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Since its launch in 2004, the Daily Palette at the University of 
Iowa has featured the work of over 3000 Iowa-connected artists, 
encouraging a greater appreciation of the arts statewide. 

In honor of its twelfth year, the Daily Palette is holding a gal-
lery exhibition at the Old Capitol Museum on the University’s 
campus to celebrate two of Iowa’s most important yet often un-
der-appreciated features: its landscape and its artistic talent. 
While the texts in this companion collection aren’t meant to be 
paired with speci c artworks, they are meant to be paired with 
the exhibition overall, inviting us to think about Iowa in new 
ways.
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Thunder rolls along here like a particularly audible hunger pang. There’s nothing to stand in 
its way—it simply gurgles from one edge of the sky to the other. That, or it weighs low around 
the horizon, vibrating the seams. I guess it is the real sound of thunder, uncontaminated by a 
chorus of echoes: skyscrapers and sidewalks and city blocks, bouncing the sound around like 
more of a man-made panic.

I have been thinking a lot about natural since I’ve moved to the Midwest. Qualities attributed 
to the pastoral: open, honest, devout. Of course I am a human, so adaptation is optional. If I 
wanted to make things hard on myself, I could continue feigning anonymity—stomping down 
the hill to my house as though the earth’s crust was hermetically paved—ignoring the river—
interpreting the thunder as a warning.

It’s game day today and I can actually sense the increase in psychic energy on this side of 
town. That, or maybe it’s the lightning, or the reverberating loudspeaker, or the jolt of the 
memory of being woken up in the dead of the night by young men chanting all the lyrics to 
America the Beautiful. Or perhaps I am feeling keyed in after reading the news article which 
reported two mountain lion sightings on the west side of town. I just don’t know which is more 
alien to me: camaraderie over the human athlete or against a four-legged beast, arcing sky and 
racing weather or vibrating concrete, land that’s been covered and sealed or land that’s been 
tilled under again and again.

OLIVIA DUNN
Amber Waves of  Grain
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Even in the midst of a midwinter storm when scattered piles of white slide across my driveway 
and down my rural road and when the wind snaps brittle tree branches, I remember that first 
return. Summer images, recorded decades ago, are cloudless.

Coils—green, yellow and red—speed down the line; wires wrapped in color that I carefully dip 
into a hot pot of wax. My clothes are crusted with circles, which I peel from my pants each night. 
Within the Connecticut Audio Dynamics Factory, machines, voices of authority, and chatter 
between stations manned by women briefly interrupt the incessant loop of top-forty music that 
repeats itself for eight and a half hours. I await the 15-minute break; I think about Iowa City.

“It’s the coldest place on earth,” I’d said to my brother who lived in Oswego, a blizzard-ridden 
town that abuts Lake Ontario. Even for an upstater like me, who’d skied down the icy 
Adirondacks, my first December on the plains seemed monstrous. By the end of spring, when 
I could afford only breakfast charged to my university bill, I considered abandoning the frigid 
landscape.

“You’ll need to get all ‘A’s’ to get any money,” the department chair had told me, and I did, so 
that summer when the Audio Dynamics bell rang and the line briefly shut down, I called him.

“Where are you?” he asked, as factory clatter filtered through the phone. When I explained, he 
fell silent. “There’s a teaching assistantship available, but it’s only for the first semester.”

Early morning the following Thursday, too early for factory work, I boarded a crowded 
commuter train with my green duffel bag, canvas backpack and jean jacket. Dumped onto a 
long platform in Grand Central at 7:30, I walked across the street to the LaGuardia bus stop 
where cars, cabs, people and a humid August day folded in around me.

DIAN M. GOTTLOB
The First Return
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I released a smile only after the plane had landed in Cedar Rapids, when I was swallowed up 
by rows of crops and friends who raced east towards the Mississippi River. In the evening as 
we sat on a fractured concrete wall, we cast out fine blue fishing lines into the darkening water. 
The sun set behind us without a nibble, but when I caught sight of the barge lights that 
brightened down an iron side as the engine sent splashes of water towards my feet my 
memory became photographic. I flipped from a morning to an evening print, from a chaotic 
Grand Central to a composed Mississippi, and I was illuminated. Like a shed skin, I peeled 
away the summer and floated the summer sights and sounds south towards St. Louis, a tumble 
of troubles that I deep-sixed.

“I’m staying on this side of the river, forever,” I stated, a promise that wasn’t kept. Years and a 
degree later, I moved to New York, the Twin Cities and again, Connecticut. Yet always when in 
doubt, when life forced a change, I returned to Iowa. Even after my last foray to Texas, when I’d 
retreated from success along the north/south route in my little red sports car, cats in the back, 
friend in the front, I marked home by the number of miles it took me to place myself between 
the Missouri and the Mississippi.

My last arrival in early October I was greeted by golden fields. I rolled in all directions during the 
twenty-mile drive from an I-80 exit to my new Kalona home, as my friend inhaled the hogs and 
horses while tractors and buggies scrolled across the windshield.

“Why would anyone ever leave here?” she commented, after we surveyed my new Amish 
neighbor’s garden the autumnal lines of fat, fresh vegetables and fruits.

And like the first return, the last one has ended in a promise. When road ice keeps me 
housebound, when summer skies blister the back of my neck, I try to retrieve the evening 
snapshot of the Mississippi from my mental scrapbook. I dredge up that image of a brilliant 
barge and relax, remind myself of the first return and renew my commitment to a place and 
space just west of the Mississippi.
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Dear Young Iowan:
Don’t be afraid to get mud on your boots. Or what I really want to say is: get some mud on your 
boots. If the most fertile soil makes the best mud, then Iowa has some of the finest mud 
anywhere. That soil took thousands of years to make. Every year the prairie grew in the spring 
and summer and into the fall, then in winter died back to the roots. The litter decayed and 
sometimes burned, and the richness was returned to the soil. Every year, for thousands of 
years. For most of that time there were people here, helping the process. Then, three lifetimes 
ago, other people came, saw that the land was good, and began making new lives for 
themselves on it. Sadly, they took out most of the prairie to do it, and we’ve lost a lot of that rich 
soil. But you can still get some excellent mud on your boots, and that’s a good start in 
connecting yourself to the land.

There are a lot of ways to do it. Come with me and do a little rambling through the remaining 
bits of prairie. (Do you know how to ramble? A lot of people these days don’t seem to know how, 
but it isn’t hard. Just look down and put one foot in front of the other.) In the prairie different 
blowers bloom every week during the summer and early fall, and some of the prairie grasses 
are six or seven feet high. We might see butterflies, beetles, bluebirds, grouse, prairie crayfish, 
even a coyote or fox if we’re lucky. I keep hoping to see a prairie chicken. With some friends 
and neighbors I am also helping to restore some prairie, to bring a little wildness back to Iowa.

JONATHAN G. ANDELSON
From Letters to a Young Iowan
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I miss the metropolis. Driving in Southern California, I used to enjoy screaming as loud as 
possible. It was a nice way to expend some energy. The body reaches toward a pinnacle 
without really doing anything. I always smiled afterwards — it felt good. The only other places 
I’ve found that I can scream like that are mountains and deserts, wide stretches where you’re 
certain no one is listening. When I screamed on the highway, surrounded by thousands of 
people, I don’t think it was from rage but joy, the thrill of being alone in a wilderness. I can’t do 
this in Iowa City. The town is too small. Through the rolled up windows, the scream reaches 
the mail carrier, the boy raking the leaves, the lady pushing the stroller. I suppose it wouldn’t be 
so bad if I were able to drive away quickly, but in my neighborhood the roads are narrow, the 
speed limit slow, and when the startled woman, whipping around, nearly spills the baby from 
the stroller, I’m still there; she sees no one run over in the street, just me slowly approaching a 
stop sign, smiling. This is no good — I don’t want to catch the lady frowning tomorrow as I feed 
a bill into the dollar scratcher machine at Hyvee.

As a consequence of this inability to scream, since I moved to Iowa I’ve begun chewing 
tobacco. Somehow, I also started listening to trashy hip hop. It’s strange how well they work 
together. While my lips remain closed, their cells melting and reconfiguring, tobacco screams 
inside me, pushing my body to the limits of endurance. At the same time, the hip hop, with its 
heavy bass, glitchy clicks and effortless poetic praise of vagina, money and drugs, creates an 
even atmosphere of catharsis. While I drive around, if these two things together don’t make 
me feel precisely like I’m floating in a wilderness, at least, temporarily, they form a hospitable 
void — if I haven’t found the mild, refreshing peace of Anza Borrego winds, blue Sierra streams, 
and smooth LA on-ramps, at least in the calm, enlightened emptiness of songs sung by serial 
killers, drug lords and billionaires, my blood bathed in nicotine, I touch something similar. 
Without the least exertion, while I drive past the woman pushing the stroller, it’s as if I’m 
experiencing both the scream and its relief simultaneously. It makes me smile. Spit fills the 
Gatorade bottle as I keep the worthless raps on repeat and I feel perfectly alone, perfectly 
happy. But not at home. I miss the metropolis, the mountains.

BARRET BAUMGART
I Miss the Metropolis

6



Daily Palette

7

Glaciers lend themselves to metaphor especially well, because they are dramatic, mysterious, 
and unfailingly rich with hidden power.  They’re romantic in a Pleistocene destructive way and 
capture one’s imagination, particularly if you like ice-carved wreckage.  Here in Iowa, people 
speak of the Des Moines Lobe glacier in the cozy comfy way we speak of a long-gone lap dog 
we remember fondly.  If the Lobe were still around today, we’d give it a nickname, perhaps even 
affix a diminutive:  glacier-ito.  We anatomize the thing:  its snout extended as far south as the 
capital building of Des Moines. (Its snout!)  Even if it charged forth at a rate of three 
kilometers a year, leveling buildings and crushing forests in its path, we’d find some endearing 
way to excuse this noxious behavior—oh, that big clumsy glacier-ito—just like we do when the 
dog knocks over the trash.  We’re all trash in the path of surging glaciers.  And though they 
may be majestic, they’re usually not in the way icebergs are, those diamond-cut and faceted 
gemstones from the frozen north that seem to lie fixed atop a glassine sea like jewelry upon a 
mirror.  Glaciers are unglamorous, workmanlike, and gritty.  They’re composed of dirty plodding 
ice, old ice, ice so systematic and massive it has its own sewage system, ice the size of the 
federal government—unwieldy, untwinkling, unfaceted.

Glaciers possess extraordinary power.  In Iowa, we know floods are bad, the destructive force 
of water . . . . But let’s think about ice.  The Des Moines Lobe flattened entire forests of spruce, 
larch, hemlock, fir, and tamarack into the soft loess-covered terrain it overran.  Fueled on its 
own melt-water lubrication, it slipped and slid forth, like the luge of Titans.  We know the thing 
stagnated in various places because of the series of ridge-like minor moraines left behind: 
they impart a corrugated, textured pattern to the landscape.  The glacier surged in other plac-
es, because of the frequent evidence of crevasses.  When it ebbed a millennium later, dense 
sub-glacial till deposits concealed the land’s real contours.  This compact gray pebbly material, 
several hundred feet thick in some spots, created a topography so altered that we have few 
glimpses of the actual limestone bedrock profile below, all of it hidden under drift and deposits 
of wind-borne loess, covered up, as if with an earth-science disguise. 

BARBARA HAAS
Glacier-ito
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Now, even 12,000 years after deglaciation, little in the central Iowa landscape has changed 
from the day of the Des Moines Lobe’s retreat.  Geologists call this a young landscape.  Wind 
and water have not eroded it yet, unlike, for instance, northeast Iowa, the area named “Little 
Switzerland” for its dramatically dissected landforms.  No. As you drive through central Iowa, 
the extreme level flatness strikes you.  You think less of ice than you do a billiard table for 
the gods.

Shakespeare never wrote about glaciers.  In fact, scientists of his time suspected little about the 
glaciated era of the earth.  Until 1840 the prevailing theory was that a universal and 
massive Flood, on the scale of Noah and his ark, had covered the earth and scattered widely 
over northern Europe the large erratics—granite boulders—that could not have occurred natu-
rally in those places.  The mysterious boulders were thought to have drifted in on icebergs and 
then been deposited when the icebergs melted.  After 1840, geologists embraced glaciology; 
and by 1950, W.H. Auden mentioned glaciers in his poem, “As I Walked Out One Evening”:

In the burrows of the Nightmare…
…Drifts the appalling snow.

…Plunge your hands in water,
Plunge them…to the wrist;
Stare, stare in the basin
And wonder what you’ve missed.

The glacier knocks in the cupboard,
The desert sighs in the bed,
And the crack in the tea-cup opens
A lane to the land of the dead.

The ice sheet that we in Iowa romanticize and familiarize, as if it were a beloved old dog, spoke 
to Auden in something of a wicked, haunted way, with anxious desperation tossed in.  He saw 
nightmares, appalling snow, a necropolis.  But we nonetheless embrace it, get all sappy and 
sentimental about it, even glorify the landforms our snouty fellow left behind, like a pet we might 
willingly welcome back someday.
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The blue ground flowers, Scilla,
Siberian Violet,
had nothing to do with it.
Nor did the sidewalk, the terrace,
the red of the studio door.
——The tick of the clock, the blurred
    view through the screen from in here——
The shape of the woodshed, the trunk
of the oak, the street through the field
seen past the leafless trees,
it wasn’t any of these.
Not the stone steps visible
in the dormant flower bed
or the stillness of the wind wheel.
Not the lock on the studio door.
Not the thought of your excitement
at seeing the wood duck.
Not even the wood duck.
Not the green sheen of moss
on the branch where it perched.

JAN WEISSMILLER
The Yard’s Reason
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It looked like a Grant Wood painting.  The road was splitting the huge plains. On either side 
of the road, there were brightly colored prairie flowers trying to overlay the green color of the 
grass. Next to them were vast fields of corn or soybeans. Farmhouses and barns were strewn 
around, across vast distances. I was traveling in the Midwest, the back yard of Grant Wood, 
and as such it shouldn’t be a surprise.

Trying for the elusive son, I became a father of three lovely daughters. But the daughters more 
than made up for the lack of a son, by excelling in studies, creating successful career paths, 
and more importantly, by marrying equally successful partners. All of them have migrated to the 
U.S. from India. My wife and I had been coming often to the U.S. to visit them, help them during 
their pregnancies, and manage the infants thereafter. Recently, my second daughter relocated 
to Cincinnati. My eldest daughter lives in Cedar Rapids, and we have been with her for the last 
two months. As the delivery for the second daughter is due in a couple of weeks, my eldest 
daughter was chaperoning us to Cincinnati. My son-in-law and daughter were sitting in the front 
seats. My wife and I were in the middle row. Both my grandsons were sitting in the last row of 
seats. My daughter longs for a daughter of her own.

As we passed Moline, my son-in-law took the exit for I-74 from I-80. My daughter and son-in-
law were talking to my wife. I took part in the conversion, too, once in a while. But the scenery 
outside the windows was triggering my deep down memories to come out alive. Didn’t I learn 
about prairies in my third grade class? Is distance and time a direct proportion or inverse? If the 
van were traveling at 70 miles per hour, how long would it take to cover 400 miles? Did I learn 
these sums in sixth grade? Which year did John Lennon sing “Imagine”? The birds flying in 
formation— are they ducks or swans? Didn’t Dick Cheney get hurt while bird hunting? What 
was that? Spoon River…Spoon River…the name sounds so familiar…it’s on the tip of my 
tongue. Not able to remember…tut…

BHASKAR PULIKAL
Rest Area Stories - Spoon River
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“Hi Dad, the rest area is a mile away, do you want to take a break?”

It was Spoon River Rest Area. Maybe it would help to jog my memory better.

“Okay, dear,” I said.

My son-in-law took the exit to the rest area.

As soon as the van was parked, the kids got out and started running. They must have felt 
imprisoned. There was a lot of activity around the rest area. Many trucks were in the parking 
lot, a bit farther away.  Close to the rest area facility, about ten cars were parked. This side of 
the rest area was on the lower side of the undulating plain. On the other side, you could see 
the other rest area, meant for traffic going the opposite direction. The roads in between the rest 
areas were busy with a steady stream of cars, vans, trucks—all sorts of gas-guzzling gizmos 
running in opposite directions on parallel roads. The area between the road and the facility was 
well landscaped. There were green lawns, flowering bushes, shrubs, and well-paved roads and 
footpaths. Inside the facility, there was a big hall with restrooms on either side and vending 
machines in the middle. There were pay phones and also a button to call 911 prominently 
displayed on the wall opposite.

Usually I enjoy these breaks at rest areas. But this time, my thoughts on the mystery of Spoon 
River were making me restless.

The kids came running to me, “Grandpa, Grandpa!” I bought candies and chips from the 
vending machines for them. My son-in-law gave an indulgent look but said in a disapproving 
tone, “You are spoiling the kids.”

“Does Spoon River ring any bells?”, I asked my son-in-law.

“Guess it’s river flowing somewhere around here.” I heard that my son-in-law is a genius in 
writing code for computers. But his general knowledge is pretty low. I would have been sur-
prised if he’d known the answer.
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Fall is a time for pumpkin pies. No one will say any differently. There are turnips and sweet 
potatoes too. Things that taste like bonfires and ocher colored leaves and the wind becoming 
laced with a chill are all okay. When the seasons change, so does what appears on the plate in 
front of us. We say grace to God and we never want to ask for too much. So when it is autumn 
we don’t ask for the strawberries and raspberries of summer that taste like hot sun on the 
concrete and kisses down the side of your neck. Don’t go beyond where your boundaries lie. 
My mother has instilled the belief in me that food should fit the seasons. We should not be 
greedy enough to rip food out of its respective times of the year.

My mother taught me that what you eat should reflect whether it is a snow day or a heat 
advisory. Foods are seasonal; they should be eaten at their peak. You don’t snack on 
clementines in May or gorge upon watermelon in February. Why, the dark seeds would be 
consumed by the snow and rendered invisible. Splat an egg on black pavement during the 
height of a July day and it will fry to perfection, but life is not all it is cracked up to be.

It makes my mother quite angry that these fast trucks and swift planes make it possible to 
deliver food to places it doesn’t belong. What right does a peach have to belong in March in the 
Midwest? This luscious piece of fruit that was borne out of sunny days and dusty orchard paths 
does not belong in our kitchen made of walls covered in windows; windows that look out upon 
cornfields covered in drifts of stark white snow.

This juxtaposition upsets her. The wrongness of it niggles at the back of her mind as she chops 
carrots and cleaves chicken and painstakingly prepares a meal for the ones she loves. Oh how 
she loves us. More than you can imagine being loved. My mother would run to the ends of the 
earth for me, and when she arrived she would say, “What more can I do?” We eat the food that 
she buys, cooks, and cares for, so it is vital to her that it be right. Because rightness is 
important. So my mother feeds me cucumbers from her garden in June and refuses to buy 
imported cherries in December because her love for me is so big that it cannot be spoken, it 
has to be shown.

VICTORIA JOHNSON
“Don’t Buy Asparagus When There’s Snow on the Ground”
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And it is quite apparent, that love, when she sets the table with foods that reflect the weather, 
the time, the seasons-our world. Only my mother would be astute enough to bring the whole 
world to our table with the flick of a tablecloth, the clink of glassware, and the kiss of flame 
hitting wick as she lights a candle for the center. A candle we gather around as we link hands 
and she prays to God, thanking him for all that we have been given.

I sit there and I hear the prayer but I never close my eyes. For God is far away and he is made 
of thousands of intangible things. I sit there and I can smell the chicken potpie my mother made 
because it is my favorite meal, and I can feel her callused hand in mine, and I believe in the 
food in front of me. I believe in my mother, the one who put it there. Give me scripture and I 
will wonder if there is meaning to all of this. Give me a home-cooked meal, tailor made to the 
seasons, and I will believe with utter certainty that miracles are everyday occurrences because 
I have tasted them.
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Between the waters, the Mississippi and Missouri,
The prairie heart lies, beating.
Through the swaying spine of bluestem’s dance,
The caressing fingers of blazing star’s romance,
The emergent progeny of corn’s providence,
The prairie heart nurtures the Beautiful Land
And its inspired grassland people.

THOMAS DEAN
Prairie Heart


