Review of Herron School of Art and Design 

Master of Fine Arts in Visual Arts

Proposal 

In March of 1896, eighteen artists gathered in Chicago to found The Society of Western Artists.  The Society was comprised of three artists from each of the cities of Indianapolis, Cleveland, Detroit, Chicago, St. Louis and Cincinnati.  The fundamental difference between what would now be called the Midwestern artists and those on the Eastern seaboard was the lack of access to the resources necessary for building a career, since the major annual exhibitions of America occurred in New York and Philadelphia.  Although these exhibitions accepted qualified work by Western artists, they were taken less seriously as artists of national importance.

The Society of Western Artists wished to bring their work “before the public in a more satisfactory manner,” to demonstrate that an artist did NOT need to reside in New York City to make a living.  The Society’s primary function was to establish an annual exhibition of members’ work to circulate among the cities of its membership.  The size and visibility of the traveling exhibit virtually guaranteed reviews in the nation’s art periodicals.

Establishing oneself as an artist in today’s Midwest may be as challenging as it was a century ago.  Aspiring artists must not only find time and energy to create art, they must be prepared to advocate, collaborate, market and publicly interpret their work.  Hoosier artists, past and present, typically survive by working regular day jobs, jealously guarding discretionary time to pursue their personal creativity.  The lucky ones find professions that parallel their artistic interests, like commercial or interior design or joining the academic ranks to teach art history or studio courses.

  As undergraduates, art students ideally learn the history of art and cultures, how to critique each other’s work, and how to express themselves in multiple mediums.  But obtaining a background in art history and/or honing skills in the studio do not fully prepare artists and/or art advocates for survival within their chosen careers in the twenty-first century.

The proposed graduate degree program at the Herron School of Art and Design will carry the school’s well-respected existing curriculum a step closer to actually preparing artists for the practicalities of a profession in the arts.  The graduate students’ public art interactions with politicians, curators, patrons and other artists will be invaluable training.  An artist who is unwilling or unable to work easily with those already established in the art community is an artist who will not easily thrive.

In addition, the proposed graduate leadership in the business side of project management, including formal presentations, the creation of budgets and time lines, running team meetings and dealing with unforeseen challenges, will be useful for any number of professions.  In almost any field today, a masters’ degree is a necessity for career advancement.  Particularly in the museum and 

not-for-profit arenas, one cannot anticipate curatorial or responsible administrative employment without advanced degree credentials.

The city of Indianapolis has recently positioned itself to be a receptive environment for public art projects, as the audience for the visual arts expands.  Collaborations between arts organizations and private corporations are celebrated annually at Start With Arts banquets.  The proposal to engage Herron graduate students in public art projects will be a “win-win” for all involved.  Not only do the students benefit from practical experience, the community gains more aesthetic and/or thought-provoking surroundings.

A graduate program in visual arts at the Herron School of Design is long overdue.  It will add to the credibility and prestige of Herron, and provide advanced education for those who are serious about their art careers.  The time is right for Indianapolis to establish a national reputation for its creative spaces,  distinctive art vocation leadership, and artist-friendly community.  The time is right to demonstrate, once and for all, that an artist does NOT need to reside in New York City to make a living.                
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