17) than for Die 
Pest. Screenwriter Lang is better known 
as a director (of far better-known films 
than this; take your pick, Metropolis or 

M. or Testament 
of Dr. Mabuse 
before Lang fled 
Nazi Germany 
for Hollywood, 
ending his career 
making bad 
Westerns and 
enigmatic noir). 
Lang had already 
established 
himself as a 
screenwriter 
(of half a dozen 
films) before 
taking on Die 
Pest. Rippert and 
Lang collaborated 
on one other 
project in 1919, 
Todtentanz (Dance 
of Death; we can 
note a pattern 
here, although 
this lost film 
was set in the 
present). Lang’s 
career as director 

began that same year. Willy Hameister, the 
cinematographer, would go on to work 
on two Robert Weine films the following 
year: the German Expressionist classic 
Cabinet of Dr. Caligari and the far less 
remembered (and far more confusing, and 
far less successful) Genuine (Nyquist and 

This is an 
allegorical tale 

without a moral at 
the end, without 

redemption, 
without hope.
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I chattered over both of these last fall). In 
the last year of his life, Hameister worked 
with Leni Riefenstahl on Olympia (1938). 
Franz Jaffe, who oversaw the spectacular 
set designs, large-scale recreations of 
Renaissance Florence, worked as an 
architect for the King of Prussia at several 
royal palaces (the Getty owns an image 
of him standing over his drawings at 
Charlottenburg Palace) and designed 
German pavilions at a series of late-
nineteenth-century world 
fairs (including Chicago’s 
Columbian Exhibition in 1893) 
before finding his way to 
Rippert’s film team.

Die Pest offers much for 
discussion. Jaffe’s designs, 
he wrote in Lichtbild-Buhne 
(1919), recreate the Piazza 
della Signoria of Florence: “It 
was clear that a plaza like the 
Signoria, with its monumental 
buildings from the century 
of Dante, Michelangelo and 
Brunellesco … is the only 
correct set design on which 
to set the great events of the 
film.” His reconstruction 
includes “the Palazzo Vecchio, 
the former seat of Signoria, 
with its high watchtower,” 
its “character of a medieval 
castle,” and “the typical 
historical coat of arms.” For 
the film’s purposes, Jaffe 
notes, “I built the Palazzo 
degli Uffizi close to the 
Palazzo Vecchio, the wings 
of which run down to the 
Arno.” Hameister’s camera 
work, as Nyquist commented, 

features deep blacks in backdrops, striking 
use of close-ups, and, despite a generally 
still camera, innovative occasional pans. 
Although generally working in a realistic 
mode, he nods to Expressionism and 
creative multiple-image work in the film’s 
hallucinatory journey to hell (we’ll come 
back to that). For the student of Lang, 
too, the film offers rich material, from 
broad thematic tendencies—the femme 
fatale as source of danger and doom; the 
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broad fatalism; the strong medievalizing 
tendencies (despite the explicitly 
Renaissance setting, the story amounts 
to a medieval allegorical tale)—to details 
like the skeletal dance-of-death visual 
referent (which recurs in Metropolis). The 
father-son conflict Lang develops in the 
script seems downright Shakespearean. 
Rippert’s handling of crowds, chiaroscuro 
effects, and employment of highly stylized, 
emotive acting, Eisner writes in The 
Haunted Screen, amount to “all the elements 
of what the German cinema was to stand 
for during the next fifteen years” (though 
she is writing about the fragmentary 

Homunculus here, all those traits are on full 
display in Die Pest as well). 

But what I want to focus on here is the 
form of the film’s engagement with the 
Plague: the way its allegorical taletelling 
treats pandemic times, the way its wild 
twists undermine its morality tale. We can 
trace that undercutting with a summary 
of the tale. So: Cesare rules over Florence, 
and all is well until Julia arrives. We 
recognize trouble from the start when 
the sedan chair on which she is carried 
into Florence clashes with a religious 
procession and she seems unwilling to 
yield to the Cardinal. All men who see 
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her fall madly in love: Cesare, who spies 
on her bathing; his son Lorenzo; the 
Cardinal (quite improperly); even, much 
to his despair, the ascetic Medardus, who 
denounces the city as a new “Sodom 
and Gomorrah,” but who nevertheless 
cannot resist her charms when, lost on 
a hunting expedition in the forest, she 
arrives at his hermit’s cave. When she 
spurns Cesare and then confounds the 
cardinal’s inquisitors by proudly declaring 
her rejection of religion, they react to her 
rebuffs by violent repression, arresting 
her and sending her off to be tortured by 
the Inquisition. Lorenzo then leads a full-
scale popular revolt against his own father, 
freeing the maiden from the torturer’s 
rack, killing his own father, expelling the 
priests from the city, and taking the reins 
of power to declare a new age of pleasure 
and hedonism. But troubles haunt: 
excommunication is proclaimed against 
the city, and the first signs of plague arrive. 
The city responds by burning the goods 
of plague victims (recalling that bonfire 
of the vanities, or Nazi bookburning just 
a few years later) and closing the gates to 
outsiders, but within the city walls, they 
party on. 

Meanwhile, Medardus, hoping to bring 
the city back to the path of goodness (and 
hopelessly in love with Julia himself), gives 
her a wildly hallucinatory guided tour 
of hell. It’s a striking departure from the 
film’s overall naturalism, and a stunning 
showcase for silent-era special effects: as 
Medardus prays for a saving miracle, an 
explosion opens up a passage to “the realm 
of the lost” in the back of his cave; there are 
flames, of course, and in the first of several 
striking double-exposed composite shots, 

the flailing damned set against apocalyptic 
horsemen; Medardus and Julia wade 
through a literal river of souls (distorted 
bodies—mannequins? willing extras?—on 
a rolling runway); an animatronic dragon 
breathes (rather paltry) fire; and finally, in 
another double-exposed composite, the 
pair encounter their own future selves (his 
monk’s robes traded for princely garb). But 
Medardus’s work is for naught, and it is he 
who succumbs to her rather than she being 
saved. Rejecting his own faith (by chopping 
down the cross that stands at the mouth of 
his cave), he sneaks into the city and kills 
Lorenzo (kissing Julia over his corpse). 

The city’s wild orgiastic regime 
continues, but Medardus, haunted by his 
own failings, seeks to recover his faith and 
redeem himself. Sneaking out of the city 
through the bone-littered catacombs (the 
gates still closed, recall), he wanders the 
plague-ravaged countryside, tending to 
those stricken, helping to bury the bodies: 
exposing himself. He then returns to the 
city (through the catacombs again), but 
now with Death, that dancer, a ghost in his 
wake, killing his love in a final embrace, 
and the rest of the partying Florentines as 
well.  

What is striking about the tale is its deep 
fatalism—nihilism, Kramer calls it. This is 
an allegorical tale without a moral at the 
end, without redemption, without hope.  
It takes the work of medieval allegory—
which, after all, constantly urges us to 
better paths, illustrating with recognizable 
figures of good and evil—and undermines 
it utterly. There is no force of good in Die 
Pest, just as there is no hope at the end, just 
as the skeletal dancer must finally, always, 
triumph.  
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FEEDING MONROE 
COUNTY FAMILIES 
SINCE 1983

No one should go hungry in our community. That’s why we feed children, seniors, and 
individuals trying to make ends meet. When crisis strikes, whether it affects our entire 
community or one household, we’re here with nourishing food for anyone in need. 
No questions asked.

Learn more and join our efforts:
monroecommunitykitchen.com

COMMUNITY KITCHEN
OF MONROE COUNTY
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SUMMER ARTS CAMPS!
K - 3rd Graders

WEEK 1 - MAY 31 - JUNE 4
ANIMALANTICS
Young actors will learn theatre games and create a
solo piece about the animal of their choice!

WEEK 2 - JUNE 7 - JUNE 11
ART & ARCHITECTURE
Discover architecture + design basics, visit sites in
Bloomington & Columbus, then build a model of your
dream building

WEEK 3 - JUNE 14 - 18
BACK TO NATURE
Budding artists will make handmade paper, plant
seeds in a pot they designed, make and make art
using only natural + recycled materials.

WEEK 4 - JUNE 21 - 25
MUSIC, MUSIC, MUSIC
Explore the world of music by making instruments,
learning scales, and learning a song to sing at our
showcase.

WEEK 5 - JUNE 28 - JULY 2
CENTERSTAGE KIDS
Campers will learn basic stage vocabulary, vocal
warmups, and work in pairs to create a short scene to
perform at our showcase.

4th - 7th Graders
WEEK 6 - JULY 5 -  9
MADE YOU SAY IT
Write a monologue for another camper to perform at the
showcase - so you can say ‘Made you say it!’ Monologues
may be memorized or read, and whether you want to be
onstage or behind-the-scenes, you’lll play an important role in
our final showcase.

WEEK 7 - JULY 12 - 16
ART THAT MOVES US
Discover how artists throughout history and across genres
have created change and helped make the world a better
place, then create your own 'Statement Art' in words, music,
visual art, or a combination!

WEEK 8 - JULY 19 - 23
IMPROVOMANIA
Learn fun theatre warmups and improv skills with games like
Party Quirks, Blah Blah, and Emotional Car Ride, and perform
in our final showcase together.

WEEK 9 - JULY 26 - 30
NATURAL ARTIST
Learn more about plants and animals of the Midwest, create
eco-friendly art on trips to the beach and other walks through
southern Indiana, and make your own paint and dye using
completely natural materials.

Register at:
womenwithguts.com

● 9:30am - 4:30pm
● Early dropoff/late pickup available
● In Harrodsburg, next door to a park+ covered stage
● Fosters cooperation and communication skills
● Max of 6 children per week
● Lots of individualized feedback and attention
● Campers will be asked to stay 6 feet away from

each other, even outdoors
● Age-appropriate materials and guidance

Taught by Rachael Himsel -
Masters Art Education, BA

Music, 20+ years of
experience as an educator

Questions? Email
info@womenwithguts.com

or call 812.361.3558
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2021 marks the fi ftieth anniversary of Middle 
Way House (MWH), a national model 
program of the US Department of Justice for 
the survivors of domestic violence, sexual 
assault and human traffi  cking. The Ryder 
magazine, over the coming months, will 
feature interviews with individuals who 
played key roles in the evolution of MWH as 
staff  and board members. This month’s issue 
feature current Executive Director Debra 
Morrow. She assumed the position following 
the thirty-year tenure of Toby Strout as ED. 
During this period, MWH was transformed 
from an agency providing general support for 
a variety of personal crisis issues to a more 
focused one related to gender inequality 

as a public ill. Resources were mobilized, 
programs and services were initiated, shelters 
and transitional housing were built, and 
opportunities were opened that enabled over 
sixty-thousand women and their children 
to stand up, leave abusive situations, and 

MIDDLE WAY HOUSE TURNS 50
An interview with executive director Debra Morrow

By Robert F. Arnove

Debra Morrow speaking at a 
Middle Way House Luncheon.

I could have easily 
been one of those 

people that ended up 
with a criminal record.

–Debra Morrow
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embark on journeys to new lives of dignity. 
Robert Arnove, husband of the late Toby 
Strout, conducted this interview. 
RYDER:  You’ve had a long involvement 

with MWH. When did you fi rst come into 
contact with Middle Way?

MORROW: I knew MWH existed; but, 
like most people who experience domestic 
abuse and are always told that it’s their 
fault, I didn’t think I deserved to get help 
at MWH. So, I never reached out, and 
when the neighbors called the police, it was 
actually law enforcement that encouraged 
me to reach out to MWH.

I thought that they had made a mistake. 
I still didn’t think I deserved help; but 
I thought if the police made a mistake, 
maybe MWH would make a mistake and 
think I deserved help too. Eventually, 
I talked to them, learned about the 
transitional housing and all that they 
off ered. I started going to support groups; 
and I was able to get a protective order 
and other help, including moving into 
the RISE! [a residential community of 
28 two-and three-bedroom apartments, 
the RISE was established by MWH to 
provide housing for survivors of domestic 
violence.] I’m not ashamed of my story, 
no survivor should be ashamed. A person 
who is an abuser should be ashamed. If 
there is any message I can share, it is to 
help every survivor know, that it wasn’t 
their fault and they do not have to be 
ashamed for the actions of their abuser. 

I think sometimes the reality of the story 
and knowing the experiences of others can 
help connect and build understanding. 
I know when I was in that situation, 
or even the time period that I lived at 
the RISE! I thought that there were two 
diff erent types of people. There were 
those people who were better than me, 
and then people like me. I thought I was 
diff erent, damaged, or just not as good. 

Do you know what I mean? I am afraid 
that many people in abusive relationships 
feel that way.

RYDER: Yes.
MORROW: In a way, I think it (sharing 

life stories) breaks down some barriers. 
When you’re in transitional housing 
or when you’re leaving an abusive 
relationship, you’re often considered 
homeless. I was considered homeless for 
two years when I lived in transitional 
housing. When you’re in that situation, 
you feel so much less than everybody else; 
but, when you have supportive people 
around you, like the advocates and staff  
at MWH, it gives survivors hope that they 
can transform their lives into something 
better. That is what I found as a client at 
Middle Way.

RYDER: What year did you come to MWH?
MORROW: My youngest daughter Sophie 

was ten, so it would be December 2004.
RYDER: You came to transitional housing? 
MORROW: Yes, but for several months 

prior I had been receiving other services 
from MWH. I had three of my kids with me. 
My oldest son was at Purdue.

RYDER: How long did you stay in 
transitional housing?

MORROW: Two years.
RYDER: Did you have any work with MWH?
MORROW: Yes. I went to work at 

Foodworks [Launched in 2002 by Middle 
Way House, Foodworks is a non-profi t 
catering business which also provides 
meals to area childcare programs including 
Head Start. While doing this, Foodworks 
provides employment opportunities to 
survivors of domestic violence.] I was so 
grateful that they had given me a chance 
when I applied for the job, because, like I 
said, I still didn’t really think I deserved any 
help. I immediately wanted to show that 
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I was worthy. Even though, looking back 
now, I didn’t have to prove myself. Folks at 
MWH believe in survivors, We don’t bring 
people in to have them prove themselves. 
Everybody that comes here is of value; but 
in my mind, I thought I had to show that I 
deserved this. So, I immediately enrolled in 
school that January, and then a job opening 
came open at Foodworks in April, and I 
started working there.

RYDER: Were you preparing food?

MORROW: Yes. I worked at the kitchen 
that was at where they did the meals for 
the Head Starts and Area 10s. I helped with 
that a little, but mostly I delivered to those 
programs. I delivered to the Area 10 in 
Ellettsville and Spencer and Head Start in 
Ellettsville.

RYDER:  I believe you also were taking 
college courses at that time. Did you go to 
IU?

MORROW: I started out at Ivy Tech. I 
started out in criminal justice, and then I 
transferred to Indiana State after I got my 
degree at Ivy Tech. I graduated Magna cum 
Laude from Indiana State.

The entrance gate to the New Wings Building 
and Child Care  Program located on Toby 
Strout Way (South Washington Street).
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RYDER: What did you get your 
degree in?

MORROW: In criminal 
justice, and so I started 
working then with New Leaf 
New Life with individuals 
who were incarcerated and 
transitioning out of jail, 
primarily with the women. 
I saw how many of them 
had been impacted by 
domestic violence and sexual 
violence; and I was making 
a lot of referrals back to 
MWH. I remember from an 
informal survey that I did at 
the time--98% of them had 
been impacted by domestic 
violence and sexual violence 
in their lives.

Oftentimes, it was several 
layers of abuses that they had 
experienced. I realized there 
really wasn’t any diff erence 
between me and them, except 
for the fact that they had done 
something that was considered 
a crime and ended up in jail. I 
just felt really connected to the 
ones that were incarcerated, 
because I can go back a little 
bit more.

As a child, I had experienced 
sexual abuse, and I’m not 
ashamed of my story. It was 
by a priest of a church; and 
because of that I spent so many 
years of my life thinking I was 
going to go to hell. No matter 
what I did, I was going to go to 
hell--because I had made this 
priest do this bad thing, and it 
wasn’t about me, but that was 
the way I thought about it at 
the time. 

I had had my oldest son when I was 16. I worked 
downtown at a fast-food restaurant. I lived south of town. 
My dad had cosigned for my apartment. I used to walk 
oftentimes to work. It cost a quarter to take the transit, 
but I would save the quarter, because I didn’t have much 
money. I didn’t know about food stamps and stuff , at the 
time, and I would walk to work and walk back home.

I remember one time on my way back I stopped at 
this Kroger’s. I knew I didn’t have much food. I knew 
I had some instant oatmeal at home, and I thought, 
I don’t even want to eat that. I wanted to steal some 
hamburger so bad. I wanted some food, but I didn’t 
end up stealing it. I remember how mad I was at 
myself, at that time. It all went back to the trauma of 
sexual abuse:  you’re going to hell anyway, and you 
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can’t do anything else wrong, because 
that’s just going to make it that much 
worse for you.

I was afraid to steal when I was hungry, 
when I was really hungry, and I was 
so angry at myself about it. Over the 
years, I’ve thought about that so much-
-especially in working with the women 
in the jail. I’ve thought--had my trauma 
impacted me a diff erent way and I had 
stolen that hamburger--I probably would 
have stolen again when I was hungry, 
because that wasn’t the last time I was 
hungry. I probably would have stolen 
again, just to survive.

I could have very easily have been one of 
those people that ended up with a criminal 
record; and once individuals get a criminal 
record, your opportunities for housing are 
reduced, so many more layers of barriers are 
built. That’s why I love the RISE!--we often 
take people who have barriers to other types 
of housing, that maybe they don’t qualify 
for Section 8 because of criminal histories, 

oftentimes drug histories for people who self-
medicate become barriers to housing. 

Some people end up self-medicating, 
and if they lose their Section 8 because 
of it and they don’t have a place to live, 
they’re losing their kids and everything 
spirals. I love the fact that our transitional 
housing works with individuals with these 
problems. If they don’t qualify for Section 
8, we will work with them on appeals and 
showing what’s diff erent that’s happening 
for them in their lives to get them qualifi ed 
for Section 8, and whatever we need to do. 
Even if it’s just two years of them having 
secured housing helps them be able to get a 
lease someplace else, because housing right 
now is just getting harder and harder to get 
for people who are low income.

RYDER: When did you come back to work 
on the staff  of MWH?

MORROW: I came back in 2009. I came 
back and started working at the RISE!  I was 
community service coordinator: I organized 
our volunteer trainings and a lot of just the 
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in-and-out, day-to-day work at the RISE!, 
taking care of the free share store for the 
residents, the food pantry, helping residents, 
whatever needed done, just kind of a lot of 
diff erent things.

RYDER:  You started there. Then what?  How 
did you move up the ladder?

MORROW: I really don’t know. I love 
the work. People would often ask me: 
“Do you talk to the residents about the 
fact that you used to live here?”  I guess 
there can be two diff erent beliefs on 
that. I didn’t, because I didn’t ever want 
them to think that I might have diff erent 
expectations of them than what they 
have for themselves. I loved it when they 
came by my offi  ce, and if they got a job 
at McDonald’s or Kroger’s or whatever, 
I wanted them to really believe me when 
I celebrated and was excited with them, 
because I truly was.

I never wanted them to think that 
anything they were doing wasn’t good 
enough. If they’re not going to school, 
that’s okay. You don’t have to go to 
school. Whatever you want to do for 
yourself, you get to choose your path, 
and I didn’t want the fact that I had lived 
there, I didn’t want to be like, look, I can 
do it. You can too. No. They get to choose 

their own path, and they get to do what 
they want.

RYDER: How’s that carried over now into 
your current position, that type of thinking?

MORROW: I think in a lot of ways with 
the staff , we all have the same goal and 
we’re working towards the same thing. I 
don’t want to tell them all the time what 
they need to do. I want them to bring 
their ideas, life experience, and expertise 
to their jobs. Every staff  member brings 
their own expertise and ideas. I want them 
to share their talents with each other and 
the residents. I want them to know what 
needs to be done and do it, and they do. 
I want to give them the tools to do their 
jobs. We want to do better all the time. 
We want to continue to learn and practice 
equity and provide spaces where everyone 
feels welcome. We want to make sure that 
everything that we do is client centered.

You went back and you asked how I 
ended up here. I don’t really know. I started 
getting to know Toby [Strout, Executive 
Director of MWH] some. I was always 
intimidated by her, because she was just 
a brilliant woman. I will always my entire 
life have to battle not feeling good enough 
compared to her. That’s something I will 
always deal with. When Toby would talk to 
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me or pay attention to me, that meant a lot 
to me, because I never felt like I deserved 
somebody of her status paying attention to 
me. That’s just who I am. 

That showed me that she was a very 
special person. Even when I was a resident, 
she came in there once and spoke to me at 
the donation counter-- that shows the true 
quality of a person. When I look at this 
community as a whole, I remember the 
people who, when I just started working at 
New Leaf New Life, or when I fi rst started 
volunteering--my fi rst volunteer place was 
at Shalom Center-- I remember the people 
in this community who treated me as an 
equal, and made me feel valued.

I also know there’s people in this 
community who wouldn’t have looked 
twice at me or spoken to me then, and that’s 
the reality. I think a lot of the people who 
are without homes in this community right 
now feel that same thing, but Toby wasn’t 
one of those people; and I think I learned 
the value of that quality from her. I do not 
want anybody to ever think that I don’t see 
them as good enough, no matter whether 
they don’t have a home or whether they’re 
a substance user or whatever. I think we 
have to make sure everybody feels valued. I 
learned that from Toby; and I believe staff  at 
MWH all work to make sure every survivor 
feels valued.

RYDER: Tell me the challenges that you faced 
when you took over in 2016?

MORROW: Oh, my gosh. If you want to 
know the truth, how did Toby do this?  It 
was my biggest question. This agency 
addresses so many diff erent needs and 
so many diff erent areas, and there’s a lot 
of silos in those eight areas. There just 
are. Well, the daycare’s mine; it might 
not run in a way that coincides so well 
with the Youth Program and everything-
-because everybody has passion,  but we 
have worked really hard to make all of the 
diff erent parts of the agency work together. 
I give staff  credit for how well they have 
done this. 

First, when you look at an organization 
and you have somebody who’s been a long-
time leader leave, there’s organizational 
trauma that comes with that. Then the 
sadness that Toby passed away, that 
also causes huge organizational trauma. 
One of the fi rst things we did was get 
an organizational consultant. We started 
working with Beth Applegate. We 
developed our organizational model. We 
just kind of really looked at what our goals 
were. We came up with an organizational 
plan, our values; and we really started 
looking at solidifying the agency. 

We were looking at an agency that had 
experienced trauma; and we were really 
trying to pull everybody together while also 
looking at increasing salaries--because that 
was so important for staff . Some staff  lived 
in poverty. It was really hard; the personal 
challenges that they faced. I understand 
that. Many staff  worked more than one job.  
MWH had some really lean years. MWH 
has always struggled fi nancially for a lot of 
reasons. It’s because the need for services 
was so great, and Toby grew to meet those 
needs.

Looking at making our salaries 
competitive with other organizations so 
that we could keep good staff , we would 
get college students or recent grads a lot 
of times for positions. While they were 

We have to make 
sure everybody feels 
valued. I learned that 

from Toby Strout.

70 RYDER



good, they would stay for a 
little bit, and then they would 
leave. In our childcare and our 
youth program, some of those 
people made just $7.50 an 
hour, which was right above 
minimum wage. I remember 
when I worked over at the 
RISE!. some of the people’s 
pay had to be reduced because 
we didn’t have the money. We 
really were/are working to try 
to get their salaries up so that 
we could keep good people 
here for our families.

RYDER: Let me ask, I know 
Toby saw MWH as sort of a 
feminist collective. MWH had 
a very horizontal authority 
and salary system compared 
with other organizations that 
are much more vertically 
organized with the top staff  
making often two, three times 
what the rest of the staff  
received.

MORROW: That’s not the case 
here. Most of the diff erence 
comes in regard to duties. It’s 
still very close. It’s all very 
closely aligned. We have put 
little diff erences in, not huge 
ones. Everybody pretty much 
is within a range. Probably 
longevity is where there 
is the most diff erence, and 
then duties. People who are 
coordinators, because when 
the buck stops, the coordinator 
is the one that has to pick up 
the responsibility. We felt like 
we needed to give them value, 
especially with an organization 
that grew this much, it seemed 
to me that people needed 
to feel like there was space 

to grow;  where people can grow into a coordinator’s 
position and they can feel like they’re advancing 
themselves.

RYDER: Could you tell us what the coordinator position is, 
and generally, how many paid stuff  you have?  Also, how 
many volunteers do you have now?

MORROW: Right now, our volunteer numbers are very 
low, because of Covid. We had to reduce much of our 
volunteer staff . In the youth program, because of spacing 
we’re using very few volunteers. We’re taking this time to 
revamp our volunteer trainings, which is good. Paid staff , 
there are 28 full time, 43 part time. 

RYDER: In the past, at peak levels, how many volunteers 
might you have?

Month YEAR 71
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MORROW: I would say a good 150, at a 
time, with the youth program typically 
having the majority

RYDER: Mostly students?
MORROW: Yes, mostly students This is a 

concern because many of our residents have 
health issues, and some of our staff  have 
health issues. We were unable to do social-
distancing with all of the volunteers in the 
agency, especially in youth program where 
there are many children. There’s some 
virtual volunteering going on in the Youth 
Program. We also have some volunteers 
and interns on the crisis line. We try to 
keep the numbers low just to maintain the 
recommended social distancing space for 
staff , volunteers and the folks we serve.

RYDER: How many coordinators did you say?
MORROW:  With coordinators, each 

program area has one. I think that was 
probably one of the things that I really 
don’t see how Toby did it. For every 
single staff  person in that fl at structure 
who had a problem, Toby was the person 
that they would go to. I have wanted the 
staff  to feel secure in their own program 
areas--that there was a coordinator, 
somebody that they could go to as a fi rst 
line of support, and then the problem 
would come up the ladder.

RYDER: There are eight areas?
MORROW: There is the shelter, and we 

have a coordinator of the shelter staff : you 
have the night, weekend, and daytime 
shelter staff . There is the crisis intervention 
program (CISC), and that started building 
a coordinator role before Toby left. These 
are people who run the crisis line, do the 
on-scene advocacy, operate the Rape Crisis 
Center and a lot of the outreach work, 
public speaking engagements, as well as the 
educational component.

There is our prevention coordinator, and 
that program is small. There’s only the 

coordinator, one part-time person, although 
it involves a lot of work in the community, 
at the schools. She also has several interns 
working for her too. If we’re not reaching 
the community, we’re not going to make a 
diff erence.

RYDER:  This is about ways to prevent 
domestic violence and sexual harassment?

MORROW: Yes, and Building Healthy 
Relationships (our school prevention 
program). We have our childcare program, 
and it has a coordinator that existed before 
with Toby. The youth program had a 
coordinator before, and it still does. The 
RISE! Coordinator was the last position 
that we built. Martha Voyles, a long -time 
advocate who had worked at the RISE! from 
it’s start, had gotten sick and eventually 
passed away. We recognized the challenges 
of another huge loss and saw the need to 
build in more supports to help staff .

RISE! Coordinator role has been very 
benefi cial, because it gives the youth 
program coordinator, the advocate 
coordinator, and the site manager 
somewhere to go for support in their space. 
The position helps pull the team together 
in various related activities. Then we’ve 
got the facilities (maintenance) and then 
the counties coordinator. When you have a 
program area with a lot of people and they 
can’t make a decision together--because 
sometimes people just aren’t always going 
to agree on the same thing--  a problem 
just sits there, and there’s no one always to 
work them through that. But I think having 
that coordinator is not about a boss-down.

That’s one of the things that I very much 
want people to know. A perfect example of 
how the coordinators work and how I want 
them to work is that they sit down with 
their team. It’s their team, and they discuss 
“Here’s what’s come up, here’s what we 
need to do--what do you think?”  Through 
those discussion, they’re working together. 
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It’s not top-down like some 
organizations run. I want them 
to work together as teams.

RYDER: What is the county 
position?

MORROW: We have an 
outreach offi  ce in Martin 
County, and we have an 
outreach offi  ce in Greene 
County and one in Owen 
County.

RYDER: There’s one person for 
the county?

MORROW: There’s a 
coordinator for them who 
works in the Martin County 
Offi  ce. We have that one staff  
person in Martin County, one 
full-time and two part-time 
people in Greene County, and 
two part-time people in Owen 
County.

RYDER:  So you’re serving four 
counties?

MORROW: Actually, we 
serve Lawrence and Morgan 
County too.

RYDER: I know that there’s 
going to be a 50th Anniversary 
Care Campaign. 

MORROW: We’re working on 
these plans

RYDER: In terms of building on 
it, you have some new ways of 
looking at where funds would 
go and notions of what you 
learned about how funds may 
be better used.

MORROW: You want to 
hear my dreams really. I tell 
you; I love hearing about the 
beginning of the domestic 
violence movement. It was 
grass roots--women working 

together. Granted, now we understand domestic violence 
aff ects not just women. But I love the idea of individuals 
working together to help one another like many folks and 
survivors did when the movement fi rst started. What I 
want to see involves all of us working together to end 
violence and help survivors. We want to be able to hear 
exactly what a survivor wants and needs from us-- really 
listening to them and being able to meet their needs as 
presented to us. When it became a case where programs 
became so dependent on grants, like VOCA funding 
(Victims of Crime Act -VOCA)  it limits the work that 
could be done to exactly what is spelled out in the grant, 
although that is not necessarily bad. A staff  member paid 
on the grant to do a certain job, can only spend their time 
doing that particular job. Our thinking was this: “We 



got the grant money to do this, and this is 
exactly the only thing we can spend this 
grant money on, and that’s fi ne, we need 
the services/staff  provided by that grant 
funding but we also need to build more 
fl exible funds to use directly with clients. 
We often live within the limitations of what 
is provided by our major grant funders, and 
we appreciate every cent of those funds to 
serve survivors--but anything else has to 
come from other sources, such as donations. 
It has been challenging to get grants to be 
able to directly provide for a client’s needs 
and that is where the community is so 
helpful and needed. Grants are what pay 
the staff  primarily; but when we felt it was 
important to raise the salaries for staff , the 
grant amount we were receiving was locked 
in until the next grant round. We needed 
to cover that expense from other resources. 
Grants do contribute to keeping this 
organization here so we can serve people, 
but I also wish there was more fl exibility. 

By contrast, for example, I think I’ve been 
really inspired by what I see with the grass 
roots mutual-aid movement of people caring 
about people; and people taking care of 
people in innovative ways responsive to local 
conditions. Along those lines, I would love 
to see more change in having fl exibility in 
how we serve people. Recently, we received 
a Covid grant that provided fl ex-funding 
that did  enable us to help give a number of 
individuals the specifi c help they needed.

Examples of fl exible fund use are these. 
Somebody who has a job in another county 

TOP: Lindsey Stout, Crisis Intervention 
Assistant Coordinator demonstrates the 
importance of wearing a face covering to 
help keep staff  and clients safe during the 
pandemic.
BOTTOM: The 2020 Ribbon Cutting 
Ceremony for the Wrapped in Love display 
of tree sweaters in the downtown area.
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is leaving their abuser, but this involves 
coming to shelter. Their vehicle won’t make 
it back and forth for them to go to work, 
whatever. If we can put that person in a 
hotel in their county so they can keep their 
job until they get some permanent housing, 
that’s the best thing to do for them. If we 
brought them here and they lost their job, 
they would have to start all over here in 
a community they weren’t familiar with-
-that’s more traumatic to them. Leaving 
them in their community, as long as can 
assure that they would be safe to there to 
rebuild their life--that’s the best we can do.

Yes, some folks absolutely need shelter for 
safety. They absolutely do, and we need to 
be here to do that, but the quicker that we 
can get them out of shelter and into a space 
that’s safe for them, the better it is for them. 
We’ve found that the longer people sit in 
shelter, the harder it is for them to reclaim 
their lives. Shelter is a tough thing, because 
you are in communal living, which in itself 
can be challenging. It’s not your home. All 
of these individuals are coming from their 
own homes, no matter how they defi ne 
their home. It was their home.

To be in a space that’s not theirs where 
they don’t have the control over their 
space like they would, where they’re living 
with strangers who have also experienced 
trauma, that’s hard. So, if we were able 
with that money to get somebody into an 
apartment immediately and know that 
they were safe, that’s amazing. That’s the 
best way to do it. I would love to be able 
to meet every survivor that comes to the 
door where they’re at and meet their needs 
without having a “pre”—I’m not saying 
we have a preconceived notion. We don’t. 
When options are limited, the best one may 
be to come to the shelter; but, if we have 
a large amount of fl ex-funding, we could 
help someone with a full-time job to able 
to maintain an apartment, If the individual 
doesn’t have money for a rental deposit, 

well, now we can refer them over to Beacon 
and rapid rehousing funds, and we can do 
that, and that works great.

Sometimes that can be a challenge if 
they have previous evictions, and then 
apartments won’t take them. Housing is the 
issue in this town right now. I don’t know. 
I just want us to be able to help survivors. I 
want us to be able to one hundred percent 
help survivors with what they need from 
us, and for us to be able to give it to them. 
If it is that they’re living in a trailer and 
their air-conditioner is out, they’re going 
to have to go back to their abusers to stay 
cool, because it’s 100 degrees in their trailer. 
By golly, buy them an air-conditioners so 
they can stay in their safe space. Those are 
the things that I want to see. I want us to 
be able to help a client get their car fi xed, if 
needed, so they can maintain their job--if 
that is what a survivor needs from us.

In a perfect world, I would love for us to 
be able to accomplish all of this—we’ve got 
to be able to challenge the housing issues 
in some ways, and I’m not sure what the 
answer is. There are times I think I wish the 
RISE! could be permanent housing; but then 
that would deny others access to needed 
transitional housing. There’s a transitional 
housing program up in Indy that doesn’t 
charge any rent for the people. It’s all 
supported; that’s helpful, but the residents 
are not building a history of paying rent, 
which then can be helpful in their getting an 
apartment later on their own. I never want 
rent or rental history to be a barrier to living 
at the RISE! for a survivor. 

I want us to maintain our buildings. I 
want us to see us really provide the level of 
care and services that everybody deserves. 
The RISE! is a 20-year-old building, and 
there were a lot of resources put into 
building it, because the work was needed; 
but there are not a whole lot of resources 
put away to maintain the care of the facility   
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RYDER: What is your capacity at the RISE! 
for shelter and everything else?

MORROW: We can serve 28 families in the 
RISE!. We have our fi rst male living there. 
Did you know that?

RYDER:  No! [surprised.] 
MORROW: We have our fi rst male, single 

father living there. In the shelter right now, 
I think our capacity is much lower, because 
of . . Covid, because we can only place one 
person or one family per room. 

RYDER:  And what is the capacity of the shelter? 
MORROW: Over here, I think right now 

with . . Covid, it varies, because if there is 
a mom with fi ve kids, there are six people 
in the room. The shelter has individual 
rooms. A family will be placed in one 
room together Pre-Covid several single 
individuals could be placed in one room 
together. With social distancing due to the 
pandemic, we cannot currently have more 
than one single individual in the same 
room. If there’s a mom with one kid in a 
room, there are two people in that room, so 
it varies. Usually our capacity is around 30, 
36 in there.

RYDER:  Do you have separate apartments also?
MORROW: Yeah. There are six apartments 

upstairs above the daycare. Our daycare 
is operating at almost total capacity. We 
have worked very hard to help our families 
who might not meet guidelines to receive 
childcare vouchers that help with the cost of 
the care. Our policy had always been that if 
somebody moved out of the RISE!, then we 
didn’t serve them in childcare anymore. The 
kids could continue coming to the youth 
program, but we didn’t serve them in the 
daycare. As long as we have capacity, we 
are continuing to serve them, even if they 
don’t have childcare vouchers. This means 
we’re not getting paid to do so.

RYDER:  How many children are in the day 
are program?

TOP: Facilities Coordinator Lauren Fox  and 
House Manager Gina Erickson, work hard to 
keep our shelter pantry stocked and organized.
BOTTOM: Facilities Manager Lauren Fox is 
always thrilled when the volunteer quilters 
drop of handcrafted quilts for the children who 
are in our shelter.



MAY/JUNE 2021 77

MORROW: We’ve got two rooms, and the 
capacity is 12 per room, dividing them by 
age. In the youth program, there’s been 
times when we have had sixty in there, but 
that’s the afterschool program/summer 
program. With our childcare program, being 
on the waiting list to get the vouchers so 
that your childcare is aff ordable to you, the 
waiting list can be very long. So, if we had 
a family moving out of the RISE! and they 
didn’t have their vouchers, and the mom 
had to fund new and aff ordable daycare, 
she would be fi nding whoever could 
watch her kids within her budget--and not 
necessarily having quality care.

We’ve continued serving them at our 
expense. They’ve experienced domestic 
violence, where consistency and trauma-
informed care is what they need. So, we 
want to make sure that we can provide 
it and help during transition periods. If 
they’re moving out of the RISE!, that’s 
another transition for the kid. If we can 
keep those children longer until the mom 
gets her childcare voucher--that there’s less 
transition for them and more security, and 
they are with people who understand the 
trauma that kids have experienced--that’s 
that much better for them. That’s long-term 
prevention. because we’re helping the kids.

We also built in the food-service program 
in the childcare program. We didn’t used to 
have meals. The moms would have to bring 
their lunch and breakfast or whatever for 
the kids, and there would be times when I 
worked over at the RISE!, the moms would 
be taking their kids to daycare, and they’d 
have to stop in the food pantry. They might 
grab a can of pork and beans from the food 
pantry and take it over there for their lunch; 
so, kids were eating all sorts of diff erent 
lunches. Now all the kids are having well-
balanced, healthy meals, all the same, 
and learning to eat vegetables and fruits 
sometimes that maybe they didn’t like.

RYDER:  Who’s providing the food?
MORROW: We do. The staff  prepares 

menus and prepares the food. They cook it 
in the kitchen. We do get reimbursed. We 
got it hooked up so we can get reimbursed 
from the government for the meal--that’s 
actually good, and  they’re also getting 
healthy snacks. During our period when 
we were doing our planning and looking 
at the agency, the garden on the roof of the 
shelter hadn’t really done a whole lot in 
the past couple of years. I really wanted to 
build a space for staff  to plant vegetables or 
fl owers, or simply a place to go and meet. 
The staff  really gravitated towards that 
space. They started growing food, and then 
the prevention program got involved. They 
started doing prevention programming up 
there with the kids while growing food.

Then the youth program participated. I 
had one of our RISE! resource specialists 
say, “Hey, I was wondering about the 
garden,” and so now there’s staff  from 
diff erent areas working together. They’re 
providing programming for the kids and 
building a community amongst staff  within 
MWH too.

Living in a shelter 
is tough. Itʼs not 
your home. The 

longer people sit in 
shelter, the harder 

it is for them to 
reclaim their lives. 



RYDER: Who’s responsible for the garden on 
the roof?

MORROW: Really. it’s the people, the staff  
together. The daycare, I would say, has 
the biggest hold on it. They’re the ones 
who have invested a lot with the children, 
Our part-part prevention coordinator 
Kyla Wargal sent out an email to see who 
else was interested. Now, other staff  are 
getting involved too. It had kind of died 
off  for several years. My sister came. She’s 
a master gardener, and she met with a few 
of the previous people who were involved 
with the garden from the very start. They 
met and discussed it. They had visions and 
thoughts, and we put some of their ideas 
into place. There are benches up there for 
people to sit on and talk if  staff  want to 
go up there for a quiet place to meet. Now 
they’re wanting to bring in adult clients and 
get them working up there this yea, if that 
interests them. Those are some of the goals.

RYDER: Let’s talk about case management. 
This in addition to the various missions 
MWH provides for survivors: helping them 
to secure housing fi nd jobs, receive medical 
attention and counseling, pursue further 
education …. Whatever goals the clients set 
for themselves.

MORROW: As part of our philosophy, we 
have to work under a model that is client-
driven. We, therefore, cannot force any of 
them into any services whatsoever, and that 
applies to our shelter as well as to RISE! 
Residents. That’s part of our grant funding 
also. Advocates in the shelter can have a 
daily check-in with them, just to make sure 
they’re here and okay. At the RISE!, there is 
no requirement to meet with their advocate. 
The advocates have to be able to build 
relationships with the residents so that they 
want to come and meet with them and they 
want to work with them and move forward.

RYDER: Every individual and family has an 
advocate?

MORROW: They all have an advocate.
RYDER: How many advocates do you have?
MORROW: At the RISE! there two, and 

at the shelter there’s three-full time The 
daytime advocates at the RISE! are always 
available during the day, but then other staff  
help people in the evenings and weekends. 
The shelter has staff  to help all night. In the 
shelter, we work fi rst on safety and with 
housing issues --making a plan for where 
residents will be next.

When you look at a housing-fi rst model, 
it’s that everything else is going to be 
easier to take care of if they have a place 
to live. Here there’s a lot of trauma that 
they’re working through. Our staff  is 
trauma-informed. This requires a lot of 
good listening skills. We refer residents 
for counseling if that’s wanted. There’s 
a program with Centerstone that we’ve 
partnered with. We’re able to connect them 
with counseling quicker. Same thing with 
HealthNet for medical care  

We’re able to connect them with HealthNet. 
Nancy Richmond is really great, so if people 
need care, we’re able to get it for them quickly, 
helping make sure that they’ve got insurance. 
Some people don’t have insurance. We assist 
in identifying what their needs are, and then 
identifying what resources we have to help 
them get those needs met. Always keeping 
in the mind the idea that safe housing is a 
priority, because we want people to have a 
safe space to call home, no matter what. With 
the RISE!, it’s the same thing. They are not 
required to participate in any programming, 
same thing over here. Support groups and 
stuff  are off ered. We don’t require them to 
attend. We can’t, not only because of grant 
requirements, but because it is our philosophy 
and way of doing things. I would always 
want things to be client-driven, though. I 
don’t want us to force clients to have to do 
anything, because then we’re no diff erent 
than their abusers. 
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RYDER:  Are these mostly federal grants and 
state grants?

MORROW: Federal grants.
RYDER:  What is the breakout between the 

diff erent funding sources that you have?  
How much comes from grants from the 
federal or state government, how much 
from donors?

MORROW: A lot of the federal grants fi lter 
down through the state. I have not seen the 
most recent, but the last time I looked, it 
was 52% of our grants--the rest primarily 
from foundations, United Way, Hud Rental 
reimbursements for our apartments from 
residents with section 8 vouchers, and 
donors in 2019 came this way

RYDER:  I know that even though often 
working with a diffi  cult population, the 
greatest frustration some face is dealing 
with the bureaucracies and the grants. It’s 
becoming increasingly diffi  cult to the point 
it looks like funding agencies want most 
people to fail.

I feel so sad for Sam Udjak, our grants 
manager. They want you to turn in people’s 
paystubs, their timesheets. Sam has to scan 
everything and send it to them. I’ve seen him 
have a grant report sent back to him, because 
there was a penny off  that he had to then 
turn around and redo it all. It is a problem. 
That’s one of the reasons why these small 
collectives have popped up during Covid. 
They just absolutely amaze me, because when 
you look at the fact that there are people who 
are wanting to give and help without all of 
this bureaucracy. Look how much time and 
eff ort gets spent by staff  having to track all of 
this stuff ; but, I understand; you want to be 
accountable. You want to be accountable to 
your donors. You want to be accountable to 
the people who give you money, and I hear 
that and respect that but often the amount of 
work it creates can be overwhelming.

RYDER:  What was the term you used--
phone collective collectives?

MORROW: These small collectives, I think 
that’s what I said, the mutual-aid groups. 
In this community, are you familiar with 
Hotels for Homeless here in Bloomington?

RYDER:  No, I didn’t know about that.
MORROW: I’m going to tell you, there were 

a couple of women who got together when 
. . Covid fi rst struck and started putting 
homeless people into hotels, renting hotel 
rooms and putting them up, and this has 
been going on for a year. The groups have 
just now started getting some grants. To 
help every night, they would be on social 
media:  “We need $400 more dollars to 
keep these families in the hotel until the 

Volunteers Brian and Peg Smith working to 
keep the RISE! transitional housing building 
beautiful. Peg Smith also serves on the Board 
of Directors.
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weekend.”  More than that, the organizers work those 
without shelter to fi nd them housing so they don’t 
have to sleep on the street for the night.

These are just community people who are just want 
to help those in need. Covid has led to a lot of that 
kind of not only donating but also collaborating. 
There are mutual-aid groups in town. They might use 
social media. Someone, for example, will send out a 
message” “I need diapers for my kid. Somebody else 
says, tell me where to drop them off  and I’ll bring 
them.”  It’s people working together, and I love that. 
I’ve talked to our coordinator at the RISE! about these 
networks of mutual support. If we really are working 
to build our families up for success, we need to help 
them build those kinds of support systems amongst 
themselves.

We need to think of what we can do in the RISE! to 
help build mutual aid amongst themselves. 
Somebody’s got an extra can of formula. 
Maybe they could have a bulletin board where 
they can say ”I have an extra can of formula. 
Who needs it?”  Same thing with diapers, 
as I noted above. Where they start learning 
to take care of each other, because I think 
that local self-help groups are feeling more 
generous towards things like that than large 
organizations.
RYDER:  One problem with securing adequate 
annual funding is that many donors think 
MWH is already successful, so there may not 
be a need to give you more.

TOP: Priscilla Cuevas and Mrs. Claus (Linda 
Lentz) provide holiday programing for the children 
at the RISE!, Middle Way House’s transitional 
housing program.

MIDDLE: Kyla Wargel, who works in the Prevention 
Program, shares information about the Middle Way 
Building Healthy Relationship Program.

BOTTOM: Youth Empowerment Services 
Coordinator Priscilla Cuevas speaks to a group 
about the importance of using trauma-informed care 
with children.
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MORROW: That’s something we’ve talked 
about a lot. I worry about that. I worry, 
because that’s not the case. We always 
have to keep going. You can’t downsize. 
You have to serve the same people you’re 
serving as well as new populations as 
circumstances change, and then you have 
a commitment to the staff  you have. You’re 
taking care of those people too. There’s just 
so many diff erent needs.

RYDER:  With regard to attending to all the 
possible populations who may need help, I 
understand you have what you consider to 
be a “triage system.”

MORROW: Donna is in charge of our triage 
system.

RYDER: What are the categories?
MORROW: Well, whether somebody needs 

shelter, whether they need to go into our 
shelter, whether they need our services such 
as our support groups, whether they need 
to talk to one of our Crisis Intervention 
advocates,  who work really close with 
sexual assault survivors. Donna will 
provide them with community resources, 
if they are needed. What support groups 
do they need?  We’ve got our domestic 
violence support group, as well as support 
groups for the survivors of sexual assault 
and incest. We were actually the fi rst agency 
in the state to have an incest support group, 
because some of the individuals that were 
coming to our sexual assault support group 
recognized that those who had experienced 
incest, they had diff erent situations--they 
wanted to maintain a diff erent group.

RYDER: Are you getting more human 
traffi  cking survivors?

MORROW: We do some. We do get some of 
those cases of somebody who was brought 
here from another country to do labor for 
somebody; but there’s human traffi  cking 
here every day in this community, and a lot 
of times it’s human traffi  cking that people 
don’t even notice. It is the man who’s having 

his wife or girlfriend have sex with people in 
order to get money to support his drug habit. 

RYDER: In terms of the average stay here, 
what would be the average stay at the 
shelter?

MORROW: Last time we fi gured it was 
around 30 days is about the average.

RYDER: Has it changed over time?
MORROW: We’ve had some people who 

have stayed here longer. Actually, I think 
there’s been a period of time that it’s been 
longer. Actually, it’s probably higher than 
thirty days now actually, if you want to 
know the truth, because it has been harder 
to get people housing. It’s been a lot more 
challenging.

RYDER:  Will the new Biden package of 
relief take pressure off  you, be helping 
people in terms of having money so 
they’re not evicted?

MORROW: We are not evicting anyone 
due to rent. Well, I just talked to our site 
manager this morning. I was asking her 
because one of the biggest challenges for 
getting housing in Bloomington is that 
you have to have a certain income. They 
might say you have to have this much 
income a month or you don’t qualify 
to get an apartment. Even if you have 
Section 8, they still want you to have a 
certain income. I asked her with the child 
tax credit, if they’ll get $300 a month 
per child. I said, “Is that going to help 
increase some of their incomes so that 
they can get housing, that they’ll qualify 
by the income guidelines as they’re 
moving out of the RISE?”  She said, “No, 
because it’s not counted as permanent 
income. They won’t look at it that way.”

RYDER:  I have three fi nal questions. 
The fi rst is this:  What are your greatest 
frustrations?

MORROW: I don’t have Toby to ask 
questions of.



RYDER:  What about the bureaucratic 
hurdles in securing funding?

MORROW: The grant requirements and 
reporting and always the fear of them not 
existing, that’s a big fear.

RYDER:  What do you consider your greatest 
challenges?  You could talk short-term, 
long-term, whatever. 

MORROW: My biggest challenges are that 
I never feel like we’re able to do enough; 
or that I, myself, am able to do enough; or 
as an agency we’re able to do enough. I 
feel like there’s just never enough help for 
people. I don’t have the answers for how 
to make things right for people  It’s not 
my job--I can’t fi x the housing problems;  I 
can’t fi x the problems with the challenges of 
housing for very low income folks.

You can’t talk about domestic violence, 
sexual violence, and human traffi  cking 
without thinking about the issues of jobs, 
the issues of housing, the issues of childcare 
and all of those things. The support systems 
in the community aren’t as strong as they 
need to be for those most vulnerable in the 

community and that includes survivors. 
I know that there are many committed 
people at the table working on these issues 
but we, as a community cannot be satisfi ed 
until those most vulnerable all have their 
basic needs met and are safe.

RYDER: What have been your greatest 
satisfactions with the job?

MORROW: Any time that a resident leaves 
here satisfi ed from either the shelter or the 
RISE!--where they’ve reached whatever goal 
they’ve wanted; or when a staff  member has 
had that experience--because I don’t see it 
fi rsthand anymore. But when a staff  member 
feels like they’ve done a good job with a 
diffi  cult situation, that makes me happy. 
When a challenging case involving getting an 
individual or family with a lot of trouble into 
housing is successfully resolved, I’m happy. 
The same when somebody’s gotten their kids 
back from the Department of Child Services. 
Those are precious moments when we get to 
see the results of our services, as hard as the 
work may be.

RYDER: There’s a lot of multitasking for 
this job, and you’re also the public face. 
You’re an advocate. You have to talk to 
diverse and countless publics. You have to 
continuously oversee your staff . You have to 
be responsible for the grants. You work with 
the Board. It is a very demanding job.

MORROW: I’ve got a lot of good help. I 
have an amazing staff  and I want our staff  
to shine. I love it when they get to shine as 
representing this agency, because I’m not 
the one doing the day-to-day work in the 
trenches that’s saving lives, that’s changing 
lives, that’s educating against violence. 
They’re the ones doing that on a day-to-
day basis, so I love it when they get the 
credit, and they shine. To me, that makes 
me happier than me being in the front. I like 
them to receive the credit they deserve.

RYDER: Is your principal role being #1 
coordinator of the coordinators?

Our philosophy 
is client-driven. I 
donʼt want us to 
force clients to do 
anything, because 

then weʼre no 
different than 
their abusers. 
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MORROW: I don’t know. It’s funny. 
The other day I was over with Priscilla 
Cuevas, the Youth program Coordinator, 
getting the kids off  the bus, and Priscilla 
told one of the kids, “That’s my boss,” 
and I hated hearing that. I hated that. 
That’s yucky. I told her afterwards, “You 
don’t have to tell them I’m your boss,” 
and she was like, “Well, you are.”  I said, 
“I’d rather be your supporter than a 
boss.”  I don’t want to be seen that way. I 
want to be there to support them in what 
they need, if that makes sense, I hope.

RYDER: Ultimately, decisions have to be 
made.

MORROW: Like I said, that’s why there 
are coordinators, the buck has to stop 
somewhere.

RYDER: Anything you want to talk about 
that I haven’t asked you about?

MORROW: I thought about this the 
other day. In looking at prevention 
and the diff erences that prevention can 
make in the community, and that’s why 
I think so highly we’ve got to continue 
to build on our prevention program. 
Domestic Violence is the leading cause of 
homelessness for women and individuals 
without homes are more vulnerable 
to violence. I know all of the concern 
there was with the Seminary Park tent 
population, and everybody has really 
strong feelings on both sides of the issue, 
but there was something I read, and I 
feel like it was in a newspaper article or 
maybe social media.

They were talking about an issue where 
there was a man that had gone after a 
woman over there, and it was about how 
they built a community amongst themselves 
living there. There was always talk about 
that, and about how other people stepped 
in and prevented domestic violence  from 
happening. Those who intervened made 
it clear that that kind of stuff  was not 

allowed there. I found this very intriguing, 
because that’s what we want for our entire 
community to be like. 

What everybody is fi ghting over the fact 
whether or not the homeless should or 
should not be camping overnight in the 
park, we’re actually seeing the types of 
actions we want to see in this community 
within that population. They’re actually 
modeling some things that a lot of us could 
learn from--how people collectively can 
work together to put end to social ills. 
Survivors come here, we handle the crisis, 
and then they go back out, and we hope it’s 
all fi xed. No. There’s so much more to it. It’s 
community, the community saying together, 
we don’t stand for domestic violence. We 
don’t stand for sexual assault. We won’t 
allow that to happen in our community.

This is why I want to fi nd out more 
about the incident that happened in 
park encampment. The individuals there 
were making a community within our 
community--that’s actually modeling 
some of the things we want in our bigger 
community. That’s where prevention needs 
to occur--within the whole community.

Robert F. Arnove, a longtime contributor to 
the Ryder, is Chancellor’s Professor Emeritus 
of Education, Indiana University. Since taking 
up residence in Bloomington in 1972, he 
has been actively involved with a number 
of social justice and arts organizations, 
most notably  Middle Way House and 
the Bloomington Playwrights Project. His 
most recent book, Talent Abounds: Profi les 
of Master Teachers and Peak Performers 
chronicles the careers and legacies of 
prominent individuals in various domains in 
the arts and athletics. 
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