ISSUES & COMMENTARY

Art Schools: A Group Crit

A range of issues confront today’s booming art schools and university art departments: What skills
should young artists acquire? Should they be shielded from the art market or connected to it?
Who needs a studio PhD degree? Here, 13 educators, artists and scholars offer their divergent views.

greal wwmbhers of artworks abowd arf sefool.

So, 5 a swrprising coincidence Wt fwo
competling works on the subject appeared in the
sawme gear, 1995 Educational Complex, by Mike
Relley, is a seale wmodel of every school the artist
ever altended, plus kis childhood home, These
largely modernist structures, including buildings
af the Universily of Mickigan, where Kelley got his
BEA in 1976, and Cal Aris, where he earned fis MEA
in 1978, arve linked in an unwieldy tabletop dis-
iy that suggests a kind of institutional diges-
toe tract. Th create the models, Kelley relied on
fris memory, leaving emply and wedeffned e
areas and spaces he couldnt recall. Speaking

Thmr.ﬂ._‘ﬁ:ﬁ_u. somme wight sy, theve ave nol

aboul the work vecently on the PBS series “Ari21 "

Mike Kelley: Edueational Complex, 1995, acrylic, latex, fonmeore, fiberglass, wood, approx. § by & by 16 feef.
Whitney Museum of Amerfean Arl, New York, Courtesy Metro Pictures, New York,

Refley deseribed how the organization of the
structure is palterned on the visual-art training
in Hans Hofmann'’s push-pull formalism he
veceived as an undergraduate painting student
and whick ke labels “visual tndoctrination.”
Althowgh i doesnt exhilil the n-gowr-face theat-
rics of Kelleys best-known sculptures and videos,

tducational Complex is an incisive, almost Fou-
cawddion diagramming of the institufionaliza-
tiom of American arl.

The other work Fm thinking of, Alex Bag's

Fall 95, is an fowr-long video trad follows a

Sictiomal student, played by Bag kerself, through

eight semesters af the School of Visual Aris in
New York, Hilaviowsly sativical of art student
poses, the M-parl work clarts its suliject’s evolu-
ton from painfully naive fivst-year undergrad
with ek wail polish and piereed tongue fo
self-assured senior who s able to pousce on a
teachers ervor and articulately denoinee the
commodification of youth culfure.

The label of “institutional critique” can be
applied to both these works, bl something crucial
sels Kelley's and Bag'’s works apart from most
ather examples of this wbiguitons mode of arl-
miaking—ithey focus on arl sehools and wniversity
art departments, vather than the musewms, gal-

Leyft, four stills from Alex Bag's Fall "5,
1893, rideo, 57 minutes. Courlesy Elizabeth Dee
Gallery, New York,

leries and private art collections Hhat are wsi-
illy the targets of such work, Maybe it’s time for
educational institutions o lake their turn in the
glare of eritigue, something tht hasnt ocenrred
on a large seale sinee e TO6s,

Perhaps the process has alveady begu, The
education of artists has become a growing lopic
of comversation, both in the media and within
academe itselfl Al the journalistic end, there has
fieen a spaie of sensationalistic pieces in news.
papers and magazines (hoth print and on-line )
ahoitt the phenomeron of dealers, collectors and
curators trolling MEA thesis shows for new falent,
The 2006 morie Art School Confidential, based on
araphic novelist Dandel Clowes's original ales,
ilso veflecled gronving interest in the subject, as
i Friege magazines issue on arl sehools lost
Seplember: On the move cerelival side of things,
there have been acadewic conferences and College
Art Associalion panels devoted o the seemingly
unstippable advent of the studio PhD, Belween
these tiwo poles, one gels the sense, amaong those
teaching af or running arl schools and ard
departments kere and abroad, thal the ficld is
foing through o trangformative phase, Driving
this process are both larger issues, such as tech-
nelengy and globalization, and more ari-specific
ones, such as the runaway growth of the comn-
temporary artl scevie and a generational shift as
many professors who began working in the 1960s
awd Tls approach relivemend,
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If successful schools tend to downplay the teaching of skills, many less prestigious

institutions continue to impart traditional techniques.

I respaonse to these developments, this project
of sounding ol feachers and administrators on
the past, present and fulwre of fraining avlists gof
wndler way lost sunemer, The following sef of eight
general questions was sent oul to provide a starl-
tneip podad for the discussion:

1. What kave beew the most significant changes in the
teaching of arl over the last decade?

2, Are theve wew or differend skills and areas of kol
edige that students requive wow?

A, Within an academic ervirmomend, how does visnal-
art training relate o olher disciplines?

4, Chie gets e impression thal a growing wamber of
stwdents ave alfending art sehools and enrolling in uwi-
versily MEA programs, Has this been gour expericnce?
I s, whal do gou think is drivieg teis growth?

b What are gour feelings about e relationship of MFA
prograns to the arl markel?

G, Should collectors and dealers be given access o stu-
denls? Showld students be enconraged to make contact
with galleries as soon as possible, even before gradua-
tiome? I generval, what role showld isswes of profession
aud career play in MFA programs?

7. Are there stanificant differences betwesn the U8 approach
o tradning artists awd Exropean or Astan approaches?
Is there smathing to be learwed from olker models?

8, What, i any, are the significant differences amowg
sehools within the U8 7 Whal makes for a suecessful ard
sehool/MEA program? Whal kinds of things mos! often
stand in the way of a program becoming sweeessfil?
And whal are the criferia of success?

Some contribiitors have sovught to address
ol the questions, while others focus on specific
poinds et particalorely indevest thew, While tis
o, which includes vepresentatives of both
Relleys and Bag’s alma maters, is nol indended
to cover every significant degree-granting art
program i e country i does inelude individy-
als oceupying o variely of positions at o rasge of
institutions, There are teachers and administra-
tors, employees of lnrge public aniversities and
af private art schools, long-time fivtures and
wew appoimntees, East and West Coasters and ofh-
ers located some distance from large bodies of
waler (something one of the writers, Dave Hickey
warns abowl—and being based in Las Vegas, ke
preswmably knows what ke's talking about . For
those secking a more in-depth view of the vibrant
LA art-school seene—here vepresented solely
by Thomas Lawson of Cal Arts—a good place to

ghart is the November 2006 issue of Art in America,

where I8 LA sewlplors have wiaeh fo say about
their experience studying and feacking in schools
sueh as UCLA, the (s College of Art and Design,
anel the Art Cenber College of Design in Pasadena,

Also included herve, for a kistorical perspec-
tive o the subject, is a contribution by scholar
Howard Singerman, the author of the fascinating
Art Subjects: Making Artists in the American
University { 19991, Another historian of art
instruction (among many otfer topics), Jomes
Elkins, writes specifically about the debate over
the introduction of the studio PRI,

Theres nof a greal deal of consensus, which is
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surely a good sign, especially to those who fear thal
the training of yoeng avlists has beened formulaie,
leading to the production of a lof of formalaic art,
O omie sulject, hovever, Rearly eperijone mgrecs—
the meed fo bring more wp-to-dafe fechnology into
the edweational process. Yol readers will also find
teachers who recommend thal students read 18-
cetefury thinkers such as Rowsseaw and Hume (o
tactic employed by Lawrie Fendrich ) and others
who stress social aclivism as an important com-
parent of contemporary art training (Lawrence
Rinder Judith Russi Kirshier),

It the lomgest condvilidion, Kobert Storr, who
recendly becamie e dean of the Fale Sclool of Ari,
challenges o new generation of arl studenis fo eome
wpr arith an art-discourse voeabulary fo replace the
derfedd favgon of postmodernisae, He also specilales
o okl faetors go il ereating o bof arl sefool,
e mdfting that soane of i Ras to do with ek, with
whether a pavticalar growup of students and teach-
ers ean creale e necessary chemistey, Storr s
acknowledges thal @5 the students themselves that
are crciad foa suecessiuld program. They are also,
alas, the missing voice in this symposium-inprind,
If it was fard to select facully participants from the
Fatndveds of MEA programs around the coundry,
chonsing among the student bodies would have been
infinibely wmore difficult. f oy hope that they will
he i e readers of the follmeing pages and
thart,  they wwish, ey make their oughis heard
i lebters avd e-mails and—arko Enoos—imaihe
even arfworks. [t seems an ddeal time for a seqiel fo
Alex Bogs 12-year-old piece. How exactly ave things
aoing owd there, in the student studios and laplop
seveens of Speig 077 —HRaphael Rubinstein

—Howard Singerman

Howard Singerman

Commentators have been complaining about art
schools in the pages of art magazines for a very long
time, beginning well before Mercedes Matter asked
“What's Wrong with U5, Art Schools? in 1963, But et
me start midstream, and allow Matter's decades-old
complaint to introduce the terms and camps that are
by now most familiar, The founder of the New York
Studio School, Matter argued that the problem lay
in the elassrooms of the new degree-granting univer
sity art departments springing up nationwide, in their
credit hours and in their hectoring noise: “Silence is
rare. Even a relatively quiet room is never without the
intrusion of the instructor—for instruction no longer
punctuates the student's work, it replaces it.” The
mast damaging talk, in her view, was that about the art
world: “Today, it is possible for a student to go through
art school and gain an acute perception of ‘what is
going on,” a fairly intelligent grasp of the situation,
and vet, . .. In old fashioned language, he will never
have learned to draw.”" Though the great majority
of America's 200-plus MFA programs are at least on
paper organized by métier, for many readers Matter's
complaint still dngs true: the assumption is that voung
artists no longer leam traditional craft skills.

This view is probably only partially correct. While
it may be true that the more suceessful schools
downplay the teaching of skills (here [ mean those
mostly urban and coastal institutions, whether inde-
pendent professional schools or the star depart-
ments of research universities, that we tend to
think of when we talk about “art school™), many
less prestigious institutions continue to impart tra-

Founder Mercedes Matter teaching a drawing class at the New York Studio School, ca. 1970s.
Courtesy New York Studio School,
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Panels from the first page of Daniel Clowes's graphic novel Art School Confidential, 1991,

Courtesy Fantagraphics Books, Sealile,

ditional skills—and often newer, more technologi-
cally advanced ones. These latter schools tend to be
publie, inland and much more crowded (ironically
enough, it was in no small part these schools, and
their then-new university-based MFA programs, that
Matter was decrying). For those eritics who lament
the academic devaluing of the artist’s traditional
skills, what is even more grievous is the sense that
students who can draw (or those with too great a
sense of the romance of the artist) are mistreated
by their art schools; they are pressured to conform
or shunted aside: this is the given of Daniel Clowes's
graphic novel Art School Confidential and of the
recent film based on it. There and elsewhere at least
part of Matter’s “intelligent grasp” has been down-
graded into clichéd patter and updated as theory or
political correctness, Teaching about the art world
or the PC issues of cultural politics has come at the
cost not only of traditional skills but of any familiar-
ity with tradition itself and of what Pierre Bourdieu
terms the “work of art qua object of belief.” Andrew
Hultkrans cast his Arfforum story of the rise of Art
Center and UCLA in the early "00s and the eclipse
of Cal Arts as a cautionary tale, a warning against
identity politics and against just the sort of French
thing Bourdieu stands for: “Cal Arts' makeover as
an academy producing laundry lists of theoretical
tropes in liew of objects was bad news.™
“Deskilling” is not just a problem, it is also a
critical category, one that survey students can see
a lot of in the recent two-volume textbook Arf Sinee
1900 Modernism, Antimodernism, Postimodern-
tgm by Oetober editors Hal Foster, Rosalind Krauss,
Yve-Alain Bois and Benjamin H. D. Buchloh. Deskill-
ing, writes Buchloh, is “a concept of considerable
importance in deseribing numerous artistic endeay-
ors throughout the twentieth century with relative
precision. All of these are linked in their persis-
tent effort to eliminate artisanal competence and

other forms of manual virtuosity from the horizon
of both artist competence and aesthetic valuation,™
Buchloh insists on artistic, or af least critical, inten-
tiom, and elsewhere Yve-Alain Bois speaks of Daniel
Buren's “deskilling sacrifice,” suggesting that Buren
had conventional skills to throw away.!

But what if deskilling is involuntary? As Buchloh
observes, the term first appeared in the early 19805
in the writing of the Australian conceptual artist
fan Burn, who borrowed it from sociology. IE's worth
noting here that Burn and Buchloh use the term
somewhat differently; for Burn, it is not a critical
intervention but an outcome, the inadvertent and con-
tradictory produet of an art-school education. Writing,
in 1981, about the local effects of teaching New York's
styles since the 19605, Burn says that deskilling is not
the provinee of a select group of theoretically engaged
artists but the standard operating procedure of all
of the “sanctioned styles of avant-gardism,” as they
have been replicated in provineial schools worldwide,
“It has not been uncommon during the past decade
for students to experience an avant-garde context in
their art school vears but to find difficulty in sustain-
ing such attitudes outside of the school and to then
discover that they have not been tanght skills to
allow them to work in any other way.™ Here deskill-
ing is not only a necessary if inadvertent critique
of autonomy—"with few or no artistically valued
manual skills involved in the production of the work,
it was hard to sustain the idea that the object itsell
was the exclusive embodiment of a special ereative
process™—but also the enforcement of it, however
degraded: a segregated or professionalized interest
enforced by handicap,

As a complaint, deskilling suggesis that there are
essential skills every artist should have. But it is no
lomger clear what an artist needs to know, or needs to
koo howy b do, 1t not so much that we have nothing
to teach, but rather that, in relation to the art of the

recent past, there is no particular thing that needs to
he learned. In anv event, there is no guarantes fuo
it is learned. Where craft skill is paraded—hby Tom
Friedman, say, or Tara Donovan—it appears as a kind
of excessive or caricatured manuality in relation to
downscale industrial material. And if, in some pro-
grams, Buren is taught in lieu of the skills he purport-
edly sacrificed, he might not be understood according
to academic orthodoxy, as institutional eritique, but
instead as a practitioner of minimalist painting or
public art or, like Jorge Pardo or Jim Lambie, interior
design, Students might be expected (o know how to
situate Buren—aor Friedman or Pardo—to appropri-
ate or reject them, to find them “interesting” in rela-
tion to their own work. Still, it's not clear that this
kind of skill, which might only be the ability to pack-
age oneself professionally, is what the art school's
critics have in mind,

I understand full well why commentators call out
for the métiers, whether for drawing or for a more rig-
orous theoretical or philosophical or political ground-
ing, These are calls for something of value to teach,
and more than that for a commitment, a content for
the term “artist” that isn't atomized or sheerly idio-
syneratic, and that might link one artist to another
through something other than the market or the
media. Nowadays, especially at our best schools, we
teach “artists"—hoth a litany of names and the fash-
ioning of individuality. Instead of working on a prac-
tice, it is the artist him- or herself who is worked on,
pushed to internalize the art world, to take it seriously
anil to produce an identity in its image, Over 30 vears
agn Charles Harvison—like Burn, a member of Art and
Language, a group whose eritical interests have always
included questions of pedagogy—characterized
the working-over of young artists as “more psvcho-
therapeutic than pedagogic, . . . While there may be
both historicity and method in teaching someone how
o draw, there is little of either involved in teaching
them how to be artists, It is a cliché that art students
are neurotic; maybe art schools keep them that way.™
Or mavbe nowadays the best known and most sue-
ceasful ones are those that build most effectively on
the neurosis; at least that is what Charles Ray sug-
gested about success at UCLA: “Most art schools are
about students and teachers. . . . The reason the kids
here are getting all this early suceess is becanse
they're not art students, they're voung artists, Young
artists get galleries. Students study. Simple as that,™

L. Mercedes Matter, “What's Wrong with U5, Art Schosls?”
with responzes by Howard Conant amnd Gurdon Woods, Art
Niwrs, September 1963, pp. 41, 56,

2. Andrew Hultkrans, “Surf and Turf,” Arffrmm, Summer
L9198, p. 1.

4 Benjamin H. I, Buchloh, “Deskilling,” in Hal Foster, Rosa-
lind Krauss, Yve-Alain Boks and Benjamin H, [, Buchloh, A#
Sinee 1900 Modernism, Anfimodernism, Postaodernizm,
val. 2, New York, Thames and Hudson, 2004, p. 531,

4- Yve-Alain Bois, “ 1967, in Arf Since 1900, vol, 2, p. 530,

5. lan Burn, “The 1960s: Crizis and Aftermath,” in Dialognes
Wrilings in Art History, North Sydney, Allen and Uniwin,
1981, p. 105,

fi. Thid., pp. 105-106.

7. Charles Harrison, “Edwcating Artists” Studio fnterna-
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Leslie King-Hammond

The most powerful change to occur in the teaching of
artists in the last decade has resulted from the increasing
role within all disciplines of art that makes use of elec-
tronies, digital technologies and the Internet. New meth-
odls have evolved from the intersection of old and new.

All art students still need a foundation of concepiual,
technical and critical training that reflects both tradition
and innovation, We should keep adding to our curricula
Students need acoess to so much more information today
hecanse the way artists work now is so open-enided, using
s0 many mew technigues and technologies and mediums.
Additioneally, there is a greater emphasis on eritical stud-
pes and professional development, including teaching
and entrepreneurial skills,

Enrollment at the Marvland Institute College of Art
hes grown tremendously in the past 10 years; we expect
more growth to come, What is remarkable is how good
the students are when they come here, They know how
tin elrsiw, they know how to paint, they know how to think
conceptually and technically. The growing development
of magnet art schools and community ars programs
probably plays a large role in the experience of these
students, OF course, we still reinforee technical skills,
but more and more we are here to help students with
the content and ideas in their work, refining (rather
than jumpstarting) their art-making practice.

The art market, especially dealers, should be treated
with great caution. Interacting with dealers too early
often undermines the conceptual vision of developing
artists, Young artists are often swayed by marketplace
demands. Collectors often find the opportunity to sup-
port student and emerging artists by purchasing their
wirk, This is a plus, as long as the voung artist s not
swayed by the attention and desires of the client.

Students should be encouraged to seek represen-
tation after the completion of the program of study,
though blanket statements about this are dangerous,
Inevitably, part of the role of institutions is to offer a
certain access into the marketplace and art world in
general. There are voung artists who are ready (o show
in the public, market-driven art world, and others who
are not. Many students should wait until after they are
out of the academic arena, well outside their “student
work” practices, to seek representation.

We are here for the long term, [ still am in contact
with students from when [ started teaching 30 vears
ag | see it as a vital part of my role as an educator to
keep in touch with them and to help them when [ can.

MFA programs should also be bringing in critics, col-
lectors and curators to interact with the students, to
share their professional experiences. We don’t want our
students to be blindsided by the diversified realities of the
global art world, but we do want to create a safe emviaron-
et to prepare and educate them for their jourmey,

All art schools are consumed with the question of
what makes a “successful” experience. Each school
offers different resources, networks, faculty and visit-
ing artists. Ome thing a really good program will do is to
designate individual studio space for the MFA student
o workl in for the duration of his or her academic expe-
rienee, The sense of a strong artistic community will
often make or break an MEA program.

Private art colleges and schools of art within a uni-
versity that can commit to intensive curricular pro-
grams supported by institutional resources and quality
studio and classmoom space have the more suecessful
programs. This is in contrast to art departments in col-
leges or universities, which tend to be more stressed for
faculty and for private studio space.

1 think that the size of a program has a lot to do with
success as well. The balance that we have created at
MICA allows for each of our 11 graduate programs to
accommodate 10 to 28 students who are mentored by
a director, a critie-in-residence, or several artists/
designers-in-residence for the larger programs. It is
a slippery road to navigate: the graduate programs
should be large enough to create a diverse and well-
rounded community, but small enough to still be able
to offer a lot of one-on-one attention,

Leslie King-Hammond is dean of graduate studies af
the Marylard Institule College of Arl, Baltimore,

Lawrence Rinder

I recently went on a month-long research trip to study
curricula at leading European schools of art and design,
European schools practice a variety of educational
methodologies, though due in part to the European
Union's so-called Bologna Accord (which has mandat-
ed the full implementation by 2010 of degree programs
hased roughly on the American BEAMFA model) and
in part to economic forces, there is a drift toward an
American-style system. (One result of budget con-
straints has been the consolidation of smaller schools
into larger consortia or their absorption into universi-
ties,) Nevertheless, a number of general differences
are still evident between European and American
graduate art education,

The beaux-arts model, in which students work—at
times exclusivelv—in the studio of a “master artist”
still exerts a strong influence on European art edu-
cation. Oceasional one-on-one contact with a single
instructor is the pedagogical foundation of several
leading institutions, Even in schools that have shifted
away from this approach, students are expected (o
be verv self-directed in their studies. The director of
4 major German art school reported that his school
offers virtually no formal education, but that this
is considered acceptable because the students pay
almost nothing. Conversely, in most American MFA
programs, where students pay dearly, the curriculum
is heavily weighted with topical seminars and regu-
larly scheduled critique-based studio classes. While
students in American MFA programs often choose
a school in order to work with a particular instrue-
tor, once enrolled they are typically encouraged to
study with other faculty in order to diversify their
influences, One benefit of the beaux-arts model is
that it places an emphasis on art as such instead
of on diseipline-specific study, Most European art
schools have done away with—aor are in the process
of eliminating—discipline-based education in favor
of an interdisciplinary, project-based approach. The
role of the discipline-based master teacher has been
largely replaced by a cohort of workshop technicians

who assist any and all students in engaging with, if no
longer “mastering,” a medium of their chojee,

The relatively strong emphasis on seminars and
theoretical analysis in American MFA curricula is coun-
tered in the European model by, on the one hand, a
stronger focus on philosophy in undergraduate art
education and, on the other, a more pronounced com-
mitment to “research.” Research—which is required
by the Bologna Aceord to become a standard element
in European art education—is expressed in a variety of
ways: in some schools it is understood to be a pervasive
ethos of the faculty culture; in others, it is localized in
thematically focused research centers or institutes;
while in yet others, it has become the basis for an ever-
growing number of studio art PhD programs. Although
the term “research” is decidedly imprecise, it seems
generally to refer to academic values more commonly
associated with the humanities, ie., in-depth investi-
gation into a topic or theme, collaboration with non-
artistic disciplines, and evaluative criteria based on
citation and corroboration rather than on originality or
“inspiration.” Although the emergence of the studio an
Phil—which has just recently hit America’s shores—
has resulted in a broad debate about the differences
between artistic and nonartistic languages, methodolo-
gies and evaluative criteria, it is unclear to me what, if
any, impact the emphasis on research is having on
European students at the MFA level.

One very important distinetion between American
and European MFA programs is the vastly more interma-
tional eharacter of the European system. Thanks in part
to the Erasmus Mundas travel scholarship, provided by
the European Union, students in Europe can move easily
from school to school across national boundaries, In the
115, meanwhile, government restrictions on financial
aid make it extremely difficult for non-Americans to
afford the high tuition of our schools, Post-9711 visa
restrictions also place an onerous burden on anyone
wishing to come to the 18, for an extended period of
study, or, for that matter, on faculty wishing to come
from abroad to teach. While American art students
presumably travel more frequently than the generally
stay-at-home American population (only 21 percent of
Americans even hold passports), they are certainky much
less cosmopolitan than their European art-school peers,
fior whom it is common that at least one vear of college
will be spent at a school in another country. Given these
conditions—and regardless of efforts to make curricula
more global in content—students in American MFA pro-
grams are educated in an environment that all too often
replicates our country's debilitating isolation from global
diversity and ideas.

The institution where 1 work, the California College
of the Arts (CCA), has recently developed a number of
initiatives that resemble experimental programs at the
most interesting European art schools. Our new social
practices area in the MFA Fine Arts Program, for exam-
ple, is comparable to the Critical Curatorial Cybermedia
(CCC) program at Geneva'’s Ecole Supérieure des Beaus:
Arts. Like the CCC program, CCA’s social practice area
promotes social engagement as an intrinsic aspect of the
art-making process and seeks the intersections among
performance, urbanism and activism, Additionally, at
CCA, the faculty and students of the social practice area
are in conversation with their peers in architecture and

The environment in American MFA programs all too often replicates our country’s

debilitating isolation from global diversity.
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The notorious Q-word (quality) has been banned from art discourse for decades, but

it hovers backstage during every critique.

design, opening up possibilities for profoundly hybrid
projects, Like many of the most interesting European
sehools that offer degrees in both fine arts and design,
CCA s entering the digital age without abandoning its
pxpertise and capacities in more traditional medioms
such as wood, ceramics, glass and textiles. We believe
that chmamic exchange between artists and designers as
they explore both high-tech and low-tech mediums will
form the hasis of much future innovation,

Lawrence Rinder is dean of graduate studies af the Cali-
Sorwia College of the Arts, San Franciseo and Oakland.

Laurie Fendrich

I teach mostly painting and drawing to undergraduates,
many of whom take studio courses to fulfill what's called
the “creative participation” requirement for a liberal arts
degree. Every vear, about 20 non-art majors join with the
already-declared art majors to form the cadre who move
ot take our advanced fine-arts courses. Although only
a handfil of these students go on to graduate school in
art, or end up becoming artists, almost all of them pos-
spss an “artistic personality” and have vagoe longings to
“express themselves.” They frequently have thin skins
{especially when it comes to criticism of their work), an
unspoken conviction that they possess a special insight
into things that other students don't have, and a sense
that something is wrong with the world that making art
might correct, at least for them,

Many people who have artistic personalities never
become artists, often simply because they lack the req-
uisite desire for fame, On the other hand, many who
o besome artists have nothing to offer but their artis-
tic personalities. Long ago, actual talent used to be
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required of an artist, but the permissiveness of modermn-
ism opened the floodgates for anyvone who wanted to
be an artist to be one, Even though neurobiology and
postmodern theory together have made mincemeat of
maodernism, an enervated form of modern romanticism
persists in studic-ant classes in the form of “feelings”
around which art teachers are forced to maneuver.
Admittedly, the sensitive “sell™ with its deep, soulful
yveamings—oelebrated by the romantics for its authen-
ticity and autonomy, and for which untold thousands of
young Werthers have suffered through the centures—
iz now considered a somewhat pathetic phenomenon
anid consigned to adolescence. Paradomdeally, just when
the romantic self began to be discredited, the idea
that all truths are subjective (what is more romantic
than that?) began to expand. In academe subjectivity
has been given an honorary doctorate and cloaked in
the cap and gown of postmdernist “historicism,” ie.,
the: belief that what you think or feel is almost entirely
dependent on when and where vou live,

Practically all the art students I've encountered
aceept historicism as a fact, even if they don't use the
word itself. They unquestioningly believe there are
multiple truths, and that all truths are more or less
equally valid. This historicist “form and pressure” (as
Shakespeare dubbed it in Hamdel) crops up relentless-
Iy in the studio classroom. In my opinion, it s steadily
undermining the mainstay of studio art teaching—the
critique, It has been assumed that students' art will get
better if smart, earnest art students and their teachers
chew some serious fat concerning their work. But the
critique is getting into ever-leeper trouble the more
“petter art” becomes a totally subjective matter. Why
not cut to the chase and talk about marketing strate-
gies ambitions students might emplov to become rich
and famous?
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—Laurie Fendrich

The notorious Q-word (for those of vou bom since
1680, T mean grecdity ) has been banned from official ar
discourse since about 1975, Even so, it hovers backstage
during every critique. Good students and reasonable
teachers still know the good stuff when they see it,
although they'll only say so with a fucblue-collar spin:
“Hew, that works.” So while some art teachers fret over
the need for more exotic computer programs, others
lobby for more critical theory in the curriculum, and
still others argue for more drawing, evervone ignores
the real need:; to resuscitate a way of talking abowt art
that recognizes the value of art as a Seing dn dseff, a
thing that is impractical and politically useless,

The best art students—whether they paint pictures,
manipulate digital images, or disperse empty beer cans
and computer monitors in a darkened gallery—need
to leamn imaginative ways to step outside their own his-
toricist subjectivity in order to understand the extent to
which they are unwittingly trapped by it. Hiding behind
talent-immune postmodernist cleverness won't eut it
forever. Students should be taught the writings about art
of thinkers such as Plato, Aristothe, Leonando and Hume,
The paint is not to make them wallow in the past, or to
hore them to tears by foreing them to ingest hard-to-read
Classical, Renaissance and Enlightenment treatises and
essys, but to help them see how they can be truly rodi-
rad oy by going back to the mots for fresh, new ideas.

Whenever 1 teach Jean-Jacques Roussean's Lefter fo
DAlemibert on the Theater, for example, my students
are fascinated by his uncomfortably persuasive argu-
ment that art is—as often as not—a very bad thing that
can destroy human happiness rather than enhanee it.
They also make the startling discovery that their own
confidence in the primacy of feelings derives straight
from Roussean's ideas. When [ teach Ephraim Gotthold
Lessing's Laocodn, students wrestle with the idea that
some things might be so inherently ugly or disgusting
that no one—anyplace—acan see them any other way,
Reading David Hume's 17567 essay “0f the Standard
of Taste” rattles their assumptions about the suppos-
edly irefutable idea of subjectivity, And selections from
Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democraey in America invite
them to ponder the chilling possibility that great art
and social justice are mutually exclusive.

The list of readings that can help art students climb
out of the late-romanticism-cum-careerist pit in which
they're currently trapped is longer and richer than the
small selection 've provided here. Syllabi could easily
include fiction (eg, Balmc's The Unknown Masterpiece
or John Fowles's The Ebony Tnver) as well as philosophy:
To belong to vour own times is well and good, bt to be
flattened by them is both sad and terrible,

Laurie Fendrich is professor of fine arts ol Hofstra
Universily, Hempstead, Long Islard,

Bruce Ferguson

My remarks are pretty much restricted to graduate art
schools, an area very distinet from undergraduate pro
grams, This focus is for two reasons: first, as dean of the
School of the Arts at Columbia University for six vears |
ran a graduate school and know more about ity second,
because | worked with the Anaphiel Foundation in
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Personally, | welcome the fact that MFA programs are directly connected

to markets and dealers.

Miami on amd off over the past two vears trving to figure
ot what a graduate art school might look like in the 21st
century and what it might look like in Miami in particular,
With Steven Madodff, 1 organized and conducted a lange
number of symposia with artists, educators, architects,
designers and other art-world constituents to develop a
program better adapted to the new context of making art,
[ also spoke at length to Miami arists, collectors, dealers
and others about the conditions there for such a school.

As [ see it, the most significant changes in the teach-
ing of art over the last decade have been:

1. The introduction of new technologies of communica-
tion that affect both the teaching and learning of art and
the potential for new esthetics. This is obvious to anvone
under 20 but surprisingly is not yet coded into the curri-
cula of most schools, which maintain a strong allegiance
to values and even nomenclatures that emerged in the
196is (presumably when many current professors were
students).

2. The almost complete break between art history and
the practice of ar-making, Art history as it is now prac-
ficed is a traditional and conservative subset of history
theory. It very seldom has any direct relation to the social
or the personal embeddedness of work in the world and
instead lives comfortably and hermetically “on the sland
of language,” as historiographer Havden White calls it

3. The positive influence in studio programs of a kind of
academic conceptualism that has resulted in “need-to-
koo™ curricula, This means that rather than a body of
Fenowlesdgier to b hianded down by gatekeopers, in the con-
sepvative tradition of academia, advanced schools teach
students in relation to the individual student's needs.
These schools see art as a methodological field rather
thean a body of knowledge, Skills in relation to medium and
miedia are taught on this need-to-know basis. From schaool
to school, department to department and even professor
to professor, there are no standard criteria in the U8, for
skill-based activities in art, with the exception of basic
software programming workshops. On the other hand,
there is a set of necessary professional skills, many of them
sorial, that is more a pricrity than ever before: networking,
writing and speaking skills, fiscal planning, the mastery
of intellectual property rules, In some cases these skills
are: being taught directly as part of a curmculurn; at other
times they are being conveved by practitioners to whom
the students are introduced. Simply put, as the ars have
become professionalized, the need and demand for more
professional skills have emerged.

People are alwayvs rightly saying that art training can
and should relate to other disciplines, and ambitious
stidents do take advantage of course offerings that mn
from philosophy to ethnography to various sciences. In
general, however, neither schools of art nor the univer-
sities actually encourage such crossover or transdisei-
plinary work, except at a rthetorical level. In fact, it could
be easily argued that structurally such transfer work is
made difficult and laborious and probably represents a
bureaucratic and academic threat to the larger emviron-
ment. Despite the ever-increasing practice of artists’ col-
laboration with other sectors of the intellectual economy,
srhools are very ill-ecquipped to deal with this impulse on
an authentic basis, Patchwork quilts of “this and that™
courses oecastonally justapose disciplines but seldom is
transdisciplinarity truly realized,
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The growth of professionalization is being driven by
an ever-expanding global market for at. To cite a famil-
iar statistic: in 2006, there were at least 60 significant
civie or national art biennials per year as well as many
others less known. Add to that simple but staggering
statistic the huge number of art fairs (almost one per
day on average at my count of 282—although, again, not
all are internationally notewortly); a growing market
(the over 300 galleries in New Yorks Chelsea are a
symptomatic but not exhaustive index); an explosion
of private museums; record gales in auction howses for
contemporary work; a burgeoning field of art funds; a
plethora of publications, consulting firms, art advisors
and active investors, then the exponentially increas-
ing mumber of aceredited MA and MFA students is not
SUrprising.

Personally, | weleome the fact that MFA programs
are directly connected to markets and dealers. Stu-
dents enrolling in graduate programs have generally
been out of school for a while and are committed and
urgent about their professions, evidenced by their
coming back into the educational svstem. They are
likely to take on great financial loads by the time they
have completed their studies. They are not naive or
monastic, and the schools are as much imolved in the
“pesal” workd as they are, To pretend otherwise, as many
programs have done in the past, is iresponsible, At
sehool and elsewhere there are scores of people, books
andl pedagogies that underwrite a notion of “sueeess”
(in its fiscal sense at least) as a sign of loss of integrity
or feck of eritical thinking. These attitudes are subtly
reaffirmed by some common modes of art-making,
especially critical work about consumer culture or work
dome in the name of the public, for instance. Needless
to say, many of the advocates of such approaches ane
tenured professors, the only people in the world with
guaranteed employment contracts,

But even if students are inducted into the real world
of fiscal, social and political interests, there are still
no guarantees of viable art careers, Yet, 1 believe that
the issue of “success™ is a much more interesting and
complicated one than the issue of failure, I believe,
therefore, that instruction that stresses professional
preparation, from the conceptual and theoretical to
the legal and administrative, has a place in contem-
porary pedagogy, To send students out into the world
o re-invent the wheel, as was often the case, is both
depressing and condescending.

In touring European schools, 1 find the obvious
difference between our studies and theirs is that the
European approach is entively based on charismatic
figures and the myth of “free” education. What they
mean by this, of course, is education underwritten
by government funding. It is not only not “free” but,
as a result, European educators and administrators
don’t have any idea what it actually costs to educate a
student, With the European Union's demand for unit
edueation, the Continent's art schools are likelv to
see the introduction of transnational criteria based on
curricula and performance-based budgeting, ending a
very long reign of romantic pedagogy. Yet undeniably,
charismatic figures are the ones who engage students,
whether here or in Europe, and education—bheing an
elusive thing—is often best served by the chemistry
developed by the mentor/student relationship.

—Bruce Ferguson

My sense from comparing schools is that you never
get it completely right and that all vou do is provide
the best conditions possible. Those conditions include
respect for the students as artists, availability of nec-
essary skill sets on demand, introductions to urgent
contemporary intellectual currents and student col-
leagues who are diverse in all ways and professionally
ambitions. Students do teach students as a major part
of the experence of school, a fact that does not receive
adequate official recognition. But there are ways to
enhance any experience, Jon Kessler, who was chair
of the visual arts department at Columbia from 2000 to
2005, introduced a mentor process into the school's cur-
riculum that oseillates between a classroom structure
and a studio-crit structure, It allows students to spend
fime over two years with a major artist of their choice
and it allows a major arfist to have intense relations
with students without thoroughly interfering with his
or her practice, Business schools change their curricula
in relation to the way in which business is done, and art
sehools must be flexible enough to do the same,

Bruce Ferguson i a formaer dean of the School of the
Arts al Columbia University, New York,

Suzanne Anker

From John Dewey to Joseph Beuys to the present,
philosophers and practitioners of art education have
resisted the imposition of governing rules, Some art-
ists and even some educators would go so far as to
say that art cannot be taught at all. I'd like to propose
that the issue of art's pedagogical platform is most
effectively addressed today by defining art and its
teaching as “epistemic things™ that constitute “experi-
mental systems,”

In fact, the recognition of art as an experimental
system is already evident in many European teach-
ing models, where art-making and “picture science”
are understood as forms of knowledge production.
The concepts of experimental systems and epistemic
things—especially as the terms are used by the Ger-
man molecular biologist and historian of science Hans-
Jiirg Rheinberger—have migrated from the natural
seienees into the plastic arts and humanities, providing
a novel way to think about discovery and flux “Experi-
mental systems,” Rheinberger explains, “constitute
integral, locally manageable, functional units of sci-
entific research. It is through them that particular
scientific objects—epistemic things in my terminol-
ogy—gain prominence in a wider field of epistemic
cultures and practices.”

Rheinberger’s approach to research, innovation
and analysis is hardly, if ever, imvoked in American art
inatitutions. Yet his ideas might be useful at a time
when art schools are trying to figure out what are the
essential materials and techniques needed in the con.
temporary artist’s toolbos, and how to reconcile tradi-
tional handmade methods with state-of-the-art image
production. One recent new offering at the School
of Visual Arts (SVA) that addresses epistemic art is
“Yisual Science,” a course taught by a molecular biolo-
gist and presented in partnership with the American
Museum of Natural History,



The ubiquity of digital technologies in the culture
at large—and the accompanying social, political, eco-
nomie and esthetic ramifications—are perhaps the
most crucial issues confronting today's emerging art-
ists. At SVA, the fine arts department is currently in the
midst of integrating digital technologies—ineluding
photography, video, 3-I) modeling applications and
computer-generated sculpture—into its program so
that they will be accessible to all students.

Within traditional studio practices, problem-solving
assignments tend to be hound by equally traditional
restraints, Students acquire knowledge about materi-
als, various techniques of fabrication and alternative
image-making strategies. In short, they learn about
the practical tasks involved in producing works of art.
What also seems to happen in too many programs is
that students aren't taught how to assess what they've
done and what they might do next. An essential part of
art as an epistemic practice, however, is the stress on
reflective thought. Students of epistemic art are urged
to keep progress notes, pursue competing solutions,
experiment with multiple drawings and schematics;
they need to learn how to archive source material and
manage information, among other skills,

Today's emerging artists (and their mentors) face an
art world substantially different from anything in the
past, be it the classic Bauhaus model or the resistance
modes of the 1970s, The art student must become
comversant with a new set of conditions, and with shift-
ing patterns of meanings and consumption, Both
art-making amd the art market operate within complex
svstems in which variables can unexpectedly cascarde,
The education of artists requires teachers capable of
addressing the swiftly changing conditions in the visual
arts, people who can help young artists o imagine and
even, sometimes, to construet a more viable and sus-
tainable future. In comprehending ant objects as epis-
femic things, perhaps we can get contemporary art to
mive bevond what seems to be its most recent calling
as consumer-driven commaodity or vehicle o celebrity.

Suzanne Anker iz chair of the fine arts depariment af
the Schond of Viswal Arts, New Fork.

Thomas Lawson

The art world has become increasingly international
over the last decade and information about it easier to
finel. More and more students, particularly at the gradu-
ate level, expect art school to provide the information,
aceess and networking they will need. As a result,
nobody teaching at the college level can comfortably
present 1-year-old knowledge; everything has to be
rethought and wpdated on an ongoing basis.

T answer the question “What makes for a successful
art school?,” it seems necessary to address a couple
of more fundamental ones first: what is an art school,
what is it for, and what does it do? It is perhaps obvious
to say that an art school provides training for succes-
sive generations of artists, but that in tum opens up so
many questions about the nature of art, and the nature
of a career in art, that we will never find a place to
hegin, What is clear is that in order to deliver, a school
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Left to right, Josh Stern, John Baldessari, David Cabrera, Williom Wegman and Todd Jaguit in 1981

at Cal Arts, Valencia, Photo © Luciano Perna Archives.

miust have a reasonably clear understanding of its own,
historically driven account of what is important. The
sehools that are deemed successful, that come in at
the top in terms of rankings, can point to lists of alumni
who have achieved some renown in the international
art world of the biennials and art magazines, But it is
important to recognize that there are other measures
of success, and a good school, one concerned with
edueational outcomes as much as with an careers, will
give its students access to useful strategies for making
productive lives out of creative impulses,

Some of the denizens of art schools impact the main-
stream culture—graphic designers, animators, game
designers, for example—but for the most part art school
provides a refuge from that mainstream, a haven for those
who seek, however temporirily, an altemative, The chief
responsibility of thise of us who oversee these precious
institutions is to preserve this haven, and to prepare fiture
generations fo maintain it. Above all, art school is a place
to think about art and how to make it, to leamn to form
judgments and act on them, to discuss the relevance of
art and its practice. The role of the art school s to prepare
voung artists to live the life, without undue pressure
from the conforming ideologies of the market, from
“responsible civie discourse” or even from a prescrip-
tive history of art as one generation understands it

For anvone dedicated to teaching voung artists there
is a necessity to constantly monitor the state of art. We
must continually ask ourselves, what is at stake today?
What are the necessary skills for an artist? T would argue
that the primary skills needed are analytic and criti-
cal: how to understand images and texts, how to think
through personal decision-making. What students need
are: the tools to navigate the world they find themselves

in, which, in terms of images, is a digital one. Some may
choose to do this by opting for a number of low-tech inter-
ventions, from pedomuances to discussion sessions driven
by the instinct to collaborate, to various graffiti-based
strategies and so on. To build a foundation on drawing
skills, as some still advocate, presupposes a primacy of
painting and seulpture that is no longer a given.

In the end, the only instruction that really matiers is
individual, one-to-one discussion of work in progress or
recently finished—the encouragement of a singular voice,
within a historical and critical context, Interesting, insight-
ful remarks can come up in class, but they are random
events, as likely to be ignored as picked up and acted on

I think there are two contradictory forces at work
in the recent growth of studio programs. At the under-
graduate level, more voung people are looking for alter-
natives to corporate culfure, inferested in experimenting
with different ways of being in the world. Growth at
the graduate level—increasing competition to get in,
increased expectations after coming out—is driven
mostly by a recognition that there is now a professional
career of some viahility to be had in the visual ars, and
that the MFA is the essential key to entry, It is these two
years that impart a sense of the currently relevant, and
allow time to create a body of work shaped by that sense.

The market offers a hot-wired connection to topicality;
it creates palpable excitement and a sense of connected-
ness, not to mention the opportunity for reward. But it
also poses 4 danger of overexposure of premature expo-
sure of unresobved work. It seems to me that structured
encounters between mackers and makers—annual
open studio days, graduation shows amd sueh—ean be
productive on a number of levels, but that in general,
art school should be a place to fuck up without fear of

Art school should be a place to fuck up without fear of consequences,

and to learn from the messes made.

—Thomas Lawson
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consequences, and to learn from the messes made. It
should also be a place to explore other ways of making
and presenting art, a place where the market does not
reign supreme,

There's a widespread assumption that MEA programs
priwide the hest measure of art schools, 1 would like to
propose @ nuanced derurral, While it is certainly true
that MFA programs have become increasingly impor-
tant in an ever-more professionalized world, T would
argue that it is the health of an undergraduate program
that best indicates the strength of any school, and that
it is there that vou find the most significant differences
among schools, Institutions that nurture their BFA
populations, and seek ways to integrate the raw enthu-
siasm and unleamed spirit of the best undergraduates
with the more focused discipline and broader knowl-
edge of the graduates, foster an environment that
benefits all students as they seek the best ways to give
form to their creativity, Schools that invest everything
in the MFA program, leaving their undergraduates in
virtual quarantine, run the risk of becoming isolated,
theory-bound and boring.

Thomas Lawson is dean of e Sehool of Arts af the
California Institule of the Arts, Valeneia,

Saul Ostrow

During the 15 vears that I have worked with graduate
studio students, the eritical and cultural environ-
ments that inform their vision of the role of artist and
art have significantly changed, While many students
still go to graduate school to develop their skills or
to get the necessary credentials to teach at the col-
lege level, others are increasingly attracted to those
graduate programs that promise entrée into the art
world, Regandless of students’ expectations, the long-
term ohligation of 4 graduate program should be to
create an environment in which “student-artists” can
develop their ability to think about how they will work
within a cultural context in which the boundaries
between disciplines are being redefined, both techni-
cally and conceptually.

When | was a graduate student in the very early
149705, art was still considered a vocation, and get-
ting an MFA meant spending two years in a program
defined by a medium, Painters, photographers, sculp-
tors, printmakers, et al. were nominally and often
physically segregated. The standard program consist-
ed of long hours working in the studio, minimally sup-
plemented (and usually only because the acereditat-
ing agency required it) with some art history courses
and perhaps a seminar in “contemporary issues,” As
such, given the luck of the draw, intellectual training
was haphazard and slipshod at best,

These graduate programs were premised on the
view that artists train artists, that an is etemnal, fived
b history and form and that, for the most part, an ar-
ist made art for him- or herself. The evolution of stvles
wis therefore understood as the product of subjective
preferences, individual insights instigated by social and
material conditions or, more cynically, by market forces.
Given that these programs often lacked a true cur-
riculum, “student-artists” were expected to refine their

vision, skills and concepts under the supervision of a
faculty that bickered like old married couples, while
encouraging students to work their way through formal
and personal issues, Consequently, the primary peda-
gogie tools were the individual tutorial and the group
erit, which were complemented by the oocasional visit-
ing artist who came to lecture on his or her career and
work, and field trips to important local exhibitions.

Although many graduate programs over the vears
have begrudgingly adapted to the need to teach theory
(or “critical studies™) or to develop non-medinm-spe-
cific curricula, the fact that graduate programs have
not significantly changed structurally or pedagogically
is a coneern for many of us imvolved in the question of
how artists are to be educated. While it & true that most
artists continue to make their careers within the gallery
system, owtside of creating digital ars programs and
allowing for individualized eurricula, sehool administra-
tors and their faculties have been slow in responding to
the needs of those student-artists who are interested in
engaging in scientific research, or who believe 4 career
in art can consist of doing land reclamation projects,
revitalizing under-represented communities or work-
ing with corporations.

To meet the needs of those students who wish to
work outside traditional venues would require that
an art schools graduate program have a truly mul-
tidisciplinary eurriculum offering not only technieal
and esthetic training but also academic preparation
and guidanee in those areas that will influence their
practices as artists, This means going against the
traditional atelier approach because it necessitates
establishing a curriculum with a core of manda-
tory subjects, as well as workshops and laboratory
COLFSes,

One of the challenges to producing programs that
are in keeping with contemporary art practices is
iromically the corporatization of education, which is
a reality that cannot be ignored. What this means
for those institutions in the business of educating
artists is that they must balance their commitment
to addressing evolving cultural standards with the
institutional tendency to seek those solutions that
are most readily marketable, Given that it is difficult
for art schools and colleges to revise their curriculum
on a regular basis, increasingly they have chosen to
introduce career-oriented business courses offered
under the heading “professional practices.” While
there is nothing wrong with this, [ believe that, along
with advancing a business model of professionalism, a
forward-looking graduate program should encourage
students to explore the broader social and philosophi-
eal networks and frameworks that inform contem-
porary cultural production. This calls for not only a
new pedagogic vision but also recognition that the
arts, by helping the dominant culture to absorh new
esthetics, concepts, practices and technologies, are
the research and development department for our
society as a whaole,

Saul Ostrow iz chair of Viswal Avts and Teeknologics
Enviroment al the Cleveland fistitule of A, He is also
eading o lask force charged with crealing a new cenler
Sor graduate studies in collaboration with the Cleveland
fustitute of Art and several Qi universities

Dave Hickey

During the 1890s, 1 ran a graduate program in studio
art at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, [t was, by my
standards, a successful one. About 40 percent of my ex-
students now exhibit and sell their own art in national
and international venues, Many of them support them.
sefves doing so. Here are some notes on what [ leamed
from the experience;

1. Inthe present moment, artists are better off training
themselves at home and acquiring the benefit of a good
liberal arts or art historieal education, This, because
the model for graduate art education, established in
the early “T0s by John Baldessari and others (myself
included), is 40 vears old and virtually obsolete.

2. Art schools are unhappy, ugly places. They tend to
inculcate philistine, institutional habits of mind and to
teach young artists more about teaching than about art.
Since teaching art has been destructive to the practice
of every artist | know who teaches, | try never to forget
that the few gond, serious teachers of art pay a price
that's way too high for the privilege of doing it.

3. Teaching art, in my experience, is a genuine privilege
that comes with its own oath o “de no harm." It alse
hireskis vour heart.

4. Art is a cosmopolitan practice best tanght in cities
ner the water, Teaching art in a provineial eultural emi-
rorment that does not celebrate and embrace change is
todally self-defeating. It transforms art into a compensa-
tory discourse that can help a stranded student maintain
his or her sanity for few years in the boonies. It cannot,
however, help people wha teach under these conditions
miintain their sanity. These people are doomed. . . .

§. Teachers of art practice have one overriding obliga-
tion to their students: to be intimately familiar with
the contemporary standards of art practice, discourse,
trade and exhibition against which their students’
wiork will he measured—sn their students will know
the unspoken rules they are choosing to break or not
to break. The art market itsell should be dealt with
evenhandedly and explained in detail, 1t is a fact and
an option from which students should not be cloistersd,
Demonizing the art marketplace does more damage (o
students than exposing them to collectors and dealers
who are irrevocably a part of the art world,

6. Art school must be free or cheap. It is virtually
impossible for a voung artist to establish a mature, cou-
rageous practice with a siv-figure educational debt.

7. Art students should not be placed under the author-
ity of older practicing artists whose work they are man-
dated to render obsolete, This guarantees bad advice
and destructive criticism,

8. Any teacher of art who conceives his or her job to
be: “teaching voung artists to think critically” should be
fired immediately for intellectual dishonesty,

9. All group crits with faculty and students in atten-
danee should be abolished immediately, These cru-
cibles privilege the verbal over the visual and allow fac-
uliy members to poison and manipulate peer relations
among their students.

10. Nurturing attention paid to an art student should
never be confused with attention paid to nurturing art.
11. Unfinished work should be presumed not to exist.

It is virtually impossible for a young artist to establish a mature, courageous
practice with a six-figure educational debt.
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MFA programs have become “idea monopolies.” They are the only game in town if

a young artist needs credibility or a network.

12. Art in the context of an art school abways looks bad,
especially when it's very good.

13. Regular supervision and oversight of young artists’
practice should be suppressed, My rule: “If you're not
sick, don't call the doctor”

14, If art students want to study Continental theory,
they should leam German and French and study it in
a philosophy department. Because (1) ant schools are
incapable of distinguishing properly between theory
and practice; (2) art school classes in these subjects
are little more than uncritical “slow pitch” indoctrina.
tions taught by advocates rather than scholarly adepts;
(3) all of the American translations of this work are
poisoned by the moment of their making, (4) this entire
discourse is now “historical™—a dated, conservative,
academic field of study and no longer live talk,

15. Only saints can nurture real talent. T am a writer,
not even an artist, and even I can't avoid feeling a
twinge of resentment when a pimple-faced twerp with
a skateboard under his arm shows me a mature and
persuasive work of art. | ean see, much more clearly
than the twerp, the road opening before him, the ohsta-
cles falling away, and it's all | can do not to stick out my
foot and trip him. If | were an artist, with a stake in the
game, [ would probably trip him, and tell myself that
it’s for his own good. It wouldn't be. Better to buy the
damned art and take your profit on the back end.

Dave Hickey iz o professor of English af fhe Universify of
Nevada, Las Vegas, where ke was previously a professor
af aert eriticism and Heory.

Archie Rand

If the musie is frae the form takes care of itselfl

—Cecil Taylor
After World War 1T visual arts programs were shimmed
into academia as a magnet for G Bill revenues. They
are not a good fit, as colleges are rrely the forums they
imagine themsebves to be, but rather places where stu-
dents leam accommodating behaviors, Future employ-
s are then assured that the graduate is a team player.
This format produces MFA programs that are not outfit-
ted to generate inspiration, as the grading system and
syllabi are respectively repressive and eynically super-
ficial. The students are ordinarily directed to tweak
their reconstructions of present models. There is then
the insistence on verbal self-presentation that rejects
any unfootnoted poetics, ldea replaces imagination and
reference replaces enthusiasm. Respect for the poten.
tial of the student’s desire can lapse amid all this, Some
of the more sy incoming students will have already
cut back on their own curiosity, anticipating its replace-
ment with a company-issued strategy,

MFA programs wonder if they are supposed to tum
ot that elusive ant star or make available some version
of the studic-lite experience to fulfill their pedagogi-
cal mandate. Regardless, people will teach using the
methods by which they learned. When you look at "6ls
Yale grads, “Hairy Who" Chicago Art Institute grads,
s Cal Arts grads and the recent Columbia grads, the
students who went on to become well-known artists
usually attended as a group during a relatively brief
period. Years ago [ asked David Salle if he knew that his

Cal Arts class was hot and he replied, “Yes, You know.
You always know.”

Sometimes serendipitous student faculty chemistry
flourishes, allowing great fertility. I've seen it happen
and in retrospect can recount the details but its always
different. The common factor is student and faculty
dedication, Aside from that, there's no rationale behind
the guarantees of excellence promised by a grad school
art education.

Young artists learn effectively from their peers.
That kind of dialogue should be given comfort in an
academic institution. A suecessful MFA program, one
whose graduates remain artists, chooses its incoming
classes hased on sightings of commitment rather than
proficiency. A faculty member would be well advised
to maintain a humble wonder, despite what experience
may caution, Under a diverse faculty, students witness
conflicting ardors. ldeally, to the student, the viswal buf-
fet is available and nonhierarchical. The transmission
of bove and the receipt of that love from other artists,
mostly dead or inaccessible, and the resultant self-
actualization will be made tangible as reliable visual
evidence, Cocteau said that poetry is a machine for the
manufacture of love and that all of its other properties
were lost on him. The acknowledgment of art’s powers
of intimacy is too dicey for the business of college. It is
alfection, supported by memary, that gives this activity
a social function and a moral component. The cultiva-
tion of a student’s capabilities for the exchange of affec-
tions with art can permit the creation of an appetite for
histories and approaches that will allow that student
to ingest more than can ever be taught. A concerned
instructor can recognize this but, make no mistake, this
is a spiritual and only incidentally mechanical activity.
Guston remarked bitterly that Reinhardt fired Rothko
from the Brookln College faculty, where T now teach,
because Rothko “spent too much time talking to the
students.” In what could be seen as an act of retroac-
tive penance, Vito Acconci has recently been appointed
tor the Brooklyn College art faculty.

The European style of open discussion as epitomized
by Joseph Beuys and, in this country, by John Baldessari,
is discouraged by administrative bean counting. Some-
times, it 18 the unqualified instructor's early horror in the
face of an anarchic relentlessness that changes college
art-making into a formulaic process that discourages
infuition. The question of why artists do this thing and
why we should continue cant be addressed logically, This
may explain why we get irony that apes the effects of
engagement, and a teaching method based on juedaposi-
tion, that academic tool of comparison that dependably
produees parado Many MEA art products are the result
of a system of false discovery that allows a quick grasp to
viewers who congratulate themselves as they point out
overt contradictions in the work, Most grad students are
encouraged to make art that is the equivalent of a term
paper—this shuts down entrance for the subjective irra-
tional, the source of real discovery.

It s sobering to note that in the past S0 vears, coinci-
dent with the increased influence of MFA programs, and
miiking slight allowances for advances in technology, con-
seeutive Whitney Biennial catalogues show remarkably
little innovation in approach as to art-making (despite
curatorial intent) when compared, decade by decade, to
the art movements occurring over the past two centuries.

—Archie Rand

The unintentional immorality of teaching recent, but
heatified, art could lead to an acceptance of cant and
disimvite the self-analysis required for an imvolved experd-
ence, Picasso said that the spirit of research was alien
tor him while he cautioned all artists against taking up
teaching, “the other profession.” (me version of the story
has Matisse asking Picasso how France came to find
itsell under Nag oppression and Picasso answering, “The
art schools did this.”

The undergrad schools continue to stock MFA appli-
cant pools with a majority of painters, The art of paint-
ing trusts that a 2-D surface will be retrieved as a real
8-Iy and 4-D oceurrence, This is a mystical piece of
cultural and genetic hardwiring, which MFA programs
find hard to accept. They prefer to concentrate on the
compositional or on the manual—on the physical con-
struction and presentation of the artwork.

Techniques are teachable, and they are apprehend-
ed quickly when the artist understands an unmention-
able imperatives that the artist needs to emit imvolve-
ment. Techniques are whatever vou require to give you
grounding and to make vour work understood. However,
hecause universities think of themselves as fir-minded,
they adore playing with theories and exercises yed don’t
like conclusions. MFA programs can be lazy and would
rather contextualize work against a preexistent stance
than confront discomfiting responses to doctrine. The
truth is that artists really don't ask all these questions
that the MFA programs posit are important. They just
answer them. But MFA programs need to report to an
academic matrix of accountability, What artists actually
do, therefore, is ridicubed as juvenile while the sophisti-
cates gather about, in kindness, to encrust the student
in acceptable mannerisms,

I respect my friends who believe in a talent that
affords a display of comventionally recognizable skills,
I, however, believe that talent is courage and desire and
that everything else can be learned. Gratitude is the
great ereative tool, John Coltrane often expressed his
thanks to a divine presence. Louise Bourgeois wrote, on
accepting an award, “Thank you, thank you much, that
is my philosophy.”

Art oceurs in a state of grace. This can be patiently
explained and somehow understood—there are enough
artists to verify it—but then vou are asked to teach. This
can be exhausting. So it is more comvenient to have an
educational methodology. However, the result of this
compromise is a lowering of expectations. [ feel that any-
one who walks into your studio and good-naturedly asks,
“8o, what are vou doing here?” is visually illiterate and
nseless s a critic, The visual has a manifest evidentiary
capacity in which specific intent is irelevant. Unfathom-
able work deserves a respectiul response without the
promise of an agreeable or even a correct read,

MFA programs have produced some noteworthy
products. Most of them are exciting and beautiful,
spewing ambition and intelligence in invigorating
presentations. But there's also much that consciously
acts as illustration for given philosophical positions or
is simply encouraged to be adequately polished, that
is, a good version of something that preexists. Not a
new tactic and, historically, art that has emploved
these armatures has usually been termed academic,
It is a sugar high and is tacitly understood as such.
Being topical, this work partakes in designed obsoles-
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The studio art PhD is coming and there’s no way to stop it.

cence and is made for those who desire the temporary
footing that it offers. An interesting development, akin
to the advent of the 45 rpm record. The difference is
that this work knows exactly what it is and comports
itsell as a contender for longevity, The advent of this
kind of work is the first fruit of the conditions, not just
in the studio but in the market and critically, which
graduate schools have fostered. MFA programs have
hecome “idea monopolies.” They are the only game in
town if & young artist needs credibility or a netwaork.
This is as dangerous as it is inescapable, The cor-
ralling of unregulated imagination and free thought
can lead to problems far more serious than esthetic
stultification.

Archie Rand iz a professor of art af Brookiyn College,

Judith Russi Kirshner

When the Harvard Business Review proclaimed the
MFA the new MBA in 2004, it legitimized the busi-
ness of educating artists, reinforced the celebrity of
the artist and designer and confirmed the economic
viahility of ant and design as professions. Driven by a
variety of market pressures, art schools and universi-
ties, whose tuitions have skyrocketed, have been
compelled to become accountable to at least two
masters—accreditation by both independent and fied-
eral agencies (for example, the Spellings Commission
wis recently appointed by the Secretary of Educa-
tion to examine post-secondary education and make
recommendations for its reform) and the students
whom they are competing to recruit. The promise
of professional opportunities and economic secu-
rity is meaningfl to students and parents who pay
for tuition increases and especially crucial to those
who are underprivileged. Looming over the former
goals of critical analysis, modernist discipline and
artistic achievement prized in the art academy and
university is Richard Florida's thesis of the innovation
and productivity of the creative class. To the acquisi-
tion of esthetics, add affordability and accountability,
Northwestern's School of Continuing Studies program
in Arts and Humanities advertises its offerings with a
question: “Who says the ants don't pay?™

The “ed biz" is =0 much a satellite of the “art biz"
that a recent cohort of high-profile curators have
taken positions in art schools, shifting easily into
edueational leadership with impressive international
connections and credentials that do not emphasize
pedagogy. Yet, in Europe the kunsthalle tradition
has nourished exhibition spaces whose programs
are consistently innovative, a good example being
Portikus, an exhibition space adjacent to Frankfun's
Stadelschule art academy, Indeed, newer institutions
have assumed the rhetorie of institutional critique as
their foundational core, incorporating that resistant
dynamic into their rationale for exhibitions. This sum-
mer's Documenta, which is being directed by Roger
Buergel, a professor at the University of Lilneberg in
Germany, has foregrounded education as one of its
themes listed on its Web page.

In the 1.5, some of the very best work is shown
in spaces linked to an educational institution, for
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example, in university-affiliated galleries such as the
Renaissance Society at the University of Chicago, the
Hammer at UCLA, and Gallery 400 at the University
of Minois at Chicago, where T am emploved. When the
visiting-artists programs of art departments become
public and attract audiences to campus, they also
present marketing opportunities as schools compete
to recruit students and funders, both drawn
by star power. Visiting artists add currency to
curriculum even as they represent models of
success and challenge the status quo of per-
manent faculty, the often dedicated mentors
who are the working stiffs of art schools. Media
coverage of celebrity attractions, whether art-
ists or curators, accelerates and emphasizes
the slippage between conceptual practice and
boutique production. Given the quickened
pace of global art-market consumerism, it's no
surprise that dealers and collectors now seek
out affordable discoveries in graduate studios
and thesis shows,

Despite the fact that glamorous galleries
sweep ever vounger artists into their folds,
that auetion records trumpet million-dollar
price tags for living artists and cinematic
fictions portray art school eorruption, the
hest art programs foster critical engagement
and interdisciplinary collaboration; they
interpret and critique rather than mirror the
hest practices of the field, which they don’t
define as just the marketplace. [ like the
Washington Monthly's rankings of schools,
which challenge the measurements of excel-
lence and alumni popularity in the influential
[LS. News and World Beport college guide,
Instead, Wasfimgion Manthly analvees social
mobility, research and community service,
ideals that map easily onto dynamic art pro-
grams in which a diverse group of students
are encouraged as artists to become self-
reflective, intellectually eurious and politi-
cally engaged,

Social activism can't be taught effectively in
A classroom; it requires artistseducators who
present models rather than curricula designed
to promote this approach. Keeping up with
the innovation market is not all bad, since
vastly superior education in new media and
digital technology is partially responsible for
the major curricular shifts in the teaching of
art. It is collaborative practice that erses con-
ventional boundaries between designers, envi-
ronments, scientists and artists, In the best art
schools and universities, students find oppor-
tunities to span mediums and blend them in
hybrid compositions, whether involving oil
paint or immersive virfual environments, with-
out the imperatives of commodification and
bevond the confines of traditional studio prac-
fice, A more insidious challenge is the increas-
ing replacement of language, art history and
connoisseurship courses with visual literacy
and “service learning” (a phrase that describes
teaching students how to work in community
settings, formerly called outreach). Many art-
ists graduate lacking knowledge of the rich

—James Elkins

diversity of the visual archive that precedes and con-
textualizes their work. In the specialized, artificially
limited contest of art academies, a sense of entitlement
i5 assured as artists are trained in a hothouse of other
artists and true belisvers,

Yet not all of our students are narrowly following
the professional path to elusive stardom; some come

James Elkins

Ten Reasons to Mistrust the
New PhD in Studio Art

The PhD in studio art is news on this side of the
Adlantic: there are only two such programs in the
U5, (atVirginia Commonwealth University and the
Institute for Doctoral Studies in the Visual Arts in
Portland, Maine) and one in Canada (Université
de Québec & Montréal).' There will soon be many
more.? (One is being planned now at York Univer-
sity in Toronto, and talks are underway in several
LIS, institutions.) Overseas, things are differenc as
many as |0 universities offer the degree in Australia,
and it is ubiquitous in the UK, Scandinavia, the Neth-
erlands and other countries. It is already expected
for a teaching job in Australia and Malaysia.”

So far there is not much serious literature on the
subject, and almost all of what exists has been pro-
duced abroad, including rmy own writings.! Here are
10 reasons to mistrust the new degree—followed
by one reason why the degree needs to be studied
and even implemented, despite all its flaws.

1. Students in the new degrees are expected to do
serious research, The length of dissertations varies
from around 25,000 to 75,000 words. How many
artists with MFAs can write at that length! How
often is art improved by a 300-page dissertation
written by the artist?

2, Clearly the new degree exacerbates the aca-
demization of art. The PhD will keep students in
school berween two and four years after their
MFAs, not including the time they spend writing
their dissertations, which might stretch on—as it
does with art history PhDs—another five years or
more. Artists will be at least 30 years old before
they are out in the world,

3. The new degrees have often fallen into solip-
sism: in the UK, a PhD student might spend 30 to
40 hours per week in the studio and the library,
making art and writing about it. The student may
have the same supervisor for her art and her
research. Under those conditions, it is not uncom-
mon for the disserttions o become extended
intreductions to the artist’s own work.

4. The PhD in studio art is unique among nearly
all degrees in requiring two bodies of work: the
art and the research. It's as if the art needed to be
validated by a kind of labor that the university can
reliably assess, but it makes the studic-art PhD an
awkward hybrid.®

5. The new degree is a double threat: students



for the education. Charged interactions oceur in the
university, where the artist has no special status b is
part of a complex community composed of hiologisis,
engineers and historians, Veterans of campus culture
wars, artists are forced o engage and compete with
other disciplines. Artists are also foreed to become
educated alongside the biologists, engineers and
historians who, impartantly, become educated about
art. Artists participate in a system in which their

whose dissertations are in history of art or philos-
ophy will get PhDs in those fields, and in addition
they will be able to teach studio art. Small colleges
and art schools can employ such people to work
in two different departments. Its a “double threat™
because—so goes the perception—people with
only ene specialty will find it hard to compete.

B. In the new degree, students will become more
self-reflective than ever: their research will be
directed to themselves and their art. To some
extent, reflexivity is a general goal of advanced
education, or at the least an inevitable by-product.
But is self-reflection always a good thing for art?
And who can measure it? Or teach it!

7. When the MFA degree was instituted after
WorldWar I, it was hastily defined, and even now
there is no extended account of the difference
between the MFA and the BFA. (There are lots of
ad hoc definitions, but no academic definition such
as other programs have.) If we don't really know
what the MFA is, how can we build on it?

8. The uneven reputation the PhD has in England,
Scandinavia, the Metherlands and Australia has to
do with the fact that in the UK system—where
the proliferation of PhDis and DCAs (Doctorates
in Creative Art) started—departments get more
money if they have PhD programs. It's been dif-
ficult for the degree to escape the suspicion that it
is a transparent, even cynical, engine for academic
solvency, (And on the other hand, as the new
degree spreads, it will put pressure on LS. institu-
tions to find funding for students.)

9. There is a standard rhetoric for new academic
programs in the LIK: they have to demonstrate
that they possess a methodology for research

and that they generate new knowledge. Those two
expressions continue to support the introduction
of new programs in a number of countries, despite
two important problems: no one knows how to
define art as research ...

10. ... and no one has come up with a persua-
sive argument that art is a kind of knowledge. A
massive literature has sprung up since the 1970s
defending art as knowledge, produced by research,
but it is a torwred literature, not widely read
except by the administrators and faculty of the
departments in question.

These 10 reasons to mistrust the studio-art PHD
could easily be expanded. There are all sorts of
things wrong with it. But there is also a reason
why it needs to be tken seriously: it is coming, and
there is no way to stop it Every one of the objec-
tions and doubrts abourt the new degree was once
leveled at the MFA, but by the 1960s the MFA was
ubiquitaus. Mow the MFA, is commonplace and

instructors compete for research grants and tenure
alongside scientists and humanists; their success as
artists is not guaranteed and their identity as mem-
hers of a vibrant citizenry is never taken for granted
as it may be in the private academy. As educators,
the first lesson we have is to listen to students and
then recruit those whose lifetime goal is not only to
bt a painter in LA, or Antwerp but also to become a
researcher, Art student Rick Gribenas, in his second

the PhD is coming to take its place as the baseline
requirement for teaching jobs.

My own interest in the degree is to see how
it might be done in the most coherent and chal-
lenging manner. Because the U.S. academic system
does not require catchwords like research and new
knowledge (and the long train of often tortured jus-
tifications that they have brought with them), U.S.
institutions have the opportunity to rethink the
degree, and make it into something truly interest-
ing. If it is carefully conceptualized, it has the poten-
tial to be one of the most innovative and genuinely
interdisciplinary programs of all: a real challenge to
the university, the art school and the swdents who
participate in it.

I'll end with just one thought aleng these lines.
If the art that a scudent makes is no longer classi-
fied as research, that frees the academic portion of
the PhD o function in the way that it traditionally
has, as more or less systematic, professional-level,
original research leading to new knowledge. The
PhD in studio art affords the opportunity to
rethink what such research, or knowledge, might
be for. In Australia, some students have chosen
research fields very far from their art practice:
they have gotten PhDs in anthropology and even
chemistry. In some cases, the students’ art has no
direct connection to those fields: its just that from
their point of view, their art would be helped by a
PhD-level understanding of, say, chemistry. In those
cases the students have a supervisor in studio
art, and another in the relevant field, and neither
supervisor is required to spell out the connection
between the two. The assumption is that artis a
life-long activity, and that the artist herself might
not have a clear idea of the relation berween the
fields. To me, that kind of arrangement is an exem-
plary use of a university. The juxtaposition of paint-
ing and chemistry, or sculpture and anthropology,
is genuinely interdisciplinary because neither the
supervisors nor the student knows what shape
the interaction might take. And such combinations
raise fascinating problems from the faculty’s point
of view: How, exactly, should the chemist supervise
a dissertation that is going to be put to an artistic
use! What role does art theory, or art criticism,
have! When the student writes about her own are,
how should her writing be evaluated? By whom!?

These are all lovely questions, much more
entrancing, | think, than the usual perplexities of
interdisciplinary encounters and collaborations.
They could even compel the “noncreative” por-
tions of the university to reconsider the place—
abways marginal, abways dubious—of the “creative
and performing” arts.

But that's only one suggestion. Provided the

vear at UIC, finds value in “new possibilities as well
as new technologies, hobby and “gine culture, radical
thought and activism . . . interactivity, environmental
interface and immersive virtual content.” Creativ-
ity flourishes when there is a critical mass of diverse
individuals working side by side in science, literature,
theater and architecture, often in an urban setting—
think Florence in the 15th century, or Los Angeles in
the 21st, Academic freedom continues to guarantee

rhetoric that currently justifies studio PhD pro-
grams can be left to one side, and they can be
openly and thoroughly reconceptualized. they may
well prove to be more than just the annoying next
step in the academization of art—they may turn
out to be the promising next step in the rethinking
of the university.

1. This is not counting the several universities that have,
at one tme, independently implemented PhDs in the
studio arts on their own terms, without mking account of
international developments currently driving the field; that
includes Columbia University and Mew Yark University.
The Montreal program focuses on science: there is ako

a program at Concordia Uiniversity. For the Institute for
Dectoral Studies in the Visual Arts, see wwwidsvaorg.

2. Degrees that resemble the new degree—PhDs in
design and in music, in the conservatoire tradition—have
been arcund for a long time, but they are not structur-
ally related to the studio-art PhD, which is closer to the
half-dozen PhDs in creative writing that already exist in
the LIS,

3.1 thank Sam Ainsley, Glasgow School of Art (which also
runs a PhD in studio practice), for the information about

Malxysia,

4.The first book was The New PhD in Studio Art, edited
by James Elking, no. 4 in the occasional series called
Printed Project (Dublin, Sculptor’s Society of Ireland, 2005).
The second was Thinking Through Art: Reflections on Art
a% Research, edited by Katy Mcleod and Lin Holdridge,
London, Roudedge, 2005; see also their article, "The
Doctorate in Fine Art:The Importance of Exemplars to
the Research Culture,” iterndational Journal af Art & Design
Education 23, no. 2, 2004, pp. 1 55-68. There is also Artistic
Research, edited by Annette Balkerna and Henk Slager,

a special issue of Lier en Boog: Seres of Philosophy and Art
Theory |8, 2004; see wwwlierboogifidds.nl; and “The
Artist’s Research at the Finnish Academy of
Fine Ares.” edited by Jan Kaila, Helsinki, Finnish Academy
of Fine Arts, 2006. | thank Timothy Emiyn jones for this
last reference. A crucial document in this respect is the
LK. Council for Graduate Education’s internal study
“Practice-Based Doctorates in the Creative and Per-
forming Arts and Design" An expanded L5, edition of
the first is under preparation, with new essays by Victor
Burgin, George Smith, judith Mottram, Henk: Slager and
athers. Lynette Hunter at LLC. Davis is also working on
an anthology with an emphasis on performance studies.
5. At the University of Plymouth, there is only a minimal
writing requirement; that was instituted to solve the
double-requirement issue, but it also means the faculty
are responsible for determining what might count as a
PhD-level art exhibition. George Smith's program, the
Ingtitute for Doctoral Studies in the Visual Arts, is the
opposite; he does not anticipate teaching studio, but only
the related theory.

James Elkins is chair of the department of art histo-
ry, theory and criticism at the School of the Art Insti-
tute of Chicago, as well as chair of the department of
art history at University College, Cork, in Ireland.
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opportunities for experimentation, and art schools
can become privisional shelters from the pressures of
globalization, commercialization and the competitive
hunger for the new.

Judith Russi Kirshner iz dean of the College of Arehifor-
fitve and e Aris al the University of Minois af Chicago.

Robert Storr

The most significant changes in the teaching of art over
the last decade have been the everyawning discrepans
cies between critical approaches—as taught in semi-
nars or espoused by visiting lecturers and artists—and
the actual conversations in studios, the types of art
coming out of them and the conduct of the majority of
students and voung artists in the world,

The conventional academic discourses—the often
patently anachronistic utopian and dystopian theories
that long enthralled my generation—dominate the
classroom without there being any significant check on
theoretical exaggeration, rhetorical inflation or simple
challenges o credibility and responsibility, such as, “If
you really believe that the end of art and of the world as
wee kmow it is nigh, then why are you doing what vou are
doing, making what vou are making?

It"s mot that T am particularly optimistic about any
aspect of the situation in which we find ourselves
today or that [ fail to take seriously the basic ques-
tions raised by “postmodernism.” As a product of the
late 1960s, I have posed them in my own fashion,
and aspects of them are, if anything, more urgent
than ever. It is just that the experiences that I take
for granted as being integral to those questions are
now historical, and have little to do with actual lives
and circumstances of students who are expected to
recite them as a catechism, Walter Benjamin ca, 1938,
filtered through the erises of 1968, doesn't add up to
1988 or 1998, much less 2008, Nor is Lacan's distinetly
mick-20¢ h-century, and peculiady French, rereading of
Frewd necessarily the best place to start a discussion
of photography, or of feminist performance today—
much less of digitally manipulated photography or
abstract painting.

I vou're anxious about the rise of authoritarianism
—amd who isn't—then buck it. Don't just talk back
fo it in another authority-based language. It's time for
post-postmodern generations to make up vocabularies
and metaphors of their own—and teach them to their
elders. That verbal process goes hand in hand with
creating new visual forms, The absence of the former
redards or compromises the latter. Or else the emerg-
ing generation might radically cleanse the existing
vocabularies of dated jargon. “To purify the language
of the tribe” was how Mallarmé once defined the
goals of modernism, At the moment, scholastic obseu-
rantism is maore of & threat to sharp critical thinking
inside art schools than the “dumbing down™ going on
oustside them. And it's a huge barrier between people
within the art system and those at its peripheries
and bevond with whom voung artists might want to
communicate,

Plain speaking about complex matters is not anti-
intellectual, it is the achieved result of sustained intel-

lectual labor. Moreover, poetic
expression in the service of
eritical speculation is not the
“soft" alternative to “hard"
thinking. Rigor is demanded
in both, but if you examine the
shelves in most studios these
days you will find shockingly
few books of poeetry or fiction.
How many students are asked
to resad the secondary literature
on Baudelaire, Beckett, Borges,
the Russian formalists and so
on, without ever reading any
appreciable number of the
original texts, and without ever
reqding literature as literature?

And, while we are at it, who
reads history anymore? Who
has hunted the sweeping gen-
eralizations now in circulation
back to the best researched
and argued accounts of actual
individuals, events and institu-
tions? As Pound said, a gener-
alization is a check written on
the bank of knowledge. How
many checks bounce these days because people fadl to
maonitor the balance between theory and verification?

The widening focus of studies in art schools, along
with the growth of interdisciplinary frames of refer-
ence, has been in progress since the 1960s, This is a
good thing insofar as it breaks down the self-imposed
limitations—the esthetic parochialism, really—of
the old master-student system of studio teaching. Of
course, such teaching still has its role; an important
ane on many levels. But as far back as the Caracei and
the Renaissance, art academies were intended o froe
students from the bonds of traditional guild-based
training and give them aceess to the liberal arts gener-
ally, which in those days included history, geography,
classical literature, rhetoric and so on. In our day
it includes the sciences, the social sciences, critical
theory and a host of other fields.

Surely artists have other uses for these bodies of
knowledge than specialists in them, and surely they
have a right to what Harold Bloom calls the “creative
misreading” of what they encounter. Bul lazy misread-
ing, or the arbitrary or purely polermical misuse of ideas
and methods that have their own logie, is another mat-
ter, especially when artists claim some of the authority
of those disciplines as their own in debate with others
in their world. The intellectual tvranny of glibness is as
damaging to art as that of dogma—and the two com-
bined are lethal to both art and ideas. If artists speak
outside their area of specialization, fine, but if they
are speaking within that of someone else, they should
be prepared to listen and learn when their speculative
approach to the material nms up against true expertise
and thoughtful counter-positions. After all, it is not as
il everyone doing the “new” social history—much of
which is based on intensive archival documentation—
accepted Foucault's sweeping and frequently fact-light
interpretations as gospel.

Meanwhile, there is undoubtedly a generational

Studio painting class at Yale University's School of Fine Arts, ca. 1880-1910,
Courtesy Manuscripts & Archives, Yale University Library.

divide between those who take new technologies as giv-
ens amd adapt well to their ceaseless metamorphosis,
and those for whom they pose a constant, in some cases
nearly insurmountable, challenge. Drawing used to be
the lingua franca of art education; now, computer and
vided skills are. There is no going back, though there is
no reason to regard drawing as methodologically obso-
lete, either. Some people are at home with both ways of
making and manipulating images. Increasingly, howey-
er, we are dealing with two distinet visual eultures, both
in terms of the ability to read images and in terms of
the ability to bring them into being. But the notion that
they are necessarily polarized—that technology has
eclipsed the handmade for some vangoard teleological
resson o, on the conservative side, that people opt
for cameras because they just can't draw—is the pur-
est nonsense. Bruce Nauman, who is one of the great
contemporary innovators of sound, video and other new
forms, is also a master draftsman, and he draws all the
time. Incidentally, he started out as a teaching assis-
tant in Wayne Thiebaud's drawing classes at UC Davis,
On the other hand, Ron Gorehov, generally thought of
a5 a “pure” gestural painter of the old school, his used
computers to compose some of his recent abstractions,
The fact is that artists find their mediums as need and
experience dictate. And just as pioneers of electronic
means piek up a pen or pencil, many who may be slow
if not reluctant to learn new tools will find a motive and
away todo so.

The number of people who elect to study art has
grown out of all proportion to those who are likely to
make art. But then there were always more aspirants
than eventual practitioners. When [ went to the School
of the Art Institute of Chicago, we were told that if 10
percent of our class were working in the arts in any
capacity 10 years hence that would be a high rate from
the school's perspective, and a suceess,

Given the proliferation of art programs, those sta-

Creativity flourishes when there is a critical mass of diverse individuals working

side by side, often in an urban setting.

—Judith Russi Kirshner
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It’'s time for post-postmodern generations to make up vocabularies and

metaphors of their own.

tistics, if true, must have dropped to under 10 percent
nationwicde, which makes it all the mone important that
ant schools take seriously the need to prepare students
for eritical thinking as much as for creative “doing.”
Betys was misleading about evervbody being an artist—
even many gifted people can't sustain the effort—and
his siren song has lured a good many naive souls into
troubled Ives and others into confusion about what an
artist is. Nevertheless he was on to something in arguing
that people with art training who approach problems
with an open, improvisatory mind are not inferior in
real-world situations to those with focused professional
training of other more “practical” sons, and may in some
cases he superior to accredited professionals because
they learn early to conjure up and play with unscript-
ed options rather than just plug in known solutions to
kmowm problems. Chuck Close told me that when he was
at Yale, back in the days when formalists talked endlessly
about solving the problems of art—by which they meant
miaking the next move in a game with rules set by critics
such as Greenberg—nhis classmate Richard Serra said,
“Wi, artists don't sobve problems, they invent them.” That
s an attitude and a skill that can veadily be developed in
art school and then applied to sumprising effect anywhere
one: happens to end up.

Historically, art amnd artists have always moved in
andd out of the shadow and the spotlight of the mar-
ket. Only the ignorant, the emvious or the hopelessly
romantic—yplus the rare holy fool—speak of art that
is pure, entirely free of the market’s temptations,
pressures and rewards, Van Gogh wrote to his dealer
brother all the time about selling pictures, even as
b was just learning how to make them. And it wasn't
only the money he wanted; he eraved validation. So
it's entirely understandable that dedicated voung
artists should be thinking about how to get their
work into the public eve and how to make a living at
it. But art schools should not be a dating serviee that
matehes the young and the restless with avid art lov-

Yale's Art and Architecture Building, designed by Poul Rudolph, 1963,
© Yale University. courfesy Manuseripts and Archives, Yale University Library.

ers. They should not be in the business—and in an
inereasing number of schools with aggressive “place-
ment” strategies, it reallv has become a business—aof
selling their programs based on the ability of students
o sell, and so in effect to speculate or encourage
speculation on the early careers of their graduates.

When considering whether or not to open their
doors to outsiders, and if 50 how often and how wide,
graduate programs and the students in them should
keep in mind that the two to three years spent there
will be almost the only time in the lives of young artists
when their primary audience is people as informed, as
driven and as committed to the long haul as they are.
The dialogue that can only take place among peers or
with older artists with whom the students have chosen
to work is crucial to the roller-coaster ride of doubt
and confidence. It accompanies the often disorient-
ing experimentation amnd abrupt changes in direction
students need to go through to arrive at an underlying
sense of themselves, and to forge their first—and |
stress first—mature body of work, Trading that dia-
logue and introspection for the usually fickle attention
of browsing buyers is a mistake,

Farning a reputation that then needs to be protected
for art that may be smart and stylish but is not vet that
first mature body of work can slow growth down or in
the worst case stop it cold, There is a line in a Caner
Rateliff poem that made a big impression on me when
I was in that situation, and even though my “creative
misreading” doesn't do it full justice as poetry, | offer
that version for what it is worth: “Becoming famous in
a style that is not your own is like going to jail for some-
thing vou didn't do.”

The ultimate question, though, is not when you
should make an initial move in the direction of the
market, or how to respond when it makes its initial
overture to you, but how ambitious you are for your
work in the long ran, How do you pace yourself relative
to your particular talents, emotional stamina and pow-
ers of concentration, as well
s to the particular demands
and rhythms of the kind of
work vou do? Many of the
artists most admired these
days—Acconci, Nauman,
Baldessari, Bourgeois, Polke,
Kelley, MeCarthy—were
comparatively slow to find
any real market success,
much less market security
(if such a thing even exists).
So anybody wanting to be an
overnight wonder and a rad-
ical paradigm-shifter should
redad very elosely the bios
and exhibition and collect-
ing histories of those they
look up to. If a classmate
“takes off,” s0 be it. As the
ferociously savwy Alex Katz
onece said in these pages, “A
jerk is somebody who com-
petes with the wrong guy.”

At the Art Academy in
Diisseldorl where Beuys,

—Robert Storr

Richter, the Bechers, ImmendortT and so many extraor-
dinary artists studied and taught, the old master-
student system still exists, and it can work, But one has
o remembser that for every relationship of this kind that
develops—Immendorfl and Palermo with Beuys, for
eacmple, or Gursky, Bull and Struth with the Bechers—
there were hundreds of cases of students who became
fisated on or overwhelmed by their mentors. Broader
aceess to faculfy in various disciplines and of diverging
esthetic convictions, plus discussion centered not only
on the professors wisdom or experience but also on
student-to-student dialogue, are the better way so far as
I am concerned, though for the Tucky and the strong like
Immendordl—but not Palermo, who suffered from his
discipleship—being “the student™ of Beuys must have
bren i heady way to start out. My only “famous™ teachers
were Ed Paschke and Peter Saul. 1 learned a lot by argu-
ing with them, and from their challenges to prevailing
modernist “good taste.” But there was never a ques-
tiom of being their protégé, sinee both of them thought
what I was doing—ifirst “eveball” realism, then “eveball”
abstraction—uwas completely hopeless. We'll see,

There are many factors that make art schools
elick—and usually it is for a decade or less, after which
they need to be jump-started again, The first is the care
with which students are chosen and the luck they and
the faculty have in the chemistry—shared concemns,
mutual support, intimate rivalry and what-the-fuck-
give-it-a-shotism—that is generated among members
of a given class or two, This is what made Yale, Cal Arts,
UCLA and some of the London schools hotheds at dif-
ferent times. As | suggested, bigname professors are
not essential; a lively visiting-artists series attended by
all students regardless of medium or general orienta-
fion is. By the way, as Cal Aris and UCLA show, vou
can't gowrong hiring John Baldessari,

Otherwise, the faculty must be serjous and generous
about the teaching part of their vocation—just “putting
in time" should be growmds for early retirement—iand
they have to be fully engaged with their own work and
in touch with the wider world, even if that world hasn't
always or even ever paid them much attention. Defen-
siveness and turning one's back on what is really hap-
pening out there kill the imagination (which is not to
sy vou need to automatically like or approve of new
art). Along with the most virlent of all, hitterness,
these are the occupational illnesses of those of us who
teach, and they are highly contagions in small commu-
nities of faculty and students, Articulate pleasure or
passionate but respectful displeasure in the work of
others s also contagious; these are models of engage-
ment as important as anything else one can transmit
fo—or awaken or confirm in—a young artist. But basi-
cally students-as-voung-artists are on their own by the
time they arrive, and the professor-as-older-artist is,
too. At its best, art school is the more or less productive
meeting of as many supple and unpredictable minds as
can be arranged, [t the partially organized but largely
ad-libbed exchange and differentiation of interests
among a group of semi-strangers, all of whom are pliy-
ing for keeps,

Robert Storr iwas appointed dean of the School of
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