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I  t e a c h  t h e  fi r s t - ye a r  g ra d u a te  s e m i n a r  i n  c r i t i c a l  t h e o r y  to  M FA  s t u d e n t s  a t  t h e  U n i ve r s i t y 

of  M i n n e s o t a .   Pe o p l e  a r r i ve  to  t h e  c l a s s  w i t h  a  va r i e d  b a c k g ro u n d ,  s o c i a l l y ,  a c a d e m i c a l l y , 

a n d  a r t i s t i c a l l y .  S t u d e n t s  h a i l  fro m  l o c a l  M i d we s t  a n d  M i n n e s o t a ,  fro m  t h e  S o u t h ,  Ea s t , 

a n d  We s t ,  a n d  i n c re a s i n g l y  fro m  i n te r n a t i o n a l  c o u n t r i e s .   M o s t  h a ve  k n ow n  t h ey  we re 

a r t i s t s  fro m  a  ve r y  yo u n g  a g e ,  a n d  g ra d u a te  s c h o o l  s e e m s  t h e  l o g i c a l  n e x t  s te p ,  b u t  a 

few  a re  n ewe r  to  t h e  fi e l d .   S o m e  a re  fre s h  o u t  of  u n d e rg ra d u a te  p ro g ra m s  a n d  o t h e r s  a re 

re t u r n i n g  to  s c h o o l  a fte r  m a n y  ye a r s  o n  t h e i r  ow n . 

B e s i d e s  t h e  o bv i o u s  d i s t i n c t i o n s  a m o n g  m e d i a  p refe re n c e s  a n d  h ow  t i e d  to  t ra d i t i o n ,  c ra ft , 

a n d  c o n c e p t  t h ey  a re ,  s t u d e n t s  e x h i b i t  a  w i d e  ra n g e  of  a r t i s t i c  p ra c t i c e s .   S t u d i o  h o u n d s , 

d a r k ro o m  d e n i z e n s ,  a n d  d i g i t a l  t e c h i e s  a l l  s e e m  we l d e d  to  p a r t i c u l a r  p h y s i c a l  s p a c e s  fo r 

t h e i r  c re a t i ve  p ro d u c t i o n .   O t h e r s  u s e  t h e i r  s t u d i o s  m o re  a s  a n  offi c e  o r  p e r s o n a l  s to ra g e 

s p a c e ,  p refe r r i n g  p ro j e c t s  t h a t  t a k e  t h e m  o u t s i d e  t h e  s t u d i o  wa l l s .   M a n y  d e ve l o p  a  m i x e d 

p ra c t i c e  t h a t  c o m b i n e s  i m m e r s i ve  b o u t s  i n  t h e  s e c l u d e d  h a ve n  of  t h e  s t u d i o  w i t h  o t h e r 

a c t i v i t i e s  t h a t  e n g a g e  m o re  p u b l i c  c o n te x t s . 

Fro m  t h e  p e r s p e c t i ve  of  a r t  t h e o r y ,  h e re  to o  s t u d e n t s  e v i d e n c e  a  ra n g e  of  a t t i t u d e s .   S o m e 

m a rc h  i n  w i t h  a  va s t  k n ow l e d g e  b a s e  a l re a d y  u n d e r  t h e i r  b e l t ,  ofte n  a s s u m i n g  a  l e a d e r s h i p 

ro l e  i n  g ro u p  d i s c u s s i o n s .   A  few  s t u d e n t s  re s e n t  t h e  i n t r u s i o n  of  s o  m u c h  t a l k  a n d  re a d i n g 

i n to  t h e i r  c re a t i ve  l i v e s ,  v i ew i n g  s u c h  s t u d y  a s  o n e  m o re  t h i n g  t a k i n g  t i m e  a wa y  fro m  t h e i r 

wo r k .   M o s t  we l c o m e  t h e  c h a n c e  to  d e l ve  m o re  d e e p l y  i n to  a r t ’ s  i s s u e s  a n d  h i s to r y ,  e a g e r 

to  d i s c ove r  t h e i r  ow n  p o s i t i o n  a n d  to  c h a l l e n g e  w h a t  t h ey  h e re tofo re  b e l i e ve d .
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W h e n  I  a s k  n ew  g ra d s  w h y  t h ey  h a ve  e n te re d  g ra d u a te  s c h o o l ,  I  g e t  a  h a n d fu l  of  u s u a l 

re s p o n s e s :  t o  g e t  m o re  t i m e  i n  t h e  s t u d i o ,  t o  g e t  t h e  M FA  d e g re e  s o  t h ey  c a n  te a c h ,  t o 

n e t wo r k  p rofe s s i o n a l l y ,  t o  g a i n  a n  a r t i s t i c  c o m m u n i t y ,  a n d  to  d e ve l o p  a  c r i t i c a l  p e r s p e c t i ve 

o n  t h e i r  wo r k .   A  p ra c t i c a l  c o n c e r n  w i t h  a  p o te n t i a l  c a re e r  i n  t h e  a r t s  r i s e s  re a d i l y  t o 

t h e  s u r fa c e ,  d e s p i t e  t h e  fa c t  t h a t  n o  g u a ra n te e s  e x i s t  a n d  c o m p e t i t i o n  i s  f i e rc e .   B u t  a 

p e r s o n  d o e s  n o t  b e c o m e  a n  a r t i s t  b e c a u s e  i t  i s  t h e  p ra c t i c a l  t h i n g  to  d o .   T h e  i n c h o a te , 

i n t e r n a l  re a s o n s ,  p e r h a p s  n o t  s o  re a d i l y  s h a re d ,  a re  t h e  s t ro n g e r  m o t i v a to r s .   G ra d u a te 

s c h o o l  b e c o m e s  a  t i m e  to  f i g u re  o u t  t h o s e  d e e p e r  re a s o n s ,  t h e  o n e s  t h a t  w i l l  s u s t a i n  yo u 

i f  a l l  e l s e  fa i l s .

C o n te m p o ra r y  a r t i s t s  h a ve  n o  c l e a r - c u t  p a t h  to  fo l l ow .   T h e re  a re  s o  m a n y  o p t i o n s  b efo re 

t h e m  a b o u t  w h a t  k i n d  of  a r t i s t i c  l i fe  t h ey  wa n t  to  h a ve ,  h ow  p u b l i c  o r  p r i v a te ,  fo r m a l  o r 

c o n c e p t u a l ,  s i n g u l a r  o r  va r i e d .   B y  e n ro l l i n g  i n  a n  M FA  p ro g ra m  s t u d e n t s  e x p o s e  t h e m s e l ve s 

to  t h e  fu l l  we i g h t  of  t h e s e  c h o i c e s  a n d  t h e  r i s k  of  b e i n g  ove rw h e l m e d  i s  re a l .   Ea c h  n ew 

i d e a  c a n  fe e l  l i k e  a  c h a l l e n g e ,  s o m e t i m e s  e ve n  a  t h re a te n i n g  o n e .   B u t  d e s p i t e  a n y  s t r u g g l e 

o r  m o m e n t a r y  s e l f - d o u b t  i t  i s  a  r i s k  t h a t  s e e m s  to  b r i n g  o u t  t h e  b e s t  i n  o u r  s t u d e n t s .   I 

a m  re p e a te d l y  i m p re s s e d  w i t h  t h e  wa y  e a c h  p e r s o n  s l ow l y  c a r ve s  o u t  a  n i c h e ,  g ra d u a l l y 

a s s u m i n g  re s p o n s i b i l i t y  fo r  t h e  a r t i s t  t h ey  wa n t  to  b e .   A n  M FA  i s  by  n o  m e a n s  n e c e s s a r y 

fo r  a r t i s t i c  s e l f - d e te r m i n a t i o n ,  n o r  i s  i t  a  c a p s to n e  to  t h a t  p ro c e s s ;  n o n e t h e l e s s  i t  c a n 

a c c e l e ra te  a n d  p u n c t u a te  a n  i n c re d i b l e  j o u r n ey  of  s e l f - d i s c ove r y  t h a t  p re p a re s  a r t i s t s 

we l l  fo r  t h e  u n c e r t a i n  fu t u re  t h a t  l i e s  a h e a d .




