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They will bloom without you

At the entry of the exhibition, a large black and white photograph by Alex 

Chitty depicts a vitrine filled with model-sized designer chairs. The small 
versions of Modern furniture handmade by Chitty remain still, enclosed, 

and guarded from the busy workshop that surrounds it. In this protective 
plexiglas box, time and environmental factors do not affect the model pieces. 
Additionally, the studio scene is further preserved as a moment in time 

through the photograph itself. However, art history is not fixed like the Modern 
chairs memorialized in the image. Instead, art and design are constantly re-
evaluated, reinterpreted, and even re-categorized by new generations. 

As the only contemporary art center in the United States that oversees a 

home designed by Mies van der Rohe, it is the Elmhurst Art Museum’s unique 

responsibility to provide exhibitions and programming that expand on its 

history. The exhibition They will bloom without you by Alex Chitty is the first 
site-specific exhibition of a newly initiated series for the McCormick House. 
Regular installations in the home grant new, ongoing interpretations, breathe 

new life into the building, weave a more complex narrative about its use as 

a home, and expand on its unique history. With a contemporary lens and her 
own voice, Chitty created new works that respond to the living spaces of the 

McCormick House as well as homages to Mies and one of his collaborators 
from before he left Germany to work in Chicago.  

Chitty’s poetic investigation began with recognizing dualities present within 
the architecture of the McCormick House. Two-part relationships abound: the 
rectangular segments of the home (the North and South wings) are joined 

at a singular point, and its glass walls merge interior and exterior views. Her 
sculpture, drawings, photographs, and video reflect upon multiple physical 

states that operate simultaneously in the architecture. A type of harmony 
is formed by these plural states, which Chitty expands on through physical 

pairing and implied collaboration.  

Her exhibition title, They will bloom without you, is a reference to Chitty’s 

observations of flowers, and how their daily bloom takes place independent of 

an audience. This concept of forward momentum in the absence of onlookers 
is also a nod to the designer and architect Lilly Reich who collaborated 

with Mies van der Rohe, but who is often omitted from the credits of their 

collaborations. Reich was frequently left out of history books, but through 
new research and exhibitions such as Lilly Reich: Designer and Architect at the 

Museum of Modern Art in New York, her name is now more regularly paired 

with Mies. As a sly gesture to the relationship and the exhibition title, Chitty 
planted a bed of Snowdrops on the museum’s grounds. These flowers are 
one of the earliest to bloom at winter’s end and will come up after her show 

has ended.
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Mies van der Rohe designed and built the McCormick House (1952), but Reich 
and Mies worked together in the ‘20s and ‘30s on a number of designs for 

furniture, exhibitions, and interiors. “A rediscovery of Reich’s reputation does 
not require a diminution of Mies’s.”1 Rather, Alex Chitty’s work expands further 

on the dual dialog and traces of influence between the architects. Chitty’s 
sculpture you will never be able to directly see the gap between your own eyes 

links two tubular side chairs from Mies’s MR series. The piece makes note of 
the striking shifts in perspective that even the short distance of four inches 

can achieve, but it also stands in recognition of the furniture jointly created 

by the two designers. For instance, drawings and printed materials from 
1931 show a distinct similarity of Mies and Lilly’s ideas, which likely were 
exchanged fluidly and without any clear delineation of their origin. Similarly, 
Chitty included a drawing made by two people who each drew in different 

media while sitting next to one another. It is not immediately obvious where 
one hand yields and the other begins, but without one of the participants, the 

drawing would look incomplete. Lastly, Chitty’s work speculates on dynamic 
relationships, where ideas are exchanged freely and easily, creating an ode to 

the concept of multiple forces at work—in these cases specifically celebrating 
a collaboration between two people. 

Chitty’s own work was influenced by her research and the ultimate context 

of the exhibition site. Two photographs were made previously, including Der 

Stuhl and [music continues]—an image of a bee in the Farnsworth House—but 
their inclusion in the exhibition changed their meaning. New works were 
created including the video of a constantly pacing cheetah. Its meaning shifts 
when one considers that it is played within a glass house. 

Individual aspects of Chitty’s sculptures contain their own relationships and 

dialogue. For each of the I-beam floor sculptures, Chitty included a purposeful 
bodge--an inelegant, but practical fix. For instance, one sculpture intentionally 
lacks an element at its base, but the insertion of a metal pitcher resting on 

a sponge allows the sculpture to stand upright. Each part does not operate 
independently. Rather, the narrative of Chitty’s creation is suddenly and 
unexpectedly changed, as it now includes a relationship to an unrelated but 

recognizable item stripped of its original function. The work’s dual state then 
carries new meaning forward. 

Often one direct reading is not true. Interpretation may be shifted by 
multiple influences such as the exhibition site, outside research, one’s own 

background, complex pairing within an artwork, and even explanations such 

as this text—which was itself a collaboration with the artist. 

-John McKinnon and Alex Chitty
1 Matilda McQuaid, Lilly Reich: Designer and Architect (The Museum of Modern Art: Distributed by Harry N. Abrams, 1996), 7.

Alex Chitty, they will bloom without you (paperback book), 2017

On The Use of  __________.  
  

I am intentionally using a __________.  
A __________, which since we first learned to point to things and give them 
names, we have called a __________.  It is firm in its identity and we are certain 
of our relationship to it.  I expect us to first see it as a __________ because natu-
rally, that is what we know.  But next, I want us to forget its name and see it as 
perhaps only two to seven inches in space, or a thing that has weight.  
It is not magic.
I am not trying to make the __________disappear before our very eyes.
It is not camouflage or trickery.  
There is no blending of pixels to heal a mistake or make one material merge 
into another.
The __________ remains stubbornly and blatantly itself.  
Instead the __________ asks something of us!

It relies on us accepting another reality for the __________.  Letting, for a 
moment the __________ become something other than what we have always 

known it to be.

-Alex Chitty
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Alex Chitty, Dwelling, 2017

The Panther

His vision, from the constantly passing bars,
has grown so weary that it cannot hold

anything else. It seems to him there are
a thousand bars; and behind the bars, no world.

As he paces in cramped circles, over and over,

the movement of his powerful soft strides

is like a ritual dance around a center

in which a mighty will stands paralyzed.

Only at times, the curtain of the pupils

lifts, quietly--. An image enters in,
rushes down through the tensed, arrested muscles,

plunges into the heart and is gone.

Rainer Maria Rilke     

translated by Stephen Mitchell
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CHECKLIST 
All works courtesy of the artist and PATRON, Chicago

1 Der Stuhl, 2014

Archival inkjet print framed

35 x 42 in.

2 they will bloom without you (wooden spoon), 2017

 steel I-beams, objects, fasteners, twine, cast brass
 23 x 6 x 6 in. 

3 they will bloom without you (blue shoe), 2017

 steel I-beams, objects, fasteners, cast brass 

 15 x 39 x 10 in.

4 they will bloom without you (combs), 2017

 steel I-beams, objects, fasteners, twine, cast brass
7 x 11 x 8 in.

5 they will bloom without you (cotton towel), 2017

 steel I-beams, objects, fasteners, cast brass
 34 x 12 x 7 in.

6 they will bloom without you (perfume bottle), 2017

 steel I-beams, objects, fasteners, cast brass
9 x 12 x 9 in.

7  they will bloom without you (paperback book), 2017

 steel I-beams, objects, fasteners, string, cast brass
 25 x 15 x 5 in. 

8 they will bloom without you  (pitcher), 2017

 steel i-beams, objects, fasteners, cast brass 

 22 x 11 x 8 in.

9  they will bloom without you (pencils), 2017

 steel I-beams, objects, fasteners, twine, cast brass
 47 x 16 x 11 in.

10 they will bloom without you (plastic teacups),  2017

 steel I-beams, objects, fasteners, cast brass
6 1/2 x 72 x 4 in.

11 Dwelling, 2017

 Video

 1’ 42’’

12 [music continues], 2015-2017
 photograph, drawing erasers and frame 

 4 3/4 x 6 1/4 in.

13 You will never be able to directly see the gap  
 between your own eyes, 2017 

 two Model MR chairs, walnut, leather 

 34 x 26  x 24 in.

14 I actually enjoy the wait, 2017

 powder coated steel, snowdrop bulbs, winter

 Site specific installation

15 The string of a bass, 2017

 photograph and red film framed
 14 3/4 x 12 1/4 in.

16 A thing for things, 2017

 powder coated steel, cherry wood, brass, silver  

 chain, cotton

 59 x 40 1/2 in.

17 Danny Shapiro & Alex Chitty
 Two people drawing together, 2017

 Pen and colored pencil on paper framed

 28 1/2 x 22 1/2 in.

18 Long, 2017

 walnut, brass, blackened steel, green glass marbles

 120 x 6 1/2 x 6 1/2  in. 

14

11
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Alex Chitty (b. 1979, Miami) is an artist based in Chicago. She 
received a Bachelor of Fine Art from Smith College and a Master in 
Fine Arts from the School of the Art Institute of Chicago where she is 
a professor in the Sculpture and Print Media departments. Her recent 
exhibitions include: Objectifying the Photograph at NIU Art Museum in 

DeKalb, IL, Small Sculpture (2017) at Corbett vs. Dempsey in Chicago, 
IL, Slight Pitch (2016) at LUCE in Turin, Italy, the sun-drenched neutral 
that goes with everything (2016)  at PATRON in Chicago, IL, Turning 
Spoons into Forks (2016) at Hyde Park Art Center in Chicago, IL, Alex 
Chitty and Chris Bradley (2015) at Shane Campbell Gallery in Chicago, 
IL, Orchid (2014) at ADDS DONNA in Chicago, IL, The Way They 
Wanted to Sleep (2013) at Andrew Rafacz Gallery in Chicago, IL.

The McCormick House (1952) is the cornerstone of the 
Elmhurst Art Museum’s collection. It is the largest of the three 
single-family homes Mies van der Rohe designed in the United 
States. The home is a rare and important example of his mature 
style, incorporating elements of his celebrated designs for the 

Farnsworth House (1951) and 860-880 Lake Shore Drive (1951). 
During the construction of the Lake Shore Drive apartment 

towers, Mies introduced his ideas for prefabricated row houses 

to the developers of the project, Herbert S. Greenwald and Robert 
Hall McCormick III. Mies had been developing plans for mass-
produced modular housing for a few years, including designs 

for other clients in the Chicagoland area, but this was the first 
prototype to be built. The single-family house is composed of two 
of the proposed prefab homes arranged to create two separate 

wings, one for the parents and one for the children. McCormick 
attempted to promote and sell the mass-produced modular 
houses in the suburbs of Chicago, however they did not have 

enough buyers to begin construction.

GRATITUDE ZONE:
Noah, Danny, Ching, Julia, Emanuel, John, Lal, Mira, Nick & Ann, Amy, Tom, 
SAIC Wood and Metal Shop Staff.

Image courtesy of Hedrich Blessing Archive, Chicago Historical Society
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Elmhurst Art Museum is a welcoming center to view and experience 

the visual arts of our time. The Museum galleries, Mies van der Rohe’s 
McCormick House, and Education Center enrich people’s lives by 
deepening their knowledge of art, architecture and design, increasing 

their understanding of the relevance of visual art in our society and 

sparking the development of individual creativity.

150 S Cottage Hill Ave, Elmhurst, IL 60126
630.834.0202 | elmhurstartmuseum.org

ELMHURST A R T  MUSEUM

Museum Hours
Mondays: CLOSED
Tuesdays-Thursdays: 11am - 5pm
Fridays: 11am - 7pm
Saturdays and Sundays: 11am - 5pm


