June 7, 2008
President Carothers

University of Rhode Island

Kingston, RI  02881

Dear President Carothers,

I am writing to express my extreme distress at the news of the cancellation of the University Fine Arts Center gallery and the elimination of Judith Tolnick’s position as director of it.  Having just finished my first year teaching in the Art and Art History department at URI, I can attest to the importance of the gallery to at least four of the fundamental missions of the university:  service to the community and state population, pedagogy, professional training, and scholarly research.  Indeed, the presence of the gallery was a major attraction to me in considering URI’s job offer last summer.
The Fine Arts Center gallery is one of the richest sites in the state of Rhode Island for the exploration and discovery of contemporary art, a fact that is all the more surprising given the dominating reputation of RISD in the public perception.  In contrast to RISD’s reputation, however, the URI Fine Arts Center gallery offers free public programming, regularly shows internationally known artists, and blends that programming in with the exhibition of local and university artists to show the relevancy of their work to larger themes in the current art world.  I don’t know the exact figures for visitors to the gallery, but if the number of people who ask me for directions to the gallery in the halls of the Fine Arts Center is any indication, there is strong public interest in the gallery and its exhibitions and programs that extends the reach of the university beyond the confines of our campus and student body.  It would be a severe blow to the public to lose this vital space for the study and enjoyment of contemporary art.

The Fine Arts Center gallery also offers challening exhibitions that relate to important issues raised in both studio and art history classes at all levels.  I routinely took advantate of shows organized by Judith Tolnick to discuss gallery exhibtions with my general education, Introduction to Art class (200-250 students), and require students in my Modern Art class to visit the gallery and comment on works or shows as a part of my teaching curriculum.  Last fall’s China Rising show is just one example of the vital work that connects real artists to current issues that effect the art market, the perception of contemporary art, the relationship between Eastern and Western traditions that are all major elements of any understanding of modern and contemporary art.  The presence of the gallery and the works it displays gives my students concrete, hands-on experience with real objects, as opposed to abstract theories merely presented in lectures.  It will be a great blow to my teaching not to have the gallery as a part of my pedagogical repertoire.

In addition to pedagocial content, the gallery offers priceless professional training in the art world to students.  Through internships and student work-study positions, the Fine Arts Center gallery can provide students with the types of real situations and experience that they will need to suceed in art-related professions after graduation.  Often, the chance of having worked in a gallery will make the difference in a student’s graduate school application, attempts to exhibit their own work in area or national galleries, and museum job applications.  Because of the intimate size of the gallery, students who work with Judith Tolnick get exposure to issues in art handling and transportation, the selection and organization of works for an exhibition, and the skills necessary to publicize and comment critically on works on display through labels, press releases, catalogues, and other forms of public relations materials.  No class can ever provide them with this type of professional preparation.  I am certain that URI art majors directly, and the general student body in more general ways, will suffer dramatically if this decision is upheld.

The Fine Arts Center gallery is more than just a resource for students, however.  It also provides an outlet for faculty research into the contemporary arts and helps URI art faculty to raise both their own profile and that of the University of Rhode Island in the larger academic community.  I can speak directly to my own case, as Judith Tolnick and I were in the midst of planning of an exhibition of contemporary artists dealing with themes of domesticity and the representation of the home for Oct-Nov 2008.  This joins a major branch of my historical research into issues of domesticity and gender in the nineteenth century, and the ways that the emerging science of psychology came to be mapped onto the interior spaces of the home, which spoke metaphorically for the “inner life” of the spirit or psyche of an individual or family.  Connecting my historical research to the ways that these themes continue to play out in contemporary practice represents one of the richest branches of art history as it is currently practiced, and gave me the opportunity to situate myself, and the URI art history department as a result, at the forefront of these new disciplinary practices.  Not having an outlet for this aspect of our professional activities will be a handicap in developping the research profile of the Art and Art History department’s faculty.
The elimination of the Fine Arts Center gallery will therefore have a dramatic impact on all areas of URI’s operations in the College of the Arts and Sciences.  I think it goes without saying that, without a thriving gallery program, the Art department will have a harder time attracting new students, securing outside grants and funding for faculty research projects, and placing students into rich and challenging professions upon graduation.  Writing as I am from Paris, France, where I am spending the summer carrying out research that often takes me into the great museums and galleries of this city, I can only cringe at the thought of returning to a campus barren of the rich dialogues that contemporary art brings to Kingston.  I firmly ask you to rescind the decision to eliminate the gallery and to reinstate Judith Tolnick’s position and programming in the coming budget.  I realize that we are in a very difficult financial situation right now, but the return on the university’s investment in the gallery cannot be measured in terms of dollars, but needs to be seen as an integral part of the University’s mission as a public institution in the state of Rhode Island.  Whatever the small, short term gains in terms of next year’s budget that this elimination might represent, the long term losses that the students, faculty, and public audience of the University as a whole will suffer do not in any way justify this decision.
Thank you in advance for your consideration of these arguments.

Sincerely,

Pamela Warner

Assistant Professor of Modern Art History

Department of Art & Art History

