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CONCERNING THE DEMISE OF THE FINE ARTS CENTER GALLERIES, UNIVERSITY OF RHODE ISLAND

Statement by Judith Tolnick Champa, director and curator

The Fine Arts Center Galleries are recognized as the sole large-scale public outreach program for the presentation of the visual arts in Rhode Island, operating a carefully curated operation for a dedicated Photography Gallery, Main and Corridor Gallery venues. The Galleries are arguably the most important cultural resource in the southern half of the State, and have gained national (and increasingly international) recognition with a first-class exhibition program, a kunsthalle style program that is always open to the public free of charge.

The Galleries also prominently educate student staff engaged in hands-on practica through the Curatorial Internship (Art 300) for which Judith is Instructor of record. The Director’s Curatorial Internship has launched several generations of art and art history students on graduate careers in the arts, or immediate entry-level praxis. Interns have returned as enthusiastic volunteers for several high visibility programs post-graduation. 

The elimination of the Fine Arts Center Galleries as part of a destructive cost-cutting program by URI is a terrible, irretrievable mistake.  The Galleries are a major cultural and educational resource at a time when the State is seeking to capitalize on its cultural assets and encouraging cultural tourism. Such a short-sighted decision is more than confounding. It is profoundly self-defeating. 

The Galleries have appeared consistently on the cultural destination map of tourists, an increasingly important source of revenue for the State of RI. They have attracted participation from numerous public audiences across RI and the northeast. Wide and deep service to the immediate and broad academic communities of the University is a hallmark of the Galleries' programming. 

Grants and financial support large and small have sustained the Galleries significantly throughout the 17-year tenure of Galleries' Director Judith Tolnick Champa. Thousands of dollars have been raised by the Director, and gifts of valuable works of art have also come to the University through its agency.

On campus, the program has gained the stalwart support of the Alumni Association, Art Department, Honors Program and Visiting Scholars Committee, Humanities Committee, and Multicultural Center. Additionally, URI Colleges of Arts & Sciences; Engineering; Human Science and Services; Nursing; Pharmacy and Program in Gerontology; Weyker Endowment in Thanatology; Office of Graduate Studies, Research and Outreach and Student Senate all contributed impressively to one memorable project. 

Beyond the academic departments and programs, annual program support has come from Fidelity Investments, Smithfield, RI, our leading corporate sponsor. Grants have been secured from Artists Resource Trust, a Fund of the Berkshire Taconic Community Foundation (A.R.T. Fund); Goethe-Institut, Boston, New England Foundation for the Arts Exhibition Incentive Program, The Rhode Island Foundation, RI State Council for the Arts, Providence Journal, Rhode Island 2000, a joint project of First Night, Providence, the Rhode Island Committee for the Humanities and the Rhode Island State Council on the Arts with funding from the State of Rhode Island; the State of Rhode Island (Department of Education (legislative grant); Department of Elderly Affairs; Forum on Aging; Department of Mental Health, Retardation and Hospitals) and the former Shearwater Foundation, Nottingham, England.

In early 2008 the Galleries were selected as one of some 180 college and university art museums gifted nationwide by the Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts.  The unprecedented gift to URI and its sister institutions, made through the Andy Warhol Photographic Legacy Program in honor of the foundation’s 20th anniversary, consists of 28,543 original Warhol photographs valued in excess of $28 million. 

On an entirely personal note, I submit this statement: 

“Collaboration has been key to the success of the Fine Arts Center Galleries enterprise.  Its strategic location has enabled the University of Rhode Island to develop many mutually beneficial partnerships with multiple arts communities in and outside the State, significantly enhancing the University’s profile in the process and putting it on the cultural map.  

As a professional deeply committed to these collaborations, I have nurtured them since I first took on the directorship/curatorship in 1991, knowing that they would bring about the richest and most wide-ranging experiences with contemporary art for the Rhode Island public. Indeed, I even named the Fine Arts Center Galleries, a fundamental and simple branding mechanism that never had been undertaken before.

I am proud that the Galleries have won great respect both within and beyond Rhode Island because of this work.  In our State, the Galleries are now a unique, leading laboratory for educational encounters with contemporary art in its many, varied manifestations.  

Given this record of the Galleries achievements since 1991, I am astonished and dismayed that the University of Rhode Island would choose to eliminate this demonstrably educational, award-winning, and also general public minded visual arts programming.  Their summary announced cancellation, along with their director/curator’s position, is a disservice to the University, to the public and to the State. 

At a time when we recognized that the arts have a substantial role to play in the Rhode Island economy, it is beyond comprehension that the inexpensive but astoundingly rich program of the Galleries would be destroyed by the University to which it has brought substantial distinction. The bang for the buck is immeasurable.”

GET INVOLVED NOW SESSION

All individuals in the arts in Rhode Island are urged to come together on

Tuesday, June 10, 4 pm, Main Gallery, Fine Arts Center Galleries

Led by Marc Levitt, the session is conceived as a “brainstorming” meeting to assess together the dire situation at hand and to formulate action options to reverse it. 

PS: I believe we can constitute a body to interrupt and cancel the death-knell tolling of public arts programming in and for the State of Rhode Island.

