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To Question Why

“The purpose of art is to lay bare the questions which have been hidden by the answers.” 

–James Baldwin
This residency reinforced to me my need to continually ask the question why. Perhaps it is our job to be that little kid with the unending questions of why, one of those curious children with sponges for brains that seem to be inexhaustible in their search of understanding their world and how it works. It seems to me that the AIB faculty were pushing us as students to become those children again. The gift they wanted us to receive was the gift of curiosity, play, creating the foundation on which we will become successful graduates grounded in our knowledge of what we create and why we create it. 

From the moment orientation began until the last day when we turned in our evaluations, everything asked us to reflect on our experiences. The rhythm of the days included critiques, seminars, critical theory, and discussions, and some common themes repeated themselves throughout our time together.

Critiques and feedback seemed to vary. Everyone gave you a different perspective on your work, depending on their background and field of expertise. At first it was overwhelming to have so many viewpoints pulling you in opposite directions like the Stretch Armstrong doll my sister had when we were little. Just when we thought he would snap, he recovered back to his same old self, except having grown. I too felt myself stretch beyond what I thought I could, and just when I thought I might snap, the end of the week arrived. 

I began to look at the bigger picture and saw that all of the feedback I received was a gift, a chance to consider possibilities. By testing some of these possibilities, so much more can happen within in my work. Being open and really listening to the diversity of the feedback, the choice is now mine. That overwhelming feeling is what we get when we have choice, not just a yes or no, black or white, or even who do we look to for the “right” answer. The answer at AIB is to look at those thousands of possibilities and make them yours.
Discussion during breakfast, lunch, and dinner was about what we were hearing, what we had read, and how we were going to navigate through this next term as a group and as individuals left mostly alone between residencies. After all, we chose this because it is a low- residency program. The challenge we face, then, is how to balance what we do for school while our family, our careers, and our friends need at the very least to be fed, watered, and nurtured during our progression through this program. A friend of mine who was entering a graduate program had said to me that she wouldn’t have much time to see anyone in the next few years, but she would know whom her true friends were when she returned to her life after graduation. Another colleague who has finished his MFA gave me this advice: make sure you set aside one day for yourself and your husband. I wonder how I will be able to do that now, since it was hardly possible before I started this program. I do have some light at the end of my tunnel: I have one less class to teach than usual this term, and next school year I will receive my sabbatical. One whole year to take advantage of being immersed in the creation of my art--what more could I ask for?  

Critical theory with Stuart was a discussion . . . at least for the most part. The readings were daunting, although I made it through all the required readings and took some notes before the first day of class. There were words used in this class and during the residency that some of us, including me, had to look up. Words that I don’t use every day, like deskilled, postulate, sublime, discourse, and discursive. Some I knew or thought I knew, but when they are all strung together in a sentence, it made it more difficult to define based on inference. I felt as if I had a whole new contemporary history to catch up on between now and the next residency. But the great thing about Stuart is that he is excited about what he is teaching, and that he tells you about each example of art. Not just its title, artist, and date, but what that really matters: what was happening in the world at the time, who the artist was hanging out with. And when I didn’t have a clue about the intentions of the artist, those thoughts and ideas were discussed, too. He gave us an understanding of what art was and how it is defined now, what art evolved into during the modern and postmodern eras. And even though my brain grew two sizes that week, he showed us how to begin our own discussion and definitions of art.    

So what did I take away from the residency in January? Be true to yourself, be self aware, and look at yourself honestly. Be ready to support and talk about your ideas and the process of making art.

These questions now repeat in my mind, starting with what is my message, what guides my work, what I am bothered by, fascinated by, or overwhelmed by? What will I do to answer these questions? How will I respond in my work, how will I know what I want to say? To create art is to answer these kinds of questions, creating a ground for interpretation in a layered and interesting way.  

Why am I taking photos? For me this becomes the first and ultimate question in my inquiry and self-examination.  I need to look at every aspect in creating my art from the beginning of what tools I use, to my camera or brush, to the choice of materials I use. How will I photograph, who or what am I photographing, and is my painting the sensitizers that become my photograph an important part of my process? How does this process speak to the viewer? When using this historical process, it brings so much to me, but what does it mean to the viewer, what associations do they have with this process? I need to consider the he importance of making sure that each link or each question is strong, has been examined, and can be defended. That each question we ask from tools to presentation all support what and why we do it, and ultimately it supports our message. We do this so that every piece of art we create is firmly established in our intentions.







