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19 Two responses to a survey on the writing of artist statements in art schools and university visual arts programs:

"This survey obviously is put forth by someone or some group that supports artists statements. It seems that they want others to support them. In my mind one question is suffice: do you support the idea of artist statements or not? A very pathetic project."

"It sounds like you're trying to strengthen the instruction of writing artists' statements. Good for you! I believe it's critically important. Good luck. Please keep us informed of your ideas and progress."

For the last few years, we have been studying changing notions of research in North America and elsewhere. We have been participant observers working alongside visual artists in multidisciplinary teams, studying their practices, intrigued by the way their work challenges traditional notions of discipline-based inquiry and communication. The presence of artists as co-researchers, we've found, introduces a creative destabilization of disciplinary assumptions, prompting the research teams to frame new questions, negotiate and redefine key concepts, give enhanced attention to visual data, and communicate results differently, often seeking opportunities for the exhibition or display of both data and findings. [4]
20 An area of particular interest for us, an interest we share with Ulmer, has been the "artist statement" as a contested site of practice, a discursive form where writing meets (or, variously intrudes upon, supplements, contextualizes, contradicts, enhances, extends, or gestures toward) visual arts production and exhibition. In the context of interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary research, the artist statement (which more conventionally introduces, contextualizes, and describes an artist's work for public exhibition) has the potential to become both a vehicle for creative inquiry and an alternative to more traditional means of academic dissemination.

21 Writing in the visual arts, and the writing of artist statements in particular, is taught in nearly 90% of North America's art schools and university art programs. The integration of writing into art classes and the visual arts curriculum generally presents us with an intriguing variation on the traditional composition classroom: at the same time as seeing has become a key concept in composition, part of the changing reality for artists is that writing has taken on an increasingly substantial role in the visual arts. Genres such as the artist's talk, the exhibition proposal, the critique, the review, the exhibition statement, the graduating project statement, and, especially, the artist's statement have emerged as complex rhetorical tasks that artists must grapple with, whatever their personal inclinations toward the verbal. Visual arts students, for example, are now regularly taught how to generate complementary verbal narratives in order to become successful students and successful artists. This exigency has created a new field of writing, and with it attendant possibilities for instruction both perfunctory and rich, informed and innovative.

22 We think it important to focus on how writing instruction has been introduced to visual arts classrooms or studios and what productive exchange of ideas might be possible between visual arts and composition studies. At present, no comprehensive picture of writing instruction practices in the visual arts is currently available. As a remedy, we have begun a North American survey of over 4000 visual arts instructors in order to find out more about how writing instruction is occurring in the visual arts—and this section of the essay provides a preliminary report on these findings.

23 The survey, which focuses on the writing of artist statements, asks questions that proceed from the very practical—for example, who teaches writing to visual arts students? How much of their instruction is about writing? What kind of assignments do they use?—to the more theoretical: for example, how do the instructors envision the relationship between the verbal and the visual? The survey invites narrative as well as close-ended responses from respondents, and, to date, as we work through the 643 completed surveys, we've begun to explore how and why visual artists teach writing differently from compositionists—recognizing that the lack of visual arts training among rhetoric and composition faculty is frequently paralleled by the lack of rhetoric and composition training among those fine arts faculty teaching writing. We've also begun to appreciate how a pedagogical reconfiguring of verbal/visual relationships involves more than the creative integration of visual production. In working with visual artists and their students, we note that any informed attempt to integrate the visual carries with it a collection of cultural and disciplinary attitudes, some of which may resist or otherwise challenge assumptions about composition that most writing teachers and writing theorists take for granted.

24 In brief, we want to take up the question of what happens when visual artists talk and write about their own work. Elvis Costello once said, "Writing about music is like dancing about architecture. It's a really stupid thing to want to do." Music—and art generally—is widely thought to speak to us directly, is ideally supposed to affect us without the mediation of other people's words and thoughts.

25 But what does it mean when we say "art speaks for itself?" What are the implications for multi-modal composition instruction? Does it matter, for example, what the artist thinks or says about his or her own creation? Do the artist's words carry more weight than, say, those of a curator or an art historian? And should an artist write in a different mode than that employed by, say, a critic or a curator or an academic? Finally, what if the "speaking" itself is art—and a form of criticism, as Ulmer's examination of Beuys suggests? How does that figure into the composition situation?

26 Of course, we all respond differently to works of art. Sometimes artworks seem relatively easy to understand: we "get" their meaning or feel their impact right away. Other artworks seem designed to confound us, to challenge us as viewers. According to some artists and critics, the search for meaning can get in the way of our authentic or "gut" response; as Archibald MacLeish once said of poetry, art "should not mean but be." For most of us, however, understanding an artwork's meaning is part of the pleasure of going to galleries, concerts, and theatres.

27 When we enter a gallery space we have choices to make. Some head directly to the artworks, letting them speak for themselves. Others will habitually read the titles first—and still others look to the artists' and curators' written statements, even before viewing the works, allowing them to guide our interaction with the visual. The words, whether they are read before or after looking closely at the individual artworks, provide us with a context for viewing.

28 Like prefaces, forewords, prologues, and introductions in literary works, the artist statement performs a vital if complex rhetorical role: when included in an exhibition proposal and sent to a curator, the artist statement usually provides a description of the work, some indication of the work's art historical and theoretical context, some background information about the artist and the artist's intentions, technical specifications—and, at the same time, it aims to persuade the reader of the artwork's value. When hung on a gallery wall, the statement (or "didactic") becomes an invitation, an explanation, and, often indirectly, an element of the installation itself.

29 Even as they have become more and more de rigeur in the art world, artist statements nonetheless still present an intriguing, if problematic, example of what Milan Dimic calls "literatures of lesser diffusion," ostensibly minor works of prose poetry or criticism that, lacking either the status or formal dissemination of more canonical writing, have gone unnoticed or become hidden from public view. They are part of an array of "artist writing and talk"—artists' interviews, journals, albums, sketchbooks, and all manner of private correspondence and theorizing—that, when made public, form meta-narratives speaking to and about the work.

30 We've already noted that not all artists and curators are comfortable with the public foregrounding of private aesthetics, written typically, as Derrida reminds us, "in view of their own self-effacement"; as one of our survey respondents put it, "Personally, I hate writing them [artist statements] and I hate reading them. Most are pretentious and boring. Sometimes I agree with Winslow Homer, who is purported to have said, 'I regret that I have painted a picture that requires an explanation.'" Yet the visual arts community nonetheless employs artists' statements as key liminal documents, as writing that both directs the viewer's gaze and indirectly announces or affirms the artist's rite of passage. Artist statements call attention not only to the artworks they introduce but to themselves—and, we would argue, to "the artist" as creative and critical agent. Artist statements are palimpsests, presenting, in words, a narrative or argument apparent beneath (or overlaying, or in some kind of proximity to) each principal visual representation.

31 For working artists and student artists alike, the opportunity to speak and write about their art is thus part opportunity and part obligation. As Brenda Pelkey says, there's "a need for some words"; artists share a responsibility "not to be dumb [or dumbfounded] in front of their own creations" (Personal Interview). Pelkey is speaking as both an artist and a university teacher, challenging herself and her students to consider the writing of artist statements as heuristic devices for reflection and self-discovery. As our survey discovered, however, writing about or alongside the visual is seen as highly problematic aesthetically, personally, and pedagogically.

32 On the one hand, when presented as public documents, what artists say or write about their own works is inherently interesting. Their words, their statements, may provide us with unique insights into their practices. As Gabriele Detterer puts it, "The statement [is] an articulation of the artist's aesthetic position, free of intervention by an art critic bent on interpretation" (9). On the other hand, for the artist herself, there's always the risk of saying too much, of over-explaining and thus leaving the viewer little room for individual discovery. Words can get in the way. Writing artist statements is a complex, sometimes daunting job—one regarded by many artists as something far removed from their principal focus on visual practice.

33 This is especially true for art students: as one instructor reported, "The majority of our art majors are under the impression that they do not need to know how to write—it's not a 'part of their major.'" Christina Halliday, a writing instructor at the Ontario College of Art & Design, aptly captures this student artist attitude in the title of her work "'I came to art school so I wouldn't have to write.'" The students are not alone: to the question "Does your institution offer formal instruction on the writing of artists' statements?" one instructor replied bluntly, "I personally don't believe in them. If you have to write a statement to explain visual communication you have failed as a visual artist." "Part of the basic problem of artist statements," said another instructor, "is that many people enter the visual arts escaping the written word. It is difficult for many."

34 In general, though, some attention to the writing of statements is required in most upper-division courses (typically "professional practices for artists" and "business and art" courses), capstone courses, senior seminars, as part of a graduating exhibition requirement—and, more idiosyncratically, worked in as part of individual studio art courses. At some institutions, formal instruction is supplemented by, or replaced by, extra-curricular workshops, student clubs, lectures by visiting artists and critics, one-on-one tutorials, or by referring students to the Writing Center.

35 To better assess who is leading the writing instruction (that is, helping set the tone for attitudes toward writing in the next generation of artists), we asked, "Have you had formal training in the writing of artists' statements?" Characteristically, the instructors responded by rehearsing their professional experience as artists. Seventy-three percent of those surveyed said they had no formal training in the writing of statements, and, in their open-ended responses only two instructors referenced specific study of or workshop training in the writing of statements:

"It was a component of my MFA thesis."

"It was part of a course I took as a graduate student in 1982."

"I know how to think and write."

"I have been an artist for over 44 years and written many of my own statements as well as curating exhibitions, writing curatorial statements and grants, etc."

"I'm not sure what you mean by this question. In graduate school there was some minimal discussion of writing artists statements. I have read and analyzed many artists statements, many art historical documents written by artists. I have written and published a book and a number of articles; so perhaps I am self educated in writing artist's statements."

"Well, what counts as formal? I had the (very horrible) experience of writing my MFA thesis paper and artist statement for my MFA exhibition—including the idea that you are not supposed to use the word 'I' in ANY academic writing."

"Sort of. I am a professional critic and arts writer (nearly 20 years) with an MA in English literature."

"I doubt that one needs formal training in the writing of artists' statements. Training in writing about the arts in art history classes would suffice in my opinion."

"I've learned it all the hard way as an artist for the past 25 years."

"I have researched it and I am a faculty member in English with much writing experience."

Most telling perhaps were the responses to the following set of questions, which allowed for closed and open-ended responses: "The writing of artists' statements should be taught by any interested member of the visual arts faculty?" and "The writing of artists' statements should be taught by faculty trained in the teaching of writing?" Seventy-seven percent of those responding agreed or neither agreed nor disagreed with the proposition that the writing of artist statements should be taught by any interested member of the visual arts faculty. Responses to the first question included,

"Yes! If they are articulate and can spell!"

"Ideally everything should be taught by practitioners who are passionate and informed in their discipline."

"I don't think it should be restricted to, for example, art historians, or others more engaged in writing, but of course they shouldn't be kept out either."

"We have interested faculty who are not capable—where does that get you?"

Seventy-four percent of those responding agreed or neither agreed nor disagreed with the proposition that artist statements be taught by faculty trained in the teaching of writing—but here the comments suggested a clear sense that artist statements were best taught by practising artists:

"Not necessarily by those trained in teaching writing, but by those who have a strong interest and investment in writing + art."

"Only if that faculty member is also an artist."

"Artists' statements should be taught by artists with writing teachers as resources."

"If they are practicing artists, or very familiar with statements, then probably that would be best. But . . . not always."

"No, we do not need a certified writing teacher to do this task. Most faculty have sufficient skill to help students with their writing."

"Any university faculty member who can not write clearly should be fired."

"I'm not clear about your meaning. I don't want writing/lit people or art theorists teaching the writing of artists' statements. People who are not qualified artists do not have the background to teach the writing of artist's statements; they may be qualified to teach art students to write and think clearly. But then almost all colleges and universities require either writing competency or writing courses."

"Ideally, writing statements could be taught by a writing professor along side a visual arts professor."

"An unlikely event, to be sure."

"No, but such faculty would have solid, useful input."

"English profs/creative writing profs could be brought in to check mechanics and technical issues, yes. But only under the supervision of artists who are articulate about art. There's no reason to believe that a writer who is good in a craft knows anything about visual art."

Also interested in assessing what was being taught, we asked, "When teaching the writing of artist statements, what is your main focus?" The responses fell into a number of predictable categories: concern for the mechanics of writing, with frequent calls for "brevity"; a concern with audience, that is, with helping the audience understand and appreciate the work; a concern for self-expression, especially "bringing forth a sense of self" and "expressing motivation, background, and ideas in the work." A very common focus was on the artist statement as a vehicle for self-reflection, for "critical inquiry and self-understanding."

36 Another group seemed to regard the artist statement as more than a hassle or a necessary evil. Rather, they voiced an unexpected but significant concern, a set of broadly articulated interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary objectives: "exploring the creative potentials of verbal language," "translating instinct into language," "distilling the unseen points/features of the work," considering the "artist statement as a parallel work of art," recognizing that "writing communicates uniquely," and becoming more aware of the "difference between language and visual images."

37 In an effort to tease out more ingrained attitudes, we wanted to know to what extent artist statements were seen as either integral or peripheral to an artist's education. Thus we asked, "Why are artists' statements viewed or not viewed as an integral part of any artist's education?"

"Statements help students articulate a visual language."

"Communication: visual artists communicate visually but also must verbalize what their work is and why it is."

"They are a very distant 50th or 60th in importance when considered alongside everything else that must be taught."

"I teach at an institute that has many ways of intimately evaluating mastery in the arts. In my program the written statement is considered essential, but I would not say that is true across the whole school."

"We have some faculty who are more 'old school' and don't believe in artist's statements—that the artwork should speak for itself."

"Some artists will never be verbal communicators. Or particularly good thinkers. We would rather have them work on the art and spare us the written rubbish. Also, most undergraduates do not have the depth or breadth of experience to have much to write about. Statement writing is more appropriately addressed as a part of an MFA program."

"The fine arts professors consider the actual artistic work to be of supreme importance."

"Because the focus is on making art, not writing about making art. It is important, but we don't have the resources or class structure to fit this in as a focus. Our faculty are serious artists and we probably all have artist's statements that we share with our students. Our gallery posts artists' statements with shows. Students DO get exposure, and we fill this is system fill the gap [sic]. I guess in that sense, it is an integral part of our institution."

"The department is not unified on their importance. Some faculty view artist statements as integral, others do not. At our institution this is a generation gap."

"There are those that believe that art speaks for itself, as well as wanting to focus on applied skills, so it's just not a priority."

As we noted at the outset, we are still in the process of analyzing the data collected; and we are currently considering a follow-up survey to explore the initial responses more fully and to collect sample assignments, handouts, etc., from those respondents willing to provide them. We also want to consider the broader (oral) variations of the artist statement (that is, the interviews and artist talks referenced by Ulmer). At this point, we nonetheless want to risk some tentative—that is, in process—conclusions.

38 We are struck by how ubiquitous and entrenched is the notion that "art speaks for itself"; how, despite protestations to the contrary, this belief continues to characterize and configure image/text relations among those teaching writing in the visual arts community. Such a belief should be acknowledged and considered by those of us wishing to engage writing students in visual work, especially if the visual work produced aspires toward consideration as art. We need to consider what's at stake in including visual strategies, conventions, and elements—for we can do so casually, emphasizing the visual as mere illustration; or we can do so carefully, creating space in writing where the visual might indeed speak for itself. Our recent work suggests the importance of respecting the integrity of modes of communication, both the visual and the verbal, their irreducibility as well as their complementarity, as we acknowledge too that the verbal is not replaceable by the visual. The modes can speak with and to, but not for each other.

39 We are also struck by the passion that this topic elicits from our respondents. The opening quotations in section II, and their polarized perspectives, are not atypical. We want to learn more about the resistance to writing—the sometimes outright hostility to writing—voiced by those who see the visual and verbal as occupying two solitudes.

40 That said, we are also struck by the willingness of many in the artistic community to at once recognize modal differences but also see the visual and the verbal as potentially mutually supportive. Most significantly, as language theorists and composition teachers, we remain intrigued by the interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary, and transdisciplinary possibilities for integrating artist statements into the writing classroom as both subjects of analysis and models for reflective practice, with the aim of "exploring the creative potentials of verbal language," "translating instinct into language," "distilling the unseen points/features of the work," considering the "artist statement as a parallel work of art," recognizing that "writing communicates uniquely," and becoming more aware of the "difference between language and visual images." The artist statement may well offer us a readymade site to explore and practice visual rhetoric both in the composition classroom and in creative research generally.

41 The more writers (and writing instructors) consider and employ the visual not just as visual prompts or as supposedly neutral elements of design, but as culturally-freighted ways of knowing and representing, the closer we'll move toward a true, transdisciplinary configuration of verbal/visual relationships—a rhetoric that, in Ulmer's terms, locates invention as a process of encounter with difference. 
