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[ am very pleased 1o be here roday and ro have this opportumty
address chis very imparzane topic that celebrates graduate research and
creative activity here at the Umiversity of Nebraska, My prepararion has
led me to looking at old records, enjoring visits with colleagues and
emeritus faculty, gathering dara from the arts areas on campus — the
Department of Are ané Art History. the School of Music and the
Deparrment of Theater At — and while [may nor address the
particularities of the graduate degree programs in the Jater two units,
much can be equally applied. The Maszer of Fine Arts programs in Art,
in Theater Arrs, the Master of Music, and the Doector of Musical Arts
are all unigue facets w the Graduate College and are all vial
ornaments within the culural mosaic of owr university, the community
and sare, We can recognize the sremendous commitment to the ares by
the state and our University by the many arts faciities alooe m this ars
quadrangle  theaters, performing arts centers, concert halls, are
museumns and studio art Gaciliues, And we know chis tnterest continues
o fulfill & parnt of the onginal charner of 1869 of thas land grant
institation o “aftord the inhabitants of the state the means of
acquiring a tharough knowledie of the vanous branches of hierature,
science, and the arts™ {Academic Program Review, 199g).

A leading direction for me bas been questions sbowt the ratonals tor
these programs ar the time of their establishmene. With somewhat
casual investipation, I have looked at some of those records and talked
informally with some of the folks active at the tisme, those wise
gentlemen with sharp memornies. A common rationale for the arts
programs, which can be applied to all the graduate degrees, arc for the
purposes of *scholarly, creative and profrssional expenmee; to train
swudents for orginal contnbutions of significance towards the
commercial and edixational™ realms; for individualized mstrecmion to
selected, talented stadents, allowing for development of their skills and
craft. Thess programs rely on the strength of the faculty, the academic
quality of the program, and the quality of the physical facilities. The
cffect of these new depree offerings were intended to keep pood faculty
here, to artracr good students, to stimalate and develop the enrire
program. [n short, to award “creative degrees for creative work™ (file
an the MFA in Theater Arts, 13765

The tangible anteames that [ can cite, of course, are the numbers of
studenes: with 1,085 Master of Music degroes awarded since 1941, and
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ewenty Doctor of Musical Arts degrees since 198 ; with 208 Master of
Fine Arts degrees in arr awarded since the start of the program around
1662; and around thicty-five Masters of Fine Arts degrees offered in

theater ATlS SIDOT 1y :cpp(u\';il m 1976,

Justification arguments were cemembered very well: that dhe
establishment of these graduare degrees followed the dead of other,
more innovatve mstitutions; there was “a nead o prove that are has
intellectual substance, not sumply mechanical skills, with educational
directives and purposes:” o combat the percepaons that *ar is less
than a necessary subject,™ thar it is “more than a bome economics
exercise, but an educational force,™ that offers “intellectual nutrents”
(interviews). As my colleague Dr. Peter Worth so ably paraphrased one
of lus favorste theonsts, Herbert Read: when *the mind is galvanized
and extended — i any ficld of endeavor — an experience is creaved
that borders an the aesthetic.” So all great nsights, unsderstandings,
resolutions, carry an aesthetic teeling, that “mack the thytho of Life,”
and 18 an expenence that all scholars can identify.

I also wanted to make this presentation a chance to think on what
specifically happens in the Master of Fine Acts program m the
Deparrment of Art and Art Flistory. [ want o give an idea of the
breadth of rescarch that has taken place on our end of the campus, and
why it has been an unpoctant clament within the collection of
scholarship, ideas, people and experences that make up our University
commumity. If you will, the Masters of Fine Arts Pragram can be
deseabed with an overall analogy of a greenhouse, which, as you know,
offers a heared, sheltered, protective envaronment for encouraging
growth of delicate plants. In this way 1¢an lay our the ways and means
of our program — and the fruition of whar has raken place since the
first master's students presented their thesis works in 1966,

1 hope o fallow the developmens of visual research and art 1ssues that
HIterweave over time; to see that common arnsric ideas resurface, yet
always pesmnurtate 110 individual creative directions. And [ offer the
cavear thar progress in the ares doesn't supersede or negate past
achievements, hat rather continwes to work roward the geal of
timelessness — while bewng unavoidably timely; moving to our spirit =
vet raw, honest and revealing; can serve as @ mirror of the individual
arust’s being and background — vet speak universal themes.
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Incubator

The start of the graduate program in fine arts is part of & vision that
swepe around the country, after WWIL, of a common desire to
establish arts incubators, where new artists ard new sdeas could be
named; to stars a serious revision of popular perceptions and
misunderstandings about the purposcfulness of artists and art,
Consider the legacy of thase 1o® cenrury notions of the persona of the
artist — the decadent hobemian, romantic, inarticulare, full of high
passion; with unstable emations, swings of moodiness and mansc
encrgy, waiting for inspiranon to strike yet not knowing how o
control this burst and its resulting upheaval, And also there is the
notion of the arrisan, making luxurious, decorarive, unrecessary,
frivolities. This is the “excessive artist lampooned by educators...
marked and marred by the negative percepnion (of the tme| of
‘fernininity’ (Singerman g1." The records of the Are School in 1898 as
the University of Nebraska seem to reflect that kind of artist and
practice, which seems dated o us, with most stedents lemszle, women
faculty, and courses that included “China Painting,” “Free-Hand
Drawing” and “Perspective”™ classes,

This grand effort 1o reshape the perceprion of the arrist is examinad
throughoutr Howard Singerman's book Art Subjects: Making Artisis in
the Amevicar University. He states in his introduciion: “Among the
tasks of the university program in art is 10 separate is artists and the
arc world in which they will operate from ‘amatenss” or ‘Sumday
painters® as well as from a definition of the arust grounded m manual
skill, tortured genius, or recraational pleasure, Moreover, are in the
wiversily must constitute iself as a depanument and a discipline,
separate trom public ‘lay’ practices and equal to other studies on
campus™ (Smgerman 6.

This vew image that emerges in the '#0s s of the disciplined, intellectual,
esoreric art professor in denim jeans = ideally male. The pamter Ad
Reinharde characterized “this up-to-date popular unage” of the
protessional man as “the arts-prolessor and teaveling desgn salesman,
the Art Dipest philosopherpost and Pauhaus exerciser, the avanr-garde
huckster-handicraftsman and educational shopkecper, the holy-roller

explamerentertainer-m-residence™ (Singeeman 126) < samewhar
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Fig. 1 Lany Bochmer

Frg, » Chad Keel
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tactious, but sharply accurate. {This image has subsequently shifted
again dunng the "7os ard "Sos, through feminise challenges to the male-
domunared socety ), These art professionals m the wocld today - maore
gender inclusive and cultucally diverse — are commutted 1o the
intertwined art fields of universities, museums, galleniss, the are madker
and art cnuasm, and are decidedly arnculare, well read, knowladgeable

about art history and current critical thecry = and with an M.EA.

tme of the iauguraton of the MLEA. program s historically aligned

with the post-depression/post-war beliefs in the power of scentific
research and faith in the methods and models of experimental process
— and pood outcomes, Deliberate correlation and adapration of the
language of scientific process and etdus were used to justify the
creation of such progeans, The facolty of that wie coukd swee the value
of this kind of pure research ino visual peinciples—that could raise the

ntellectual discourse on are and that coukd creare a widespread

-

discipline open and nch with possibdities—with a need for graduares

assume professaonal positsony, makmg a place for artsts natonwide.

This seriouspess could become 2 part of the meellectal University fe,

ennching the community with “cutput and outreach;” with the
mstitutonal demands of progress, development, contribution 1o the

ficld, demonstrating accountabdiey through ongowug, rigorous review.

The examples I am showing are the work of 32 graduate aruses, with shides

drawn from the department archives of past MUEA. theses thar interested
me, and coukd prove soane points. Here | had real tangible evidence of
the advance of professionaslism — bogmning with shides taped together

with duct tape, to the unitorm standards of peesencability of roday,

* Work by many M.EA, students fits the concept of base visual research
as abservanional exploratians — 1a see how one sees — and to transhate
perceptions into individual visian, followang classic human form {Jean
Schlukbies, ‘8], Fig, 3

* Thus mcubator progrun allows ture to germinate guestions, to challengs

the rradinonal props of remanac art (Nell Clristensen, “84), Fiz. 4.
F -

¢ Here the wons of beauty are used scientifica

movre dead pan,

unemotive, studiad {Larey Bochmner, '74) Fig. 1.

¢ There are works that examine the landscape by sccing denails and

nuances and use emative expressiontsm of color (Chad Keel, "74), Fig. 2
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Fig. 3 Jean Scolubkbicr

Fig. 4 Neil Christensen
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Fig. £ Rob Friedman

Isolation

The next aspect of this art climate that must be addressed. 15
why study art here at UNL? ln thas place? Inan mcabator the
wolation s essential 10 avosd contamination, disease, 1o keep
free of outside influences. Bur, most impactantly, isolaton
also peovides treedom to concentrate, which is one of our
preatest assets here, without the undue pressures of the

competitive art scenc,

Conversely, we become naturally a part of 3 widespeead
retwork of insututions providing the M.EA. degrees, some in
even more solated situations. We are part of a network thar
has sparked preat growth in the arts and numbers ol artises all
arownd the country, Statistics witexd l’) Smgcrman show that in
1951 there were only thatyawo institutions that offered the
MUEAL in arr, in the 19625 thirty-one new M.EA. programs opened,
and i the r97os there were forty-four programs added, with a current

total of 18y programs around the US, {Singerman 6}

Here at UNL in the early 19605, there was a fortunate coanfluence of
commirment to the visual ares: the Nelle Cochran Woexds Art Building
was dedicated in rg62, moving the department out of the top two
floors of Mornll Hall; the Sheldon Memaral Art Gallery was opened
19631 {Knaoll 138/; and the new M.EA, program in art started anracting
the first studenes, largely from Kansas City.

At that ime young men needed to stay in school — to avond the draft for
Victnam, to prolong youth, with & dessee for [and time 1o allow for}
growth and maruriry. Scanstically, the numbers reflect those times, with
our graduare student bady showing a ratio of three males to one female
during the first half of the program. This has shifted since 1983 — the
dare T arrived and a canvenient mid-point marker — to about an oxqual
ratio of ane to ane, abviously corresponding to socetal changes from
the women's movement, as well as a more balanced gender make-up of
the department, we are proud 1o repoct.

Currently we must diligentdy work to recruit the best students from
around the country, relying on the draw of our faculty, ther
reputations, activines and contacts; and, significantly, throngh the
encouragement of our own alumni in the teaching world, to wend us

Karen Kunc One Hundeed Years of Graduate Research, Educarion & Creative Acrivity
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Fig. 6 Deasne Crigger
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Fig. 7 James jacobi
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One Hundred Years of Gradvate Rosearch, Fducar

their own students. Bue realistically,
there 15 a competitive recruitinent
pame for master's students: they xll
shop tor the best deal on a financial
package and compare opportunitses
that an sutunion can olter, We
bave mamtamed graduate
recruitment as our Jughest prionity
in the department, with coassient
awards of GTA's over the vears 1o
approximately 75% of our master's

students. And we also must

confmmuas |’l combar the |a-)|\|:|'4|
there of Nebraska as far from
everything, where there “can't
posably be any art or culture or
pood studenes™

Yer our program has been at an
mteresting crossroads, attracting
people for 2 while and reshuttling them off to new places, both hterally

s are

and higuratively. New combinations and dynamics of perse
continually being created a8 characters are shaped and influenced in

this climare,

Theretore, the concept of this place on the map can be an mtoguing

research question and has been a drawang, factor for some of our

studlents: to comsader the conceprual issues of isolation as perceprions of

=motion and coatent |Carl Conighio, *751, Fig 9;

to address the vast landscape and sense of space and openness, on the
edges of rural to wiban (Rob Foedman, '82), Fig. 3; to delve into the
neghlbachoods, the population mix, and ways of scrtiement (James
Jacal "S1 ), Fig. 7,

to a biteral analysis of the forms and hight thar Midwesterners have in
thewr sulbconsaons (Marparer :.ll!]l'lll?_. '76), Fig. 8.

to a conceprual art approach about the purnity of spatial systems, the
neasurements between marks that construct a place (Dwaine Coigger,
.f.! n: R 6. This commean con u"plll.ll thread of a sense of ;ﬁl.u‘-‘ has

bren for many the issue of why they lirerally arc here,

1 & Creanive Acuivity
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Fig. ro Lana Melle
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Hot House

W Tacury ;1' nners of this masmers programnm
envisioned an ennched hoe howse armosphere for
studenss that of interacians, collaborative learning
as much from their peers as from formal situations.
And they are fertilized by the offerings of rangihle

1 I°Ces, ar d the nournishment of § cilvies of

libraries, are collecrions, mraveling exhibirions, visiting

artists, studio eguig

L private gracluate s ¥,

accessible faculty, This program becomes a microcosm

of the possibiliies and challences of the art w

J

while the sudents are il nurtared, shelwered,

d. Master’s scudents, aware of their special

status and new role, question

1t status, their own
abalities: chev challenpe the very notion of what art is,
as well as the old guard of their faculty. They offe
model of the senous work of discovery. And for the
Taculey, thess students share in the responsibilitzes,

expenences, dreams and the sewards of 3 bfe w the arts

Art wark even in this glass-walled hothouse lows what s hapoenu

culture at large. The rapid swings through all the aroworld

nums o the past forey years occurred i thus place withun vanious

wdividual research: ber ostng Pop A Questions thar challenge ow

social ions [Robent Rogers, "7z2), Fig. 13;

that recognizes the impace of local popular culture as a humorous
play ca milvences Kathleen Ricks, "2¢), Fig 125
svmbolsis, inventons of a personal la guage of signs and hidder

meanings |Douglas Dowd, "84/, Fig. 11:

¢ is a concepeual play on mdustrial production and signage

ler, "85, F g 10

he < =50 to visual referen

sources of the comics and animaton {Jason Brggs, vy, Fig. 14

These avant garde chall fostered the growing development of

specific art language, the critical skills, the explanations and defense

that is the mark ¢ educarted arust today.

One Hundred Years of Graduate Research, Education & Coeative Activity
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Fig. 11 Douglas Dowd

Fag. 13 Robeet Rogers
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Fag. g Jason Braggs

Karen Kunc

77



78

Fag. 1y Craig Roper

Fig. 16 William Rowe

Karen Kunc

Proving Ground

In addison, the MLEA, program peovides a peovieg ground, of tme
explore and 10 test one's interests, to run with directions o logical and

tharoughly examinad conclusions = to know how cas gor where ooe has

ended up. This proving ground alkews foc the quenes of the faculty
mentors o be resolved, for the cotgues of peers w provoke and
brainstoram, and for the development of one's own Eacility for self-analvsis.

Curcently, 2t is now very much an intelleciual pracrice, very cerainly

shapad by the tormulations of unaversity MLEA. programs aver chis last
half~entury, where contemporary art 1s fueled by the ascendancy of the
verbal, literate and analytie, over the istnctual, naave and facile. The
beginaing artst uses instinet and Jove of ary, manspulation of marenials
and “hand knowledge,” whale the M.EA. artise mvast go further to
understand the basis for impulse, the ramibxcations of image associations,

with rescarch mto cvery alfoct and meanmyg, no matter bow casual.

® [ this proving, ground misier’s students have explosed the matenads of the an
abject itsell, broadenog car undsrstandng of whar marenals o use—here

with the any of Slusicn and the mundane (William Rowe, '77), Fg, 16;

e questions about what the matenal means, or what s an are object lead w
logal wsts of unusual combmations thar may be real, wncefined, o
*Chosen™ art objects (Lawsoa Sensth, *74), Fig. 17; combinanons of
disparare ehemerss of seemingly mdecipherable meanmgs offer
explotations of altermative systems of soaung, o knowing (Cong, Roper,
"96), Fie 15, Can anythuny, becomse an? Can anything be new? Whar is
ariggnal or onginaley? These have become angoing comcal and theoretcal

debates in ndividual studios here, and out into the broad art world,

Lhese explorations push the eavelope of alternative prodixtion methods
O TICTung tex :nu)l:)-‘/,orn bevoand hand iavolvement——to the newest
thing of the day such as light, movemenst, to video and computer
{James Butler, *yol, Fig.18;

® the inclusion of xdeas of the body as a personal siee for sdentey

investigatcn and experience (Crasg Hutchins, '83), Fag. 19,

Art here acts as the barcmeter of soaety and popular cultare,
commenting, on the fads and diversions of oar modern life, with the
wony of today’s views on life issues, problems in sociery, while

challenging the purposes of art [Mary Jo Horming, 'so), kig.20.

One Hundred Years of Graduate Research, Education & Creauve Activiry
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Fig. 19 Craig Huidring

Fig. 17 Lawson Snnth

Fig. 28 Jumes Butles Fig. 20 Mary J, Hormeng
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Fig. 22 Steven Shearer
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Transcendence

st maost importantly within this development, we are all searching for

knowing “when art happens™ through a rranscendent occurrence, thas

we know when we see it. Through the commitment of the artiss, the
presence of meaning, ideas, and challenge — something oocurs o
simple arc materials. And the quest for “when art happens™ s the
work of 2 lifetime. Students must be craving for this o oocar, for

something more 10 happen bevoad their beginning art expericnces that

can extend their skill level and intellectual understanding, They a

want 10 learn how to make “ut” happen again, to have “it™ happen
consistently, to establish the knowledge and “nghtness™ ol feelng so
deeply that 111s o physical knowing. Art appears when the sum
wreater that ws pans, The MLEA, degree has Lecome a public
acknow ledgment that chis artse has had chis mansformanve
experience

Some would counter that the MUEA, is por a certificanion degeee in a
:I\'ll,.l.l)f..dﬁ(‘ SCLSE, s A li"Jnl L8 |u|-, of xc}'t.:.unr:l of skill levels, or
a guarantes ol prodessional success, since we all know of successhul
artists without such a degree, or those with the degree who are net
“successful.™ Yet, I believe it serves more as an indicator of one having
experienoed a e of passape of intellactual and creanive nigor, and as
such it has become accepred in the art woeld. But for some this effort
even destrovs the pleasure of artmaking — it becomes prabing, cven

personally dithicult to be vo revealing, so self-aware

In & large pare there is a tremendous personal psychological analysis

koat

that is necessarily 2 part of this transcendence — where we can lo
this artwork and know it tells us more than a deprction of & face, more

than a fizure study |Gary David, "80), Fip. 21 ; arnists expase

themselves and their inner mind, and their understanding of their place

world (Seeven Shearer, *72), Fig, 22;

in the
® and clevate that awareness of oar own INCEMOST Questions, ahont such
deep issues as mortalicy, as that is the rale of art in seciety (Jerry Hatch,

'73), Fig. 24. — Arr intends to hold a lange reservorr of human psyche,

of layers of meaning, of ¢ve and mind enticements to kad s towards

ntnguing quesnons and memory cues (Julia Gee, "g3), Fig. 23,

One Hundred Years of Graduate Research, Educavon & Craanve Acuviry
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Fig. 23 Julia Gee

Fag. 24 Jerry Hatchs
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"f,':' 26 Spesan Moss
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Filtering

How s this private tansfoomaion that o

conrmiburion beyond simply art as a luxury. or theis

of therdpy? Some would consider thas as

hav g noch

radiates out lght, and there 15 a flering wansfusior
nvers students over the vears, and the *ceal thang”
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gnazes that we can never really

be isalated or naive [Robert Weaver '68), g 25;

e the artust today addresses many cultural gues

NN )

CLIDCILY 1SSUCS, s X part of an a ysis of who we

from (Anthany Montwoya "79), by 28,

¢ new cultural compansons or relatwoashi
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1Susan Moss, 91), I'g. 24
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Roots and Branches

Finally, a natural analogy can be drawn of the art communicy here of

artistic influerces, vital instirurions, people throughout the maore than

huntlred years of ans programs — as part of a deeply planted tree,

5, within a

st where the roocs have continued to grow in all direcri
continually supportive climate. And the generasions of stadents and
heir work are the branches creatng an mtrcate, entwined crown of
TWisis .t.All SUENS 1 Al TR l\i\l Al Il‘)“':..'l'.'

This loose collective memory in the department of all those that came
vefore, the legendary characters and iconodases, fram varions camps

¢ threads, such as the long maditon

el .iu:‘.ql;l.'-. o lered ¢

for strecrucal abstraction (Marcia Goldenstein, "731, Fig. 30.

* Research into the elemental natare of color has always been a strong

udluence here (Ben Gibsom, *73), Fig. 32.

* and various acsthene interminglings enable the artist and ourselves ta

recognize the patency of the nataral metaphor {Susan Pelan, "g9), Fig. 29,

Fig. 29 Suzan Belaw

One Hundred Years of Graduate Research, Education & Creative Activity
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Conclusion

The typical description of the success of academic programs usually
counts the number of graduates employed, or alumni that hold
academic positions, which of course the alummi assocation loves
rrack. And Arts Councils necessarily <ite the success of “cultural-
dallars™ that contribute greatly ro the cconomy, ar numbers of vesitors
to museums being greater than ar all combined sparrs events,

I would rather foster other notions of success. The study of art for 5o -
many of us is a life nocessity, not possible to forestall or redirect. The -
testament af 5o many of our stadent amists acknowladpe therr neod for
individual fulfillment of their crearive nature, for their personal
satisfaction through mecllectual grawth, and their public contribution
o home and community. It 15 through the arts thar human narure is
empowered, We arnists know that we can personally contribute to art’s
place in local culture, to add ways to see the world, to literally shape
sonething from pothing. It 3 simple — creative artists desire a life of
ideas, o be creators and art lovers,

We recognize that art contribures 1o a rich and entertaining life, to the
esteem of the communiry, and serves as a reward we gift curselves in
our lecal culture. As art historian Barbara Rese has recently expressed,
the arts are “elevating, creating a ntualized awareness, that is our of
the ordinary, but parr of everyday™ (Rose 1999), Our celchratory
ritwals of this enlightensd awareness are the many exhibirions of arr,
theatrical productons, musical events, the social seene of the gallery
walks, our revitalized historical downtown, our witnessing exciting
major perrormances. All are active, sharing involvemenrs which we use
to measure the quality of “the good Lite™ here.

The actist and ares pracuce is Jegiumacely part of the discovery quest and
scholarly lite within the patranage of the University of Nebraska — a
deeply rooted shade tree on the open plains.

Karen Kune One Hundred Years of Graduate Research, Education & Creanve Activity
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