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Community on ice  
STREETSCAPES  

The Art Shanty Projects reveal what it takes to make a 
lively public space — people, engagement and activity.

By FRANK EDGERTON MARTIN  
Special to the Star Tribune

White Bear Lake is home to Minnesota’s 
most unusual streetscape. It’s not in the 
town of White Bear Lake, it’s on it. 

For the month of February,  20 artist-designed ice 
fishing houses are set out on the lake to celebrate 
winter, the tradition of fish houses and making art 
— all Minnesota trademarks.

The distinctive event, perhaps the only one of its 
kind in the world, includes a flamenco procession, 
a snowblower ballet, art-car and art-bike parades 
and an opportunity to “water” an ice garden. 

As for ice fishing houses, there’s a chef shanty, a 
ghost shanty, plus one for slumber parties and one 
just for dancing.

“The shanties are really beautiful little struc-
tures,” said Dawn Bentley, director of the Art Shanty 
Projects.  “But when you add the interaction with 
the artists, it becomes public art.”

And when you add visitors (tens of thousands 
are expected over its four-weekend run) you get 
something more than a sculpture collection or an 
architecture show. It becomes a village — with the 
fun of a carnival and a sense of community height-
ened by the surrounding snow and ice.

According to its website, the mission of this tem-
porary community is “exploring the ways in which 
relatively unregulated public spaces can be used 
as new and challenging artistic environments to 
expand notions of what art can be.”

But the projects also show how lively streetscapes 
come from more than high-style buildings and 
static public art. They also come from people, 
engagement and a variety of events.

Every shanty is designed not just to look interest-
ing, but to offer sensory experiences — the richness of 
sound, the smell of wood smoke, the feeling of a rough 
wood door handle. In this cold, temporary place, there 
is the sense that art is for everyone and that it can be 
everywhere in civic life.

This art-driven, 
temporary community 
includes 20 custom-
made shanties and 
on-ice performances and 
interactive events. 
Open: weekends 
through 
Feb. 26.
Hours: 10 a.m.-4 p.m. 
Saturdays and Sundays.
Access: White Bear Lake 
County Park.
Cost: Free. 
Info: artshantyprojects.
org .

Art Shanty 
Projects 

A free event allows you 
to write a valentine the 
old-fashioned way – on a 
typewriter. 

By KIM ODE  
kim.ode@startribune.com

Tappa-tappa-tappa-tap! Tappa-
tappa-tap! Ding!

That’s the sound of “I love you” 
that should be clattering amid the 
doughnuts and scones at Edelweiss 
Bakery in Prior Lake on Saturday 
morning. 

No thumbs hovering over tiny 

alphabets, no fingers fluttering 
across plastic keys. We’re talking 
about people noisily banging out 
their adoration on classic Olivettis 
and Smith & Coronas.

Yeah, typewriters.
Dan Steger  loves typewriters 

so much that he’s sharing the five 
he owns so that people can go old-
school and type a love note to their 
sweetie for Valentine’s Day. He’s 
done it once before, letting kids 
type letters to Santa Claus.

“The bakery is a community 
gathering place,” Steger said. 
“People hear this noise, and they 
see these going, and they’re uni-

versally kind of intrigued.”
Kids seem especially fascinated.
“My sense is that they make an 

initial association with the key-
board, but then there are these 
moving parts, these type bars fly-
ing around.

“They enjoy pounding on it, but 
when it comes time to do a carriage 
return, they run into a brick wall.”

(The carriage return being a 
lever to return the paper to the 
left margin while also advancing 
it to the next line , right after that 
melodious “ding.”)

From 8 to 11 a.m. on Feb. 11, the 
typewriters will be available. Ste-

ger supplies the stationery for free.
Steger, who lives in Prior Lake, 

got into typewriters about a year 
ago. As a salesman, he tries to 
think of new ways to extend holi-
day greetings to his customers; he 
happened on the idea of sending 
each a note card with a typewrit-
ten message (along with some 
fancy macaroons).

“It makes it more personal than a 
mass e-mail or that thing you click 
open and an animated doodad 
appears,” he said. Then he discov-
ered that typewriters have become 
a thing, sort of like vinyl records.

A low-tech way to strike the keys of love 

The nominated films stand 
on their own despite their 
brief running times.

By COLIN COVERT  
colin.covert@startribune.com

While good things don’t 
always come in small packages, 
this year’s Oscar-nominated 
animated and live-action short 
films generally stand on their 
own idiosyncratic merits.

Think of the programs as 
two buffet counters for Acad-
emy Award completists and 
passionate film lovers. Not all 
the miscellany on offer suits 
everyone’s taste, but here and 
there it’s rather yummy. 

There are mini-features com-
plete with beginnings, middles 
and ends, bite-sized appetizers 
for their creators’ future work, 
stand-alone miniatures and one 
or two that feel so buggy that 
they could use an exterminator. 
Here’s a roundup of the shorts, 
showing at the Uptown Theater 
in Minneapolis:

“Borrowed Time” is a hand-
some computer-generated 
western made with Pixar-level 
skill. Directors Andrew Coats 
and Lou Hamou-Lhadj , who 
work at the studio in animation 
and character design, made the 
independent project using the 
studio’s resources through  Pix-
ar’s professional development 
branch. It pays off. 

In just under seven minutes, 
it sets up a tense, ultimately 
tragic story of a 19th-century 
sheriff flung by accident into a 
site where years before he trig-
gered a tragedy for his family. 
Grammy-winning composer 
Gustavo Santaolalla  (“Broke-
back Mountain,” “Babel”) pro-
vided the moving score. It’s a 
fraction of a story, really, but 
one assembled with excellent 
workmanship.

“Pear Cider and Cigarettes” 
offers a film noir in the style of 
“Sin City.” Robert, our world-
weary unseen narrator, has been 
the best friend of hard-drinking, 
hard-living renegade Techno 
since childhood. Techno lands 
in a hospital in China, where he 
can buy critical surgery unavail-
able in North America because 
his self-destructive behavior 
makes him too high a risk. At 35 
minutes, writer/director Robert 
Valley’s is the longest entry in 
the pack, by far the darkest and 
the most remorselessly honest.

The most familiar item in 
the category is Pixar’s “Piper,” 
which showed in theaters along 
with “Finding Dory.” Alan Bari-
llaro ’s six-minute photorealistic 
short is a wonder, giving a stun-
ningly genuine look to millions 
of feathers on seaside birds, 
thousands of yards of ocean 
waves, countless seashells and 
untold millions of grains of 
sand. Following the learning 
curve of a baby bird trying to 
feed itself for the first time, it’s 
entirely adorable.

Oscar 
shorts 
do more 
with less

See OSCARS on E8 Ø

Provided photo
With its seafoam green keys, this Hermes 
Rocket is one of Dan Steger’s gems. See VALENTINE on E8 Ø
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Take the Vehicle of Expression shanty, for example. It’s a 
minibus transformed into a writing studio, which offers “lit-
erary-ish games, writing, readings and drama.” 

The Ghost Shanty houses Minnesota-related objects (such 
as a Norwegian cheese slicer) suspended from the ceiling. Visi-
tors are invited to “interact with / translate / interpret / and/
or abstract the artifacts through art-making, leaving behind 
a trace (or ghost).”

With its all-black exterior and steeply pitched translucent 
roof, the Ghost Shanty is austere and clean-lined — hardly 
surprising, given that five young architects created it.

“The shanty itself is intentionally unobtrusive,” said Sean 
Higgins, leader of the Ghost Shanty team.

The idea is not to distract from objects inside. The all-white 
interior walls are the canvas on which visitors are invited to 
paint. The team will offer a specific paint color for each of 
four weekends — starting out with blue, then red, green and 
orange. At the end of every weekend, the walls will be papered 
over to preserve the “ghosts” of newest artwork.

Other shanties this year include I-C SPArkle-matic — essen-
tially a human car wash, with found objects that prod and poke 
visitors as they make their way through.

There’s also the Sci-Fi Book Club, which looks like an escape 
pod crashed onto the frozen lake. In this shanty, visitors can write 
letters to the future or check out books from the sci-fi library.

Within the shanty village  is a shared sense of shelter. 
Between the structures, the shoveled paths act as streets and 
the open spaces become outdoor rooms equipped with bon-
fires, signs and food vendors. And there’s a sophisticated acces-
sibility plan so that people of all abilities can visit either with 
the help of a powered sleigh or on foot.

Sometimes the best ideas for urban design come from places 
that aren’t urban — or even permanent. Events like the Art 
Shanty Projects can help propel urban design because they 
challenge assumptions about what makes a successful public 
space, who can be an artist and where art can be made. 

These are questions especially relevant for Minneapolis, 
St. Paul and other cities that are rich in architecture and poor 
in vibrant street life, chance encounters and new experiences.

As Bentley observes about the community on the ice: “Every 
time you visit it’s different, depending on who you meet.”

Frank Edgerton Martin is a Minneapolis-based writer and landscape historian.

Community on ice
ø SHANTY from E1

Six minutes of “Pearl,” directed 
by Patrick Osborne and produced 
by Google Spotlight Stories, nearly 
wears out its welcome. The first 
virtual reality project to be Oscar-
nominated, it is nothing special as a 
traditional film. Maybe it works bet-
ter viewed in a head-mounted VR 
display while spinning in 360-degree 
circles. Taking place entirely inside a 
19 80s car, it takes us several decades 
through the lives of young vocalist 
Sara and her guitar-strumming single 
father. “La La Land” it isn’t.

“Blind Vaysha ” by Theodore 
Ushev , is a wearisome eight-minute 
allegory about a girl who views only 
the future through her right eye and 
only the past with her left. How can 
happiness come to a beauty who sees 
her suitors only as toddlers and cod-
gers? The gloomy conclusion is that 
not all endings are happy.

The program also includes three 
additional films that were unavail-
able for review, “The Head Vanishes,” 
“Asteria” and “Happy End.” 

Live action shorts
The nominees among the Live 

Action Shorts  are foreign but they’re 
all accessible for viewers patient with 
subtitles. 

In the Hungarian entry “Sing,” 
director Kristof Deak  turns a purport-
edly true story into a parable about 

freedom of expression. The charis-
matic but controlling teacher coach-
ing her primary school’s choir has 
rules about whether all the students 
who look so angelic onstage should 
sing or just lip-sync in the annual 
national competition. In 25 minutes, 
we encounter a cast of memorable 

young characters and learn a lesson 
about the consequences of excessive 
control.

“Silent Nights,” from Aske Bang,  
brings a story of immigrant life to 
Denmark. It’s a contrived story. 
Swinging from earnest anti-discrimi-
nation sermonizing to melodramatic 

romance, it’s half soap box and half 
soap opera. At 30 minutes, it’s a good 
quarter-hour too long.

Far more gripping and nuanced 
is the French entry “Ennemis 
Interieurs ” (“Enemies Within”). A 
Frenchman, born in the nation’s for-
mer colony of Algeria, pursues official 

citizenship, only to find that a minor 
scrape with the law has trapped him 
in a Kafka-esque interview by a gov-
ernment investigator. Selim A zzazi’s 
film is tightly constructed and grip-
pingly acted, giving us in 28 minutes 
a tense and timely thriller.

French-speaking western Swit-
zerland gives us “La Femme et la 
TGV” (“The Woman and the High 
Speed Train”). Director Timo von 
Gunten  casts Jane Birkin  as a pastry 
shop owner who develops a platonic 
affair with the engineer of the bul-
let train that streaks past her home 
twice a day. It feels like something 
Wes Anderson would make over a 
weekend, and there’s nothing wrong 
with that. The film is 30 minutes of 
winning charm.

In Spain’s “Timecode, ” Juanjo 
Gimenez Pena  offers a less-is-
more courtship story. He and she 
are young attendants at a parking 
garage who exchange brief hellos 
as he clocks out at the end of his 
shift and she punches in for hers to 
begin. When the building’s secu-
rity cameras begin to reveal a bit of 
who they are after work hours, they 
begin a video correspondence that 
launches a lovely friendship. With its 
minimal dialogue and swift 15-min-
ute running time, it ends in a tone of 
spell-casting appeal. 

Colin Covert • 612-673-7186 • @colincovert
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The French entry “Ennemis Interieurs” (“Enemies Within”) is a 28-minute thriller. Qualia Films

Oscar-nominated short fi lms
  Rating: Unrated by the MPAA; brief nudity in the live action film “Silent Nights.” • Theater: Uptown.

Above: An 
aerial shot of 
the 2016 Art 
Shanty Projects 
on White Bear 
Lake. Left:  A 
robot shanty 
from 2012.

Art Shanty Projects

The  Slumber Party Shanty offered guests a chance to get warm during the 2016 Art Shanty on White Bear Lake. JIM GEHRZ • Star Tribune file 

There’s even a book, “The 
Typewriter Revolution: A Typ-
ist’s Companion for the 21st Cen-
tury,” by Richard Polt , a professor 
of philosophy at Xavier University 
in Cincinnati. Polt created the Clas-
sic Typewriter Page as “an online 
gathering place for people who love 
old typewriters, including a place to 
buy and sell machines.” Thus, the 
dozen or so sources listed for type-
writer ribbon.

(The typewriter ribbon being 
a woven tape infused with ink 
that, when struck by a metal let-
ter, transfers the symbol to paper. 
While it makes no sound, it can 
stain your fingers blue.)

Steger, 56, said it’s not hard to 
find a typewriter. “Craigslist has 
them by the bucketful,” which 
accounts for the four others he 
obtained, ranging in vintage from 
1937 to 1967. Their throwback vibe 
is comforting.

“The part of you that wants to be 
super effective is enamored with 
technology, but I think there’s a 
part of everybody that wants to get 
rid of all that and garden or bake 
or write letters.”

In addition to the valentines, 
Steger wants to attempt a sponta-
neously written group “love story.” 

“I’ll start it with a couple para-
graphs and invite others to jump in 
and add a couple of their own,” he 
said. “Fingers crossed that it evolves 
into some kind of love story.”

Ding!

Kim Ode • 612-673-7185 • @Odewrites

A low-tech 
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DAN STEGER
Dan Steger’s collection includes  a 
1939 Olivetti, above, and a 1937 
L.C. Smith & Corona  that was orig-
inally purchased by the grandpar-
ents of Dan Steger’s wife, Andrea, 
and used in their construction 
company in Green Bay, Wis.
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