“Does the lotus lie about its dreams sleeping deep beneath the surface of the pond? In associations there are answers.”—
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Abstract

Turning intangible into tangible educational outcomes is a daunting  task. The realities of changing institutional goals have engendered strategies across disciplines, and combined with new patronage, 

solidify the University gallery's academic mission with the Academic Mission of the University: 

“The academic mission is to provide students and faculty with the optimal environment for the creation, acquisition, and dissemination of knowledge and the pursuit of creative endeavors to meet the needs and enrich the experiences of the global society.” (Sustaining Momentum, Maximizing Strength, published September 2003).   Thus, evaluation, leadership, and planning have sustained the gallery in the changing climate of this urban University, The George Washington University, founded in 1821.  The galleries’ missions must generally respond to changes of fiscal necessity and leadership.  

Turning intangible into tangible educational outcomes links exhibition development with a variety of disciplines and draws upon the skill sets of the University community at large, not just those traditionally empowered as "curators."  Such “volunteerism” increases the effectiveness of a small curatorial staff and reaches out to audiences among students of the arts and sciences.  It engenders curriculum-based experiences, thereby increasing visitorship for the art galleries.

What is that mission? The Gallery’s new art facility opened in March 2001; the facility includes wall cases, gallery exhibition area, and reception area on the 2nd floor of the first new classroom building in almost a generation.   The building attracts visitors who regularly provide an audience for political debate (CNN’s “Crossfire” airs to audiences every weekday).  Themes of “communication” and global inclusiveness have evolved.  

We advocate exhibition development in tandem with many humanities disciplines  (language study, anthropology, philosophy, religion, art history and fine arts.) A successful strategy has included inviting a variety of faculty members within the University community to collaborate on exhibition planning, not just those faculty engaged in study of the visual arts, or with experience as "curators."  This involves the director’s taking chances and establishing a posture of flexibility; looking at things from different points of view; opening dialogues with faculty unfamiliar with art historical rhetoric, creating bi-lingual text panels, and working toward mutual objectives, to name a few.

The first foray into this territory originated with the study of language:  Exemplary was the last exhibition held in The Dimock Gallery, before the building of the new facility and staff transition to the Brady Art Gallery, Los Caprichos by Goya; (The largest number of students are enrolled in Spanish language classes, and because they were given written assignments which involved visiting the gallery, more than 500 attended the show during its run.)  It was thus decided to collaborate with professors of Spanish on this and on two other shows:  Don Quijote:  The Visible and the Invisible; and In Illo Tempore: Recent Paintings and Projects by Vicente Pascual.  Seizing upon the opportunity of personal contacts (faculty who were personally interested in the subject and were interested in promoting festival of Flamenco dance performances in the same building which then housed the Dimock Gallery; and staff expertise, i.e. the Assistant Curator was of Spanish descent, and had done an internship in a Spanish museum where resources were known, building on language to forge an alliance of support with the Embassy of Spain through its sympathetic cultural counselor, (working within the diplomatic community is one of the benefits of being in Washington D.C.)  Later on, this model was followed when French professors and their classes were invited to a French language tour of the Tunisian Paintings exhibition, led by current Assistant Curator  Sara Hume, a Fulbright scholar who studied in Lyon, France.

We invited two University Professors who occupy a special echelon of scholarly pursuits, and authority within the system:  University Professor of Islamic Studies and University Professor of Philosophy -- to collaborate on exhibition development and catalogue publication. Thus, the mutual goals of documentation and faculty publication were met for two exhibitions:  Interestingly, first met them when I organized a lunch around a visiting Shingon sect Buddhist priest who had a speaking engagement at the Japan Information and Culture Center in Washington, D.C.  This extraordinary individual was the catalyst for a gathering which sowed the seeds of conversations which took more than three years to produce the photography exhibition, Arresting Images and Vicente Pascual’s In Illo Tempore.

Professor Nasr said of the artist that he produced works reflecting non-temporal realities in the matrix of time and space, and his roots reflected a time when in Spain there was a  “harmonious presence of Christian, Jewish, and Islamic cultures.” 

One of the strategies for special programs within the University, initiated by President Trachtenberg, is promoting healing ideas through cultural understanding involving the diverse and international community represented at The George Washington University.  Of the 10 per cent of international students who make up the student body, many are Korean.

The benefit of new patronage brings appropriate resources to bear on exhibition planning.  The establishment of the Friends of the Brady Art Gallery, an infusion of funds became available for scholarly publications (Arresting Images) where the collection-based survey was formulated around a non-art historical approach, but a willingness to promote another line of inquiry which would be provocative to the visitors and challenge the viewers intentions, innovation in exhibition approaches (the computer labels which were interactive and gathering visitors’ reactions in dialogue form on a computer within the gallery, were carried out  by  Professor Caws.  

Progressing from working with individual professors on specific writing or curatorial projects, the next step was to collaborate with a conference or colloquium taking place within the University, and thereby finding a specific niche to promote the gallery’s role within the University’s educational mission – a further enhancement of the ability of the gallery to involve its patronage as well.

The Luther W. Brady Art Gallery took the initiative to blend our   mission with the Colloquium's, using the theme of Korean Education   compatible with this conference’s "intangible cultural heritage" to develop a small exhibition of traditional Korean ceramics borrowed from a local private collection (Lawrence Rozanski).   It was the knowledge of the availability of the collection which prompted our consideration of being a more integral part of the Colloquium, which was moved to the Media and Public Affairs Building to take advantage of the gallery’s proximity and partnership, with some financial support toward the collaboration.   

Korean vessels are highly prized expressions of an ancient tradition representing complex interactions of function, form, and design.   Through text and objects, these ceramics set up a "visual dialogue” to complement the Colloquium's educational goals. 

Exemplary of this process is the cooperative organization of an exhibition as a complement to the 11th annual (Hahn Moo-Sook) “Education in Korea” Colloquium in the Korean Humanities series at the George Washington University scheduled for October 23, 2004. * The Colloquium series was established with an endowment created with a grant from the Hahn Moo-Sook Foundation in Seoul.  This series has become one of the fine traditions of the University, and the meetings have been popular with scholars who have attended.  Every single meeting has been videotaped for future educational   purposes since 1999, and they have produced a monograph each year with papers and commentaries presented at the colloquium, and with audience input included.*  

 *(The key characteristics of Korean civilization are rites, lineage structure, literature and education, stated Young-Key Kim-Renaud,  co-convener, Hahn Moo-Sook Colloquium, Professor of Korean Language   and Culture and International Affairs; Chair, Department of East Asian  Languages and Literatures, The George Washington University, whose generous collaboration is acknowledged).

Finding a voice for their niche audiences and becoming connecting points between generations, small museums such as our university art gallery, reap their greatest triumphs.  Small museums affirm the value and character of their communities, Museum News (March/April 2002, page 41).  The vision we have for the gallery is inclusive, in that it may crystallize the creative energies of many faculty members, through teamwork.  Faculty can participate in the rich sense of completion and gratification that a well-designed exhibition or symposium can achieve.  

Gone are the days where university art galleries serve one departmental mission.  To survive and become noticed, partnerships can improve budgetary management, and university wide-initiatives must be served, i.e. in the coming year 2005 designated the Year of Physics, the most ambitious collaboration of arts and sciences ever attempted in the thirty plus years of my tenure, will be focused in planning Einstein-themed exhibition, readings, drama, dance, lectures, and inviting famous authors, to bring greater attention to the sciences on campus, and attract new patronage to the process of strategic planning for academic excellence.  
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