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The commercial methodologies of art and their professionalization are on
the rise. In most postgraduate programs, the measuring of artistic success
aceording to predetermined notions of sesthetic, social or proprietary value,
are in the ascendancy in America. This is the context that | am teaching in
now. Tha potential for making artworks that contest astablished orthodoxies
of privatized subjectivity and social place seems to have a direct relationship
o an institution's ability to understand the importance of critical practices
despite all common-sensical notions of success. The graduate students at
the MFA in Visual Art Program at Vermont College of Norwich University
come to the school to find a context in which their own life and work experi-
ances can be thought of as critical working material. They usually coma from
a background in which the professionalism of the art and design worlds are
perceived as standards developed by others: a set of industrial constraints.
They struggle with the negative complicity mandated by marketing formats,
centralized bureaucracies and corporate arganization. Their struggle is the
reason they got into this line of work in the first place; it is the set of undar-
standings mandating our program to turn away from contemporary profas-
ghonal models and instead adopt an open and critical pedagogy 88 our orga-
nizing principle. This talk will be an overview of how the Program addresses
the individual needs of a student to invent new definitions of artistic practice
according to the specific demands of the places and times they inhabit = ac-
cording to their own situations.

The Vermant College MFA Program is based on the principle of individual-
ired, student-centered learning. Our first class was graduated in 1333, 50 we
are still a very niw project, There is no curriculum and no predetermined
course of study. Applicants are taken from all walks of life, all ages; usually
people who have spent time working in other capacities than a classically
understood studio artist. Once accepted, candidates are required to find art-
ist-teachers in their home cities to work directly with them who are paid by
the Program to be mentors. Designed as a system of “distance-learning”,
students are awarded a Masters in Fine Aris Degree after four six-month Se-
miesters of studio work completed off campus. Also during that period they
write four researched visual-culture studies with Program faculty. The aim of
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the Pragram is to provide a discursive graduate fina-art experience for stu-
dents who wish to design their own degres progression.

Founded with a desire to inspire artistic autonomy in the context of our cul-
tura’s incraasing conformity, Yermont College has retained its identity as an
alternative model for graduate education in the fine arts for nine years, To
maintain this sense of alternative as a working project, our program s orga-
nized arcund wo ten-day residencies every six months in Montpelier, Ver-
mont. There, students present and critique work, develop both studio and
writing study plans in discussion with resident faculty, and attend lectures
and symposia. We request that students produce their studio work in an ex-
tended dialogue between their homes and the intellectual demands of an
academic center. By encouraging a dialogic course of theoretical direction
and method, the Program applies an incredible diversity of approaches to
the definition of what a contemporary artist is, and how artistic practices can
impact on the local cultural enterprises that surround each of us. The result-
ing interaction betwaen the contaxt of skepticism established by our pada-
gogy and the specificity brought by each individual student establishes a
strong interdisciplinary view of both practice and knowledge. Vermont stu-
dents repeatedly demonsirate that it is only in questioning the actual cate-
gories of artistic professionalism that a compelling creative process can be
engaged.

The Program is administered by an Academic Director and an Administrative
Director who work in close collaboration with faculty. The faculty for the 2000/
2001 year are exemplary of the interdisciplinary nature of the Program itselfl:
myself with a history of collaborative art practice as a member of "Group
Material® for 15 years, Ernest Pujol, an installation artist; John Di Stefano, a
film scholar and artist; Martha Fleming, an artist committed to claiming iden-
tities through urban infrastructures; Catherine Hall, a painter from Varmaont;
Janet A, Kaplan, an art historian and activist specializing in feminist inter-
pretations of surrealism; Steven Kurtz of “Critical Art Ensembla”, an expart
on electronic disturbance and tactical media; Miwon Kwon, who has written
axtansivaly on site specificity; Michaal Oatman, an artist designing critiques
of eugenics and biotechnology: Nina Parris, a photographer and former mu-
seum curator; Claire Pentacost, a project-based artist practicing in Chicago;
Humberto Ramirez, & painter and sound artist; and Faith Wilding, wall-known
artist and theoretician of both former and new feminisms. All of the faculty
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strugghe with full-time teaching loads at other schools and universities. Their 1897
continued commitment to this program in the face of such career demands is
a testament to its vitality.

The way students actually go about designing their own progress through
the Program is as variad as the people who go there. Institutionally, we sat
up a system of interaction that we hope will engender a critical relationship
to practice. This system has two elements in it that each student must fulfill.
Al the baginning of each residency, they are asked to develop a study plan
for visual-culture research. We insist that this written work be of a nature inti-
mately bound up with problems or questions that a student has had about
their studio practice. Each individual is urged 1o create an analytic framework
for thair practice through an axamination of historical and contemporany vi-
sual culture. This study of reading and writing is continued through the mail
with the faculty throughout the six-month semester that follows the residen-
cy. In many ways, such a distanced position to learning may séem antitheti-
cal to the traditional “hands on” atelier system of posigraduate education
axemplified both here and in the States. But it needs to be understood that
by working in familiar locations and studying to apply néw information 1o an
axisting context, our students are customizing contemporary discourse to
serve the needs of their particular cultural situation.

While working on their research projects long distance, students are of course
more engaged with the studio work they undertake. They do this with an ap-
proved artist-teacher wha lives in the same locality. By working sympatheti-
cally with the context for the student’s previous work, the studio instructor
can insist that the student undertake work that is performed in direct relation
to the circumstances and site from which it arises. Projects in studio work
progress also in direct relation to written research of the visual-culture study,
combining the known practical constraints with newly discovered theoretical
challenges. By mixing local support for the daily struggle of making art with
tha intense intervention of theoretical research, students are able 1o undergo
remarkable growth in the four six-month semesters. By stressing continuity
batwean theary and practice over a series of different research topics, we are
able to ask students 1o progressively invent new critical methodologies to
apply to the specific neads of their media and context.

At best, what happens through this two-tiered appreach is that the interaction
between resaarched information and contextualized practices leads 10 a crisis
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of production. Such a crisis is hardly negative at all, as those of you in the
room who struggle with critical art making know all too well. It is in the con-
frontation between the place for art and the hopes that we hawve for it, that
raal invention can happean. But Vermont students are in an avan mora specif-
ic ralation bo the necassity for reinventing art models. As peopla who have
already rajected the star system of art making, mostly committod to staying
in the lives that they have already established, the necessity of applying criti-
cal methods in a local context become manifest. In a sense then, this is the
idea of cultural studies brought home. If Raymond Williams theorized years
ago that the culture of the kitchen is as important as the culture of the opera
house, today this comparison is lived by students who seek 1o adapt social
context and critical thaory to the contaxt of a locality.

I'm asked hare to address how visual-art training can react to tha parmanant-
Iy changing social circumstances of art production. Frankly, | think that the
reactive tendencies of graduate schools are already overparformed. | can’t
think of a singla MFA program in the States that still cperates on a proactive
pedagogical platform, ong that has established a conservative model of cul-
ture that the institution aims to preserve. Instead schools labor over the most
ricent developments in our industry as examples 1o lead students through
the gates of professionalism. As Howard Singerman has carefully pointed
out in his book, “Art Subjects”, the technigue of art making is no longer
taught; replaced by teaching the artist. Through a series of examples dedica-
ted to artistic personality and behavior, the student is acclamated into a pro-
feggion as somaesns who needs to understand the soversignty of tha institu-
tions that mark and demarcate success. This is how | was taught: the artist
himself or herself was présented as a kind of signpost to intellectual territory;
somathing 1o emulate by example.

Obvigusly any eritical role that culture might hope to achieve demands the
contestation of narrow categorios of the artist as professional, even those
now divorced from traditional narratives of craft or mastery. To question this
soversignty though, a student must be prepared 1o seriously examine failure
= not on the simplistic leveal of practical struggle but on the more metaphysi-
cal level of seaing practice itsell as a tangential influence on ideclogy at bast.
Az Guy DeBord pointed out, the fact that the Paris Commune of 1871 lasted
anly a faw months may be a demonstration of its parfect character. The stu-
dents at Vermant usually bring such failed but beautiful social models with
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them to the Program, models that we as the faculty meet regularly 1o discuss 189
and process, as things that can ba brought back into the work. As sentimen-
tal or romantic as it may sound, all students understand on some lovel the
need for retaining a generative idea of art as representing a model of human-
ity that is different from the life we are given. As citizens of an increasingly
bureaucratized planet, seduced to subscribe to very limited notions of sub-
jectivity and social relations, inventions of newly shared commitment to dif-
ferent definitions of public life are few and far between. The fact is, that his-
torical models of more open relationships batwaen social change and culture,
from the Commune and Arthur Rimbaud through Dada to Reyner Banham
and Archigram, are often unavailabla to our students in their undergraduate
training. Indeed, even the work of the Situationists, which consciously and
latently motors the very pedagoegy of the Program, is often absent from most
of their repertoing.

Disciplines as we now know, are built upon a base of limiting language. As
Michal Foucault reminded us many years ago, by allowing only a specific
range of objects to be perused by a particular form of knowledge, the bound-
aries of discipling are guaranteed. Theory has been introduced often as a tool
to expose the inadeguate limitations of professional practices; their complic-
ity with the status quo or lack of consciousness in ralation to ideological for-
cos. By demanding from our students an understanding of the genealogy of
artistic discipline, we are exposing their work to the possibility of critical self-
appraisal. In most graduate programs | have visited, the idea of this self-re-
flection is antagonistic to the overriding concerns with adopting a profession.
How many gquastions can we ask of the role of the artist while still accepting
the fact that we are becoming one? The need to disrupt the traditional cate-
gories of artistic production ara obvious to many, both because of what such
guestioning implies in terms of a renewed practice and simply because the
asking of such questions leads to new forms of beauty; to more fun. None-
theless, the character of such questioning, of subjecting practice 1o the de-
mands of theory has devastating results with many students. This is the cri-
sis | spoke about earlier. At Vermont, in an effort to embrace this crisis, the
criteria Wi use 1o avaluate and progress students through the Program is
axperience - not product. As difficult as this might sound to those of us still
committed to making objects, the degree of a crisis in practice can indicate a
corresponding mark of tramandous learning. By rigorously applying new un-
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derstanding to the models of production that students bring with them to our
program, we are able to discern new possibilities for a particular. Sometimes
this might mean that a student decides to put down paint brushes for political
arganizing, but algo somatimes it may simply mean that a student chooses
o use those brushes differently. The specificity hene is crucial because the
right quastioning of a set of works bound for a gallery in Chelsea might not
ba the sama for a work designed to be hung off the border fences in Tijuana
during NAFTA negotistions, Because wa réject, a8 an institution, any idea of
“industrial standards™, the relationship between theory and practice is always
context-specific. It is possible to actively seek to problemitize both the institu-
tians of art and the traditions of activism with teaching.

The ircony with professionalism as we experience it historically in the training
of artists is becoming clearar. What may have begun as a process of gaining
axpertise through acquiring a skill ar craft (“learned in the university and
practiced outsida it”™), has bean replaced by a new kind of profession both

“in and of the university itsell”, Recent writing on this change of educational
context paints out that it has as much to do with the shifting structures of
exhibiting institutions as with the art that surrounds them, At Vermont this
problam takes on a uniquea character bacause, quite simply, we are less pro-
fessionally driven. This is dua to the overwhelming character of our studenis
as generally more experienced and therefore filled with both the skepticism
and the relativism that can come with the perspective of time. Many of our
students go on to develop generative productive relationships to the tradition-
al ingtitutions of the gallery and the museum. Thay are “successful . But for
many othérs, what may be important for centerad art institutions on the cusp
of market-oriented practices, is not necessarily of concern, Bul also, as a pro-
gram devoled 1o the situational needs of each individual, Vermont College
tands to anginear a local and specific application of theory to practice, I
would be ineffectual for us to present ourselves as a surrogate for industrial
cinlers, morigaged, S0 to spaak to the musaum and the art journal. Instead
wiit bry 1o organize study in a way in which critical narratives can be applied in
the situation that the student presents as his or her own concern. This sense
of pedagogical specificity means that as instructors we are less centered on
dominant exhibiting institutions, urging students 1o instead reinvent the con-
text they already work in. So according to some benchmarks of our industry,
wi may seem to be a kind of failure.
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As | have said then, the combination of practice and theory as a model for 201
production can be offered 1o students if a graduate program is opan to the
particular neads of a student’s practice. By accepting primarily working art-
ists to our program, Vermont may not be the best case study, our students
arriva with developed experiances of art making and then are urged to apply
new understandings to them., But | thought | could go over a fow examples,
a1 least in description of how specific individuals have negotiated the things
we offer them,

We have had a graphic designer who came 1o us unsatisfied with the service
relationship she felt to her own industry. Through a careful undressing of de-
sign history as a series of client relationships, she was able to redesign her
work to serve a phantom client, invented by her and without instrumental
function. When designing work without agency, her work took on new rala-
tionships to the politics of representation - and found itself placed in gallery
satting rather than advertising. Similarly, that same year we admitted a stu-
dent who was already well-astablished in the field of traditional watercolor
landscape painting. By encouraging him to research the nineteenth century’s
aesthetic investment in realism as parallel to the emerging movement for
more open and collective political spaces. he was able to expand his prac-
ticd, I his third year in the Program he began to actually interact with the
undocumented workers who migrated through his home area of California.
By combining theories of cultural protest with his own skills and context he
has gone on to develop new collaborative artistic ventures in public art that
challenge the frontier mentality and cultural xenophobia of the American
Southwaest, Anothar student that year sought to depict new definitions of
masculinity in painting. By becoming acquainted with both the psychoanalyt-
ic trajectories of male fantasies as depicted by Klaus Thewsleit and innova-
tions in queer theory, he was able to apply new problems for figural depiction
to his work, eventually expressed through digital manipulation of traditional
gender representations. By fostering diversity in thought and diversity in
mathod, énabling our studants to compara their practices with historical
precedents, we have had soma remarkable development of productive
critical practices.

As simultaneously better and worse than it was, the category of the artist is
one that we all inherit from a complex ensemble of historical forces and &fo-
nomic investments of the invented worlds that surround us. The category of
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the artist is battar in the way that, unlike other enlightenmeant disciplines of
intellectual labor, it carries a subaltern tradition of remaking the category of
work as the work is done. In other words, the understanding of art’s value is
redetarmined with every arbwork made. This tremendous self-consciousness
delivers a stunningly difficult definition for students: ane of an intellactual
that is committed both to production and to skepticism. It is clearly an im-
mensa task to be both, o engage optimistically in the making of a culture
that ig at best a peripheral effect on the "march of progress™ = and to con-
tinucushy maintain doubt in the face of tha limiting weight of mass cultura’s
empty affirmaticns. The scale of this comparison, between wonderful student
wiark and the horror of dominant culture, is an indication of how it may al-
ways seem to a teacher that things are worse, aven whan they are better, |
think that understanding the compelling nature of failure allows us 1o sccept
this paradox, in teaching, in practice, and in the areas in betwean.

So as a teacher, | have to work with a category of the artist as both complicit
and resistant. And both of these identities are positions that can be ques-
tioned through tha daily practice of teaching. | think that this happens firsi
through the explicit analysis of the histories of social and sesthetic forms
that predate us, and secondly through the implicit insistence on affactively
misrecognizing the value of these histories, Art enables one to approach hig-
tary with the idea of misusing disciplinarian higrarchies to disorganize and
reearticulate the possible effects of knowledge on the future. In the face of
constant consolidation of corporate ideas of the future and the militarization
of knowledge as a support for the status quo, such misrecognition suggests
another positive role for failure. As important 88 misrecognizing things may
be, those who do it all the time know very well how we may be labeled as
failures; as people who don't understand (or who refuse to understand) the
rules. But to honestly engage with the capabilities and desires of my students
as artists, | feel the need to stress an empathy for failure as a point of pro-
found departure. In many ways, by embracing futility, a student is chal-
lenged to understand the similarity between social and sentimental models
for changa: both beauty and revolution confront monumental authority with-
out any guaranies or even probability - of "success”™.

Until recently, American art institutions have been a kay component in the
distribution of madals of autonomy based an failure. Tharafore they have
been sites through which a resistant form of professional practice through
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the making of art could be imagined. Although these institutions do still work 203
to present models of a different world, the ability to make art with honest in-

dignation despite the consaguances is increasingly rare. Nonethaless, stu-

dents must understand the complex nature of institutions: how they reflect

the recent militarization of knowledge, how they coax their audiences into

invented dichotomies between beauty and action = convenient and separate

categories for artistic and political experience.



