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Octavia Butler exhibit pushes SAIC
students to showcase their ‘visionary
muscles’
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Octavia Butler survival pack in progress by Delaney Eubanks. The items will be featured in a pop-up exhibit on Dec.
12 called "Take Root Among The Stars" where student survival "go packs,” journals and mapping inspired by the
course text will be shown. (Delaney Eubanks)

Author Octavia Butler is still sowing seeds, through her words on the page.

Butler’s book, “Parable of the Sower,” the first in the Earthseed series wherein
Lauren Oya Olamina tries to make a life in a world where society has fallen in on
itself over issues like climate change, wealth inequality, drugs, war and water

shortages, is the foundation on which D. Denenge Duyst-Akpem, professor at

the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, developed a fall 2018 professional
practices class, “Take Root Among the Stars: The Legacy of Octavia Butler,
Surviving the 21st Century & Beyond.”



“Octavia Butler is dearly beloved,” Duyst-Akpem said. “One of the things that’s so
exciting about her work is the fact that as speculative fiction, it’s so close to the
present.

“I think one of the reasons that she’s so beloved is that she doesn’t shy away from
the realities of disaster and what humans create with their hierarchical nature,
and yet her characters are innovators, her characters are creating new spiritual
practices, her characters are leading the way. She gives us inroads to consider

how we can have agency in the present moment, what we can do now.”

Duyst-Akpem, an Afro-futurist artist and educator, used Butler’s tale in her
course to look at themes of blackness, decolonization and what it means to
imagine liberated futures individually and within a community. SAIC students
produced works of art about the intersection of survival and thriving (aka
“thrival,” a term recently introduced by artist/architect Amanda Williams in the
context of “thrival geographies”) in our current time. Each student created a “go
pack” filled with things that they deem noteworthy for their sanity and self-

preservation — journals about traversing the city landscape, where to forage for

edibles, maps — practical items as well as conceptual ones, Duyst-Akpem said.




Sketchbook and materials for survival pack development by Ash Wolfe. (D. Denenge Duyst-Akpem)

“Everything from what astronauts eat for various missions to activated charcoal
to cleanse water, and other things that one might need,” she said.

Jamilah Abu-Bakare’s pack is for little black girls, with items like double Dutch
ropes, barrettes and mapping in hair plaits. Student Kaitlin Weed’s equestrian-
focused pack has handwritten sheets of poems for loved ones tucked into saddle
bags. Junior Katie McMath designed a soft care package with gifts of scented
sachets and items for stress relief. Grace Kromah'’s pack is a West African print
head-tie with family images screen-printed inside.

“There are some really interesting threads, each very beautiful and personal
addressing these larger questions,” Duyst-Akpem said. “What I hope students
and visitors gain in experiencing the exhibition is how we engage Butler’s work in
the creation of our own and how we can feel powerful in building those visionary
muscles.”

Denenge Duyst-Akpem, an Adjunct Assistant Professor at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago poses in Lurie
Garden. (Hilary Higgins/For the Chicago Tribune)

We spoke with Duyst-Akpem prior to the exhibit to learn more about Butler and
why “Parable of the Sower” is timely for this moment in history.

Q: Why was this course created?



A: This course developed as a response to a few factors. One was to increase
visibility of black women practitioners — namely Octavia Butler — in PWI
(Predominantly White Institutions). And to illuminate and celebrate her work
and its application to our lives today, especially in this moment locally, nationally
and globally. Butler's work presents an accurate, prophetic and dystopic vision,
but rather than being wholly pessimistic, it offers us points of agency embodied
in the young character of Lauren Oya Olamina. The creation of survival packs is
not a gratuitous statement in response to imagined disaster scenarios. We are
aware of and respond to the many dire circumstances occurring at our doorsteps
and further afield and also recognize the many ways we each experience
hardship, asking how we may tend to the present and prepare for the future. Each
student has developed their pack as an investigation of what constitutes for them
survival at this moment and what it means to thrive in the midst of difficult
circumstances.

Q: What does it mean to focus on the issues found in “Parable of the
Sower” in the current climate?

A: Octavia Butler’s work provides a portal for us to examine our lives and the
current political, social and environmental climates. Her prophetic work shows
us how we can utilize imagination in the space of science fiction to re-construct
our world. Her stories are speculative but very close to home.

Q: Visibility has always been a concern for the black community.
Elaborate on how people can be heard and seen — now and in the
future?

A: As far as visibility is concerned, I can speak to the steps I take, which includes
offering courses like this and working to decolonize the canon — which means an
inclusive curriculum, highlighting a range of voices, especially of black women
artists and practitioners. It is my hope that students can take these tools and
opportunities to stretch their imaginations and use that as a foundation to
navigate how they wish to be seen, how they wish to present their work, how they
will let their voices be heard.



It’s important to start with valuing your own voice. As one of our great poets
Jayne Cortez riffed, “Find your own voice / and use it / Use your own voice / and
find it.” This might mean working against internalized pressures to minimize
yourself. Speak up. Use social media or online spaces to share what's important
to you and protest what you won't stand. As Octavia Butler did with her journals,
such as the “So be it! See to it!” invocation. Write your intentions and beliefs
down. Not only can you manifest what you name and envision, it will be more
difficult for your voice to be lost, or your actions misconstrued later. But first and

foremost, take good care of you.

Q: What interventions can we create now that could transition us to
the next level as a community?

A: One of the major interventions that I see happening more openly now is a
return to indigenous ways of understanding self and the world. For instance, as
part of the course, we went on an urban foraging workshop with Nance Klehm,
a well-known expert in the field of sustainability. That short class session with
her really honed our skills in understanding what is right here around us.
Students learned to trust their instincts, and there was a beautiful moment when
Klehm asked (a) grad student to try a mushroom to guess what tree it had been
growing on. After a moment, she answered, “Apple!” and Nance was thrilled that
she was right! Our bodies can guide us; it’s a process of learning and unlearning,
of trusting instinct and nature, supported by research and study.



Q: In an era of police shootings and mass incarceration, what insight

can Butler’s work provide in changing the system?

A: As Andrea Hairston writes in “Octavia Butler — Praise Song for a Prophetic
Artist,” Butler is an “impossibility specialist.” In the (Earthseed) series, the
futures are no less bleak, but what she provides is agency through a central
character who keeps going, no matter what. Butler’s work provides an entry point
— a challenging one — to consider what “the future” looks like to us and how we
can become the ones guiding that vision. In “Parable of the Sower,” Lauren begins
writing “Earthseed: Books of the Living” with the central tenet that “God is
Change.” Through the course and development of the survival go-pack, it is my
hope that her work teaches us to be prepared and to interrogate for ourselves
what preparedness and protection mean. One of the primary insights rooted in
this is how to shape-shift and flow with change, even as we work to improve our

lives and those of others in the world around us.

The journals inspired by Octavia Butler’s “Parable of the Sower” were be
displayed in the 6th floor library cases through Jan. 26 at the LeRoy Nieman
Center, Sharp Building, 37 S. Wabash Ave. Free admission.
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