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By Sean Francis, Special to the Tribune

4:57 p.m. CDT, August 3, 2011

The name calls to mind the grandeur and
high drama of the Roman Empire: Julius
Caesar.

'~ So visitors to this unique gallery on Chicago's
' West Side may be surprised by the modesty
of what they find: a single high-ceilinged room with the usual white walls; comfortable
capacity for around a dozen. There's ambition here, however. And conquests over materials
if not people or territory. It's a fascinating forum for the otherworldly power of art.

What kind? Every kind — from paintings in oil to videos on a loop, from sculptures in
nontraditional media to outsized photographs. (Sometimes the walls themselves are the
canvas, as in an impressive recent exhibit by the veteran artist and SAIC professor Frank
Piatek, who mapped a dizzying genealogy of spiritualism in art onto the white.) Shows open
on the first Sunday of each month and are always surprising — even, occasionally, to the
four School of the Art Institute graduates who supervise the space.

"We love seeing what the artists we invite come up

Topics with" enthuses Molly Zuckerman-Hartung, one of
Arts Julius Caesar's founding directors. "We approach
Photography people we're interested in, assign them their month
Garfield Park

and leave them to do their thing. And this is something
distinct from the way a lot of more commercially
driven galleries tend to operate.”
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So it's as much a laboratory as a gallery? "Exactly,"
says Zuckerman-Hartung.

"It's a matter of focus and care," adds Dana DeGiulio,
creator of last year's brilliant, thought-provoking video
performance piece "The Cry Collapses to Form." "Not
to discount the labor involved — because there's a
whole lot of that — but it's a labor, as they say, of love.
We can honor a mentor from school who has
influenced and inspired us — or offer a showcase for a
student we've taught ourselves who is just getting
going. It's gratifying, and also exciting."
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Each of the four directors is allotted one show a year (one of the founders, Colby Shaft,
recently left the enterprise). This month's offering, which opened Sunday and will run
through Aug. 28, features Florida native and recent School of the Art Institute graduate
Holly Murkerson, who in her solo debut manages with a mere three pieces to confabulate
an atmosphere of cosmic enigma. (Well, four if you count the paint she applied to the walls
— "glacial tint, wave crest, glow, and creamy orange" — a calming color scheme, which
serves as well in its transitions to illuminate her controlling metaphor of liminality in
landscape.) One color photograph printed in two sizes magnifies into quasi-abstraction the
detritus of art-making on her studio floor, while a red oak writing table she built herself and
topped with blue mirror board and a stack of gridded glass greets those who enter the
space.

Together these make up "Landlocked Blue," an installation that in its engagement with
concepts of positioning and orientation can scarcely be experienced except in person. In
conjunction with her poetic artist's statement, and a droll non-map girded round by such
cartographical terms as "meridian" and "longitude" alongside "torrid zone" and "nadir," it's
an auspicious setting for the thoughtful 29-year old.

Meanwhile, people still outside may well be wondering if they've arrived at the right
destination. The brick building housing Julius Caesar and a number of studios was once a
tool and die factory, then a tortilla bakery. Today there's no sign, other than art students
and a critic smoking on the lawn in the stretch of shade out front, that there might be art
afoot.

When you ask, "Who typically comes," of Diego Leclery and Hans Peter Sundquist, the
other two remaining artist/proprietors, they reply "Artists, students, faculty and very nice,
curious people from the neighborhood" (East Garfield Park).

"Yeah, we don't really get the collector trolley over here," DeGiulio jokingly confides.
Indeed, the gallery is seldom involved in business transactions — but on those rare
occasions that it is, the percentage paid to the makers of the work is substantially larger
than the norm. Money is a perpetual concern, of course — but a new fundraising venture
detailed on the Julius Caesar website and a robust esprit de corps ought to keep things
rolling for a while. (The gallery has been around since March 2008.) Even its current intern,
SAIC grad Betsy O'Brien, seems pleased with whatever task she's given: from projecting a
new budget to plucking up tenacious weeds along the busted-up sidewalk.

The gallery's name has a simple story. "Well, we were sitting around and opening books at
random to see what popped up," recounts Zuckerman-Hartung, "when someone just
shouted out 'Julius Caesar!' And we all instantly agreed — for the first time and probably
the last," she laughs.

And why do you think that struck a chord?

She casts what appears to be a fond glance at her fellow gallerists, then says, "Because we
knew it would have to come to an end some day when one of us killed another one!"

Beware the Ides of March, indeed. In the meantime, half-collaboration and half-
conspiracy, Julius Caesar continues to reign.

Openings are 4-7 p.m. on the first Sunday of each month. Normal gallery hours are 1-4 p.m.
Saturday and Sunday. 3311 W. Carroll St., free; 312-725-6084, juliuscaesarchica

go.com, hollymurkerson.com
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