Creat ng for the Community

Out of Africa

By Julie Hahn
Mike Baltzell beams like a proud papa as
he points out the three lions lounging in
the warm fall sun at Zoo Boise. He wonders
aloud if the sleepy bat-eared fox will peek
out from its hiding place durin
during his visit.
And
An he knows
way
wa more than
your
yo average
theatre
arts
th
professor
pr
about
how
ab
weaver
w
birds
bi
build
bu
their hive-like,
hanging nests.
If Baltzell seems protective, it’s for good
reason. He was essential in transforming
g
the animals’ house into a home.
Baltzell teaches design and
technical theatre at Boise
State. His years of
experience designing
sets for the Idaho
Shakespeare Festival,

Contemporary Theatre and countless
Boise State productions were invaluable
for the largest project ever in the city of
Boise in terms of size: Zoo Boise’s new
Jiji La Miti National Park, an African Plains
exhibit. Over the course of a year, Baltzell,
two assistants and a number of students
transformed the new addition to the zoo
into an African village, complete with a
roadside stand, a one-room schoolhouse,
a loading dock and much, much more.
“Years ago I thought I would like to do
something at the zoo,” Baltzell explains
as he walks through the completed exhibit,
which opened to the public on Oct. 4 —
just a year after the project began.
Baltzell got his chance after a discussion
between Zoo Boise executive director Steve
Burns and Karen Bubb, interim director
of the city’s Department
of Arts
De
and History.
Histor As Bubb listened
to Burns’ vision for
the
t exhibit, she
realized that what
he
h really needed was
a set designer. She
immediately thought
of Baltzell, who
signed
up for the
s
project
right away; he
pro
was excited not only for
himself,
hims he says, but also
for the
t students who
would
work with him.
wo
“It’s really rare for them
to ﬁnd something that
can be of service to the
community
and apply the
commu
skills they’re
they’ learning,” he
says.
Burns was happy
with the
h
partnership for
fo a different reason:
hiring Baltzell gave
the zoo a
g
chance to keep the project local and
sustain a reasonable
budget.
reason
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Burns and Baltzell
Baltz traveled to
Seattle to visit that
zoo’s African
t

By Julie Hahn
Francis Fox teaches sculpture in the

kind of the same across America, public art

Creating art for your town is both challenging

Department of Art and creates strong,

is a way that we can create distinction and

and rewarding, Fox says. “I do believe in

impressive works out of materials

communicate the character of our cities.”

starting locally and getting the people who
live here excited about art,” he says. Another

such as bronze and cast aluminum.

Carrie Quinney

arts

JOSEPH, Zoo Boise’s 2-year-old giraffe, is part
of the new African Plains exhibit designed by
theatre arts professor Mike Baltzell, below with
African map.

exhibit and consulted with a Masai
tribesman in order to keep the look and
spirit of the exhibit authentic. Authenticity
is key, Baltzell says, so that visitors
understand how animals and humans
interact in Africa and why conservation is
such a critical issue there.

But head over to Cassia Park

Boise State professors, students and

commission, a bronze bench in the shape of

on the Bench and you’ll ﬁnd a

alumni have created strong partnerships

a sprout at Morris Hill Park, was designed

deviation into the whimsical:

with the city. Dwaine Carver, who teaches

with the park’s trees in mind — but also the

colorful concrete-and-tile reading

architecture, recently was awarded one

beginning and end of life, given the park’s

benches that frames a sandbox,

of Boise’s largest projects ever: artwork

proximity to Morris Hill Cemetery.

designed with kid-size seats.

for the new interpretive center at the
wastewater treatment plant. Students

That kind of site-speciﬁc thinking is one of the

The Cassia Park Reading Circle

have created temporary projects as part

boons of hiring local artists, Bubb says. “It’s

was publicly funded and is part

of their curriculum, and Department of

another level of uniqueness of our place, that

of a network of city-funded art

Art chair Richard Young has served for

projects that enrich

they really understand the place.”

years as an arts commission

Boise while at

member. Alumnus Ward

Graphic design professor Stephanie Bacon

the same time

Hooper’s posters grace bus

says that she had kept her eye out for public

challenging the

stops throughout town, and

artists who create

numerous other alumni

them. They’re plum

— including Amy

commissions, and

Westover,

Boise State professors

art projects before ﬁnding
one that both suited
her style of work
and also allowed
her to expand

who created

and alumni have competed successfully

the circular sculpture on

beyond her

Baltzell and his partners did hours and
hours of research for the project, examining
the Swahili alphabet and the traditional
textiles, structures and living habits of
African villagers. They made distressed
desks for the schoolhouse and created fake
weaver bird nests to hang in the trees. They
even “rusted” the tin roofs on the buildings
by using a special paint that won’t harm the
metal underneath.

for a number of them, leading to delightful,

the corner of 9th and Grove

usual two-

thought-provoking and useful artworks

streets — have contributed

dimensional

stretching from BoDo to the Bench and

to Boise’s public art, as well.

medium. She

beyond. It’s a partnership that pays off for the

And that’s just to name a few.

was given

The city has a 1 percent for art

complete art

Burns says that the team worked up until
the very last minute, trying to get every
little detail right. “I knew that this was a
group of people who fully understood the
concept of opening night,” he says.

big box megastores that make every place

Burns couldn’t be happier with the results,
and he hopes that people who haven’t been
to the zoo in years will make a return visit
to the exhibit. “I can assure (them) that this
exhibit doesn’t look anything like the zoo
used to or anything (else that) we have
now,” he says. “It’s really a step above
anything we’ve done before.” ◆

six months to

city, professors and students.

for the Collister

“Public art helps to create a unique visual

policy, which sets aside money from

identity for a city or a place, like a university

every city-funded project for public

campus,” says Karen Bubb, public art

art. When a project comes up, artists must

manager for Boise’s Department of Arts and

compete for the project, submitting proposals

it for a couple of years; it was such a great

History. “These days, with chain stores or

and going through a public comment process.

project,” she says. “It brought together so

branch library. “I felt
like I could have worked on

many of my interests and strategies.”
Those kinds of collaborations — that enrich
both the artist and the place — are made
easier by having Boise State in the city, Bubb
says.
“The city and BSU beneﬁt from collaborating
and we are both stronger for it,” she says.
“What is created deﬁnes us.” ◆

Clockwise from left: Tiled benches at
Cassia Park; a bench inspired by a tree
sprout at Morris Hill Park; a column at
the Collister Branch Library.
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