Hope is the thing with feathers – Tim Prentice on his Art, Architecture and Music
By Brenda Underwood
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I n Tim’s barn workshop there is a bevy of activity. Dave Bean, who has been with Tim for around 22 years, is at the drafting table assembling a Prentice commission. In the office, Ellen Moon is getting an invitation ready for mailing and Marie has just stopped by to see how everything is progressing.  Not present are Dave Colbert who Tim regards as “his spiritual advisor” and Richard Griggs who, in addition to assembling sculpture for Tim, is in charge of the shipping department. Above the drafting table hangs a large serpentine work in progress made of thousands of small squares of Lexan held together so precisely with special wire hooks that it resembles the smooth scales of a giant mythic creature. It is an animal however, that depends for its life entirely on the vagaries of air currents around it. A small wisp of air brings it to life in undulating splendor and as it gathers momentum creates a delicate ripple of sound as pure as an alpine waterfall. 

On the wall is a map of Cornwall showing with pushpins all the houses that Tim has designed over the years, some 60 odd houses. “My first love was houses and still is,” said Tim. 

In the multi-story barn across the road from the main house Tim houses some of his larger pieces nearing completion, pieces that need room and perspective as they progress. In the upstairs level of the barn is a collection of hand-made musical instruments showing Tim’s spirit of playfulness: wooden xylophones, a bass using a woman’s store torso as the sound board and a set of drums. Tim ably demonstrates his expertise on each one. High on the wall overlooking the instruments silently nodding approval are other whimsical constructions – felt heads of the composers Bach, Brahms, Beethoven and Strauss.
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The lower level of the barn houses several suspended multi-faceted segments of a sculpture in progress made of small squares of aluminum that hang poised to reflect both light and air by any passing movement. In their simple and solitary dance Tim’s sculpture seems peculiarly well suited to the organic purity of wooden beams and earthen floor. In another room is a large woodworking shop where crates are built for shipping the sculpture. 

Outside the barn and around the Prentice home are many of Tim’s creations. One that will be familiar to Cornwall residents is the flag-like piece on the barn wall which slowly furls and unfurls with the fluidity of fabric responding to every gentle breeze.  Another piece that catches the eye is a large segmented metal lobster in a lobster crate “that can get very angry on a windy day.”
And, in the garage at the east end of the barn is something dear to Tim’s heart, a Model A Ford which once belonged to his parents Merrill and Dodie Prentice. Ann Schillinger, a long-time Cornwall resident who has known Tim since childhood recalls that the Prentice family called the Ford “the Mole”. “Tim’s mother, Dodie, often drove it in the Memorial Day parade to give rides to kids,” said Ann. She also remembers a day in 1949 driving her father’s Ford sedan into a ditch and calling Tim who “chugged up with the Mole, no less, and hauled it out.”  “The Mole” was purchased the year Tim was born.

The year was 1930. Tim Prentice entered the world on November 5 at Doctors Hospital in New York City. It was also the year his connection with Cornwall began when his parents bought a house in Cornwall. “My father had gone to Hotchkiss, and one of his buddies was Jack Calhoun who used to come back to Cornwall on weekends to see his parents who lived in the big brick house in the village. My father fell in love with Cornwall back then which would have been around 1915.” 
It was also where Tim’s father met his mother. “My father and Jack Calhoun married sisters, Dodie and Celia Machado” which makes Tim related by marriage to many families in Cornwall. Tim is also related to Maureen Prentice, wife of Tim’s brother, Tony, who died several years ago and Jim and Jane Prentice.
Tim’s father, an architect in New York, was also “the architect and campus planner for the Hotchkiss School for some time. He designed the Van Santvoord dormitory and the original science building which is still there but you can’t see it. When they remodeled the science building some years ago, they poured this great wet lava flow of Georgian details all over it and it was completely buried like a teapot inside a cosy. It’s a riot!” 

His father also designed the original Cornwall Consolidated School (CCS) “although it has been much added on to since then,” as well as the little “faux” stone building behind the Town Hall which now houses Planning & Zoning. He also designed several houses in Cornwall.
Tim attended the Brooks School in North Andover, Massachusetts. “There was no art department there at that time,” said Tim, speaking of the initial spark which set in motion his career as a kinetic sculptor, “but there was Mrs. Waterston [Sam Waterston’s mother]. On the second Tuesday of the month, Mrs. Waterston would take the kids interested in art to an art venue in the greater Boston area.” On one of these Tuesdays Mrs. Waterston took a group of four or five students to the Addison Gallery at Phillips Academy to look at 19th century landscape paintings. “When they came out,” said Tim, “I was in the lobby staring at my first Alexander Calder. I figure that’s when the seed was planted.” [image: image3.jpg]



Tim was 15 at the time. College at Yale followed – “I barely got in” – but at that point he was not thinking of a career in architecture. “I fell into it,” remembered Tim, “I didn’t have any other idea at all and there was an absence of alternatives.” 

Half way through graduate school during the Korean War Tim was drafted into the navy having previously been in the naval reserve. He was trained as a bombardier navigator and spent most of his time flying bombing exercises off an aircraft carrier in the Mediterranean. Years later he discovered that his pilot during these exercises was Sue Gingert’s uncle.
It was both an interesting and demanding experience Tim recalls which allowed him to travel to many different places. “We had exercises out of Newfoundland testing the radar screens of bombers across the north, east and west of the United States. We would go out for 11 hours at a stretch and had to navigate by the stars going 300 miles an hour in a jet stream that could be going 200 miles an hour this way or 200 miles an hour that way. The goal was to locate your self precisely by getting something called a three-star fix. I never worked so hard in my life calculating the math of all those angles.” 

When Tim returned to the U.S. in 1958 he completed his Masters Degree in architecture at Yale and then went to work as an apprentice for Edward Durrell Stone, a famous New York architect, with whom he worked for several years. 
He also married Marie. “Our families knew each other.  Marie’s brother John Bissell also went to Brooks and one family or the other would take us back and forth so Marie was part of the scenery way back when. It was not love at first sight, continued Tim, “but it picked up later after I was out of the navy, having to do with a Murphy bed in Pittsfield, Massachusetts but I’m not going to get into that.” 

Perhaps the kindling of that first flame may also have had something to do with a long string of beads and a game of tennis. Tim recounts one of his favorite memories after getting out of the navy: “I was hanging around Cornwall for several months while trying to figure out what was next and I had a date with a girl, also a friend of the family’s, who would come up for weekends. She was an incredible athlete – a real jock – so we went up to the lake to play tennis and she beat the pants off me. The next week I had a date with Marie Bissell. She had a long string of beads around her neck and every time she hit the tennis ball it might or might not go in the court but the beads went round and round and I was able to survive. So I thought this is for me.” 

In 1963 while still apprenticing in New York “a wonderful opportunity” appeared on the horizon.  “Marie and I loved to sing and play the guitar. Both our families had a tradition of singing and music. I had a good friend, Bill Crofut, a folk singer who had received a grant to go around the world singing folk songs in the name of cultural exchange and good will. In those days the State Department had a very different idea about winning the hearts and minds of folks around the world than we do now.  Now we just shoot them but in the old days we used to sing to them first.”
Tim and Marie were offered a similar grant from the State Department and sang in India and in Kenya among other places. “It was very intense,” said Tim. We went all over India and sang probably three concerts every two days. And we learned songs in the languages of the countries we were in. The nice thing about it was that if we didn’t get it down just right, they were amused; the more we screwed up, the more they laughed. So, we couldn’t lose.” 

“The Indian culture is so deep and so rich,” said Tim. “When we came back to New York people would say: ‘Weren’t you depressed by the poverty?’ which is a natural thing to say but, on the other hand, it is less depressing than the poverty in New York – a country which can afford not to have poverty.”

Tim and Marie have returned to India many times over the years. Marie’s brother, John, went to India in the late sixties with the Ford Foundation. He married Bimla, a Punjabi woman, and they made their home in New Delhi. John died several years ago but Bimla still resides in Delhi.
After their singing tour, Tim started his architectural practice in New York City. “I had a friend who had an office and I had a commission so we were made for each other. We started small and eventually grew into a 30-man office.” That was the award-winning firm of Prentice & Chan Architects.
Tim and Marie’s family also grew. They have two daughters: Nora and Phoebe. Nora does freelance work in New York City and Phoebe, the younger daughter, lives in upstate New York with her two children Zeke, 7, and Zoe, 5. 

After 12 years designing buildings and houses Tim, not completely content in the confines of a large architectural firm, decided to go into the field of kinetic art.  [Merriam-Webster defines kinetic art as sculpture or assemblage having mechanical parts which can be set in motion.]  “I just didn’t have the psychology to manage a big office; it got to be too big around me. And, there came a time when this other thing – the kinetic sculpture thing – wouldn’t let me go. Marie was tired of hearing me complain and she finally said I had better do something about it. So at 43, ground zero for trouble according to Gayle Sheehey who wrote the book Passages in a Man’s Life, I took the plunge. A lot of architects fantasize about being artists. I think most people fantasize about doing something other than what they are doing.” 

So “little by little” Tim entered the field of kinetic sculpture and recalls that “it was a lot of work and took a long time to develop the guts to do it professionally. There are so many aspects to sculpture; the creative part for me is the hardest. Musicians are different; when they are creating they are playing. I find it almost impossible to play; it’s just my psychology, I have to turn it into work.”
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Isn’t that a dichotomy of sorts when your work is so playful?  “It’s easier to work on your career,” said Tim, “that’s linear, but to work on your art, it’s impossible to describe how to go about it. Kinetic work is actually extremely limited but in a way, that is a strength. The mature work of the celebrated color theorist and painter Joseph Albers, for which he is known, is called Homage to the Square. In it he has removed all the other composition – the quality of the paint on the canvas, the mark of the hand – he took everything away and just focused on color. The more he limited his options the more there was left to discover. My idea is to do that with motion.”
Tim explained that his art comes out of the Russian constructivist tradition that flourished between 1915 and 1925. “The Russians, and later the Cubists (1908-1920) and the De Stijl movement in Holland (1917-1931) changed the world visually more than we now realize. There hasn’t been the likes of that revolution since. This abstract form of art is so immersed into the culture now that we don’t see it any more.” 
“Composition and balance were Calder’s primary interests, not movement. That’s why the work of George Rickey was interesting to me because he was a skilled engineer who focused on movement; if you take movement away from a George Rickey piece you take the interest away. By the same token, if you take the movement away from a Calder piece it is not that different. A lot of his stuff basically doesn’t move at all because it’s so heavy. The odd thing is that Calder had the engineering degree and Rickey didn’t.” 

So what do you think you are trying to say through your art?  “I suppose I’m trying to elicit delight. If you could see the air move, it would be extremely interesting because unlike water, it is compressible. A drop of ink in a clear glass of water, for example, will create organic forms that you have no control over. It is the same with kinetic sculpture. Basically, the wind makes the art. We make the machine or toy and offer it to the wind and the wind responds by playing with it. As I’m fond of saying: ‘The wind is more imaginative and resourceful and unpredictable than I am so I might as well go with something you can count on being organic and unpredictable and whimsical.’” 

For a number of years, Tim was president of the Municipal Art Society of New York, a volunteer non-profit group of professional city planners who were responsible for the landmarks law in New York, a model now used all over the country. Tim was president of the Society during the debate over saving Grand Central Station, a case which went to the Supreme Court. 
In Cornwall, one of Tim’s pet projects has been The Cornwall House Tour which he has organized over the last few years. He was also on Cornwall’s Housing Committee for many years including the eight-year battle to save Rumsey Hall. “The results of my efforts are there to see today,” said Tim, referring to the sad state of Rumsey Hall. “There was a time not so long ago when those two buildings [Rumsey Hall and the United Church of Christ] built in 1884 and 1888 were, side by side, as fine a representation of church and state in white clapboards anywhere in New England.” 
Tim has been instrumental in many other areas of town enhancement, one of which in recent history many people in Cornwall may remember. A few years ago, he bought a painting by Jonathan Scoville at auction to benefit the Cornwall Free Library and then magnanimously donated it back to the library for all to enjoy. It currently hangs in the meeting room of the library.
Tim travels a lot for his work. In recent years he has had projects in Australia, Japan, Hong Kong, Northern Ireland, and India. He has many projects in the works around the U.S. including Denver, Atlanta, Wilmington, Ann Arbor and currently has two projects under way in New York City – one for the pediatric ward at Sloan Kettering and one for Citicorp. Since going into kinetic sculpture full time, Tim has received over 70 commissions for publicly funded art which are on display in various venues including airports, embassies, and universities all over the United States and around the world. His work is also in over 100 private collections.
Was getting out of architecture and into kinetic sculpture a good decision? “Yes, for me it was. It uses a lot of my architectural skills of course and I have a great team without which none of this would be possible. Dave Bean and Dave Colbert have been working with me for 22 years and Richard Griggs joined about 10 years ago. That I’ve been able to have steady work is some kind of miracle.”  [Tim’s atelier: Dave Bean, Dave Colbert and Richard Griggs are artists in their own right.]
Tim’s raw materials include Lexan, stainless steel, aluminum and feathers which all lend themselves to kinetic sculpture. “Feathers are kind of fun because they are bright and sassy and don’t weigh anything, and if you use stainless steel wire with them which is so powerful and so strong the amount you need to hold feathers together in a certain pattern is almost invisible so you are using the two most opposite materials of which you can possibly conceive.” Tim did a commission for the Hartford Hospital for Cancer Treatment Center using feathers and received the following letter from a patient who was receiving treatment:

Thank you for the magical sculpture Aviary that hangs in the Gray Cancer Center at Hartford Hospital. I have breast cancer, and this past year has sometimes been rough for me. Parking at the center under a sign that says “Cancer Patients” can be a sobering dose of reality. But then I walk into the lobby, and look up and there is Aviary, gently moving in slow, delicate spirals, reminding me that life is beautiful. Then I think of Emily Dickinson’s poem about hope, and my heart is lightened.

“Hope is the thing with feathers—

 That perches in the soul—

 And sings the tune without the words—

 And never stops—at all.”

“Hope is the thing with feathers. I was completely undone by that. It was about 10 years ago and I said to myself, ‘I am doing the right thing, I really am.’” 
To Tim, Cornwall is unique and “has this literary mystique thanks to James Thurber, Mark Van Doren, Mark Simont, Lewis Gannett and the early artists who came up here. The wave of city folks, artists and academics, first came up during the depression. It was also when my parents came up. There was a kind of cohesiveness to that group, a core, something I’ve always been romancing.” 
“The population of Cornwall as everybody knows was greater in 1888 than it is now. Cornwall wouldn’t exist in its present character without the influx of city people. The city people and part timers are interested and involved and provide skills and funding that wouldn’t necessarily be there. The Lorch Farm purchase wouldn’t have happened without them.” 

“The danger that everyone is worried about is that that influence is going to change it in the end. It has changed the towns around Cornwall and it is changing Cornwall. Now you see some first developer houses going up that are just horrific.”  Over the years, Tim has been devoted to keeping the subject of architectural integrity and heritage alive in Cornwall believing we have a responsibility to cherish and preserve what we have. “There was a time,” said Tim, “when we were proud of public buildings that represented our town in a great way.”
Tim believes that perspective is important in knowing what you have to do in the world. And you need to travel to develop that perspective. “If you want to put time in that’s not selfish or [devoted to making] money you have to decide on some good cause – be it local, national or international. Where are you going to put your oar in, how do you decide? We did a piece in the bomb-proof American Embassy in Cameroon about a year ago and, in terms of perspective, the poverty there makes India look prosperous. I have just never seen anything like it – that’s the kind of perspective you don’t shake off. And then you come back home and realize what a privilege it is to be free and spend your life making art, something that lacks utility by definition. If that’s not a guilt trip I don’t know what is.”
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Prize-winning photograph of Tim Prentice
 by Lazlo Gyorsok
More information on Tim Prentice can be found on his web site: www.timprentice.com
Interview: November 21, 2006 
