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Sayler / Morris and Ian Boyden to open “Palm: All Awake in the 

Darkness” at the American Writers Museum 
 

Palm: All Awake in the Darkness May 16 – October 6, 2017 
 

(CHICAGO) March, 2017—The American Writers Museum (AMW) is pleased to announce the debut of 

Palm: All Awake in the Darkness, a newly commissioned immersive installation by artist duo Susannah 

Sayler and Edward Morris (Sayler / Morris) in collaboration with Ian Boyden.  The installation is the 

museum’s first commissioned artwork and was made possible by support from The Poetry Foundation 

and additional support from The Merwin Conservancy. The installation includes live palms, a sound 

design that includes the poetry by Merwin and other poets, and a new video work from Sayler / Morris. 

 

Palm is inspired by the life and work of the American poet W.S. Merwin, and meditates on Merwin’s 

capacity to invoke in his readers a sense of the wakefulness of the world. Merwin is not only a celebrated 

poet, having won nearly every major poetry award, including the appointment of poet laureate, he is also 

a visionary gardener and environmentalist. Over 30 years ago, Merwin embraced a piece of certified 

wasteland in Hawaii, and, along with his wife Paula, tree-by-tree grew one of the most abundant and 

species-rich palm gardens in the world—a garden that aspires to be a forest, as Merwin has put it.      

 

In this installation, Sayler / Morris and Boyden make an analogy between gardening of the sort Merwin 

undertook on his land in Maui and writing. For Merwin, both activities were infused with a spirit of 

contemplation and awareness profoundly shaped by Merwin’s practice of Zen Buddhism. 

 

The installation is deeply contemplative. As viewers walk through three distinct spaces, the sound of 

poetry being recited by its authors come in and out of the threshold of hearing.  The three spaces are:  a 

facsimile of a shade house Merwin used to cultivate palms;  a central area for viewing Sayler/Morris’ 

video made of footage and sounds taken in Merwin’s palm garden, as well as Merwin’s recitation of 

several carefully chosen poems; and lastly a pathway through two clusters of live palms. 

 

For many years Merwin has made a practice of composting letters he receives from all over the world.  

Through this practice, the writings of those touched by Merwin’s work become part of the trees in his 

garden.  At one end of the exhibition, visitors will have an opportunity to write their own message.  To 

spur thoughts, Sayler / Morris provide the prompt Merwin gives in one of the keynote poems of the 

exhibition, “Place”:  “On the last of the world / I would want to plant a tree / What for…”  The artists will 

take all the messages collected in the course of the exhibition in “plant” them in Merwin’s garden. 
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The other poets included in the installation are:  Naomi Shihab Nye, Carrie Fountain, Ross Gay, Ezra 

Pound and a traditional Hawaiian chant sung by Dr. Pualani Kanaka'ole Kanahele.  This is Sayler / 

Morris’ second large-scale installation in conversation with a major writer.  In 2014, the duo worked with 

writer Elizaebth Kolbert on a large-scale video installation titled Eclipse that commemorated the 

extinction of the passenger pigeon at Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art (MASS MoCA). 

 

### 

 

About American Writers Museum 

The American Writers Museum is the first and only museum of its kind in the United States. The mission 

of the American Writers Museum is to engage the public in celebrating American writers and exploring 

their influence on our history, our identity, and our daily lives. The museum, to be located at 180 N. 

Michigan Ave. Chicago, IL 60601, will offer something for every age group including permanent exhibits 

and special galleries highlighting America’s favorite works and the authors behind them. Tickets to the 

museum are $12 for adults and $8 for children. Museum hours are Tuesday - Sunday 10AM – 4PM, 

Thursdays 10AM- 8PM. For more information visit www.americanwritersmuseum.org  or call 312-374-

8790. 

 

About Sayler / Morris 

Sayler / Morris use diverse media and participatory projects to investigate and contribute to the 

development of ecological consciousness. They are also co-founders of The Canary Project, a studio that 

produces and supports art and media about ecological issues.  Their work has been exhibited in diverse 

venues internationally, including: MASS MoCA, The Cooper Hewitt Design Museum, the Walker Art 

Center, The Kunsthal Museum in Rotterdam, The Museum of Contemporary Art/Denver, the Museum of 

Science and Industry (Chicago, IL), etc.  Sayler / Morris have been Smithsonian Artist Research Fellows 

and Artist Fellows at The Nevada Museum of Art’s Center for Art + Environment.  In 2008-2009 Sayler 

and Morris were Loeb Fellows at Harvard University’s Graduate School of Design. In 2016, they were 

awarded the 8th Annual David Brower Art/Act Award.  They currently teach in the Transmedia 

Department at Syracuse University, where they co-direct The Canary Lab. 

 

About Ian Boyden 

Ian Boyden—artist, writer, and curator—investigates relationships between the self and the natural world. 

Linking the literary, material, and visual imaginations, Boyden’s work explores our awareness of and 

influence on our ecologies. Consistent across his productions are his interests in material relevance and 

place-based thought, as well as a deep awareness of East Asian philosophies and aesthetics. He studied 

for many years in China and Japan, and holds degrees in the History of Art from Wesleyan University and 

Yale University. In addition to his independent projects, he also collaborates with scientists, poets, 

composers, and other visual artists. He has exhibited widely, including a solo exhibition in China at the 

I.M Pei-designed Suzhou Museum. His books, paintings, and sculptures are found in many public 

collections including Reed College, Stanford University, the Portland Art Museum, and the Victoria & 

Albert Museum. 

 

About the Poetry Foundation 

The Poetry Foundation, publisher of Poetry magazine, is an independent literary organization committed 

to a vigorous presence for poetry in our culture. It exists to discover and celebrate the best poetry and to 

place it before the largest possible audience. The Poetry Foundation seeks to be a leader in shaping a 

receptive climate for poetry by developing new audiences, creating new avenues for delivery, and 

encouraging new kinds of poetry through innovative literary prizes and programs. For more information, 

please visit poetryfoundation.org.  
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Follow the Poetry Foundation and Poetry on Facebook at facebook.com/poetryfoundation or on 

Twitter @PoetryFound. 

POETRY FOUNDATION | 61 West Superior Street | Chicago, IL 60654 | 312.787.7070 

 

Media contacts: 

Polly Faust, Media Assistant, pfaust@poetryfoundation.org, 312.799.8065 

Elizabeth Burke-Dain, Media and Marketing Director, eburkedain@poetryfoundation.org, 312.799.8016 

 

 

https://www.facebook.com/poetryfoundation
https://twitter.com/@poetryfound
mailto:pfaust@poetryfoundation.org
mailto:eburkedain@poetryfoundation.org

