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The Symphony and the Garage 

First, the exhibition clearly attests to the existence of a 
peculiar Northeast Ohio tendency to define art broadly. 

'----------------------------Regionally, the word "art" embraces work typically 
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The Spirit of Cleveland, a retrospective exhibition of the 
work of Cleveland Arts Prize recipients, offers an unprece
dented view of an American art community monitoring 
and applauding its own creativity. This exhibition brings 
together the work of 34 Cleveland Arts Prize recipients in 
a presentation that is informative and uplifting. 

The exhibit establishes a long overdue parity between a 
diverse group of acknowledged masters even as it isolates 
and exalts the best of their disparate productions. The 
aggregation includes paintings, ceramics, welded assem
blages, tapestries, hollowware and a host of other works, 
all of them scattered across a spectrum of style that runs 
from the decorative to the narrative and from the expres
sionist to the conceptual. 

Throughout, this important retrospective showcases a 
powerful regional art tradition that speaks to the best 
values of contemporary art culture and to the creative 
vision of a distinguished company of thoughtful, 
inventive and culturally engaged artists. 

This essay provides an interpretive scheme within which 
the work in the exhibition can be understood. This scheme 
addresses historic and social factors as well as concerns 
typically understood as "artistic." Despite the stereotype 
of art works as inspired creations of individual genius, art 
itself is most constructively understood as a complex social 
manufacture. Artistic meaning is not inherent. Rather, it is 
assigned to various objects and gestures by the social and 
cultural groups that produce or collect them. Useful art 
history is not only a survey of objects and their makers but 
an inquiry into the way communities of people generate 
utility for the things artists create for their consumption
a consumption that is demonstrably social and intellectual 
as well as aesthetic and commercial. As one such comm
unity, modern Cleveland has created and consumed art 
vigorously since the early decades of the 20th century. 

This exhibition provides an excellent overview of that 
consumption and in the end expresses a regional art 
ethos in which Clevelanders define, identify and celebrate 
themselves. The Spirit of Cleveland highlights at least 
four aspects of the Cleveland art ethos. 

grouped elsewhere under the separate rubrics of "fine art" 
and "craft." 

Second, the retrospective speaks to Cleveland's place in the 
social evolution called modernism. The individuality every
where present in the exhibition aligns Cleveland art in a 
large and complex western cultural history. 

Third, the exhibition suggests that artists in Cleveland 
create art in a number of overlapping spheres of artistic 
self-awareness-spheres in which their work can be 
viewed simultaneously as central and marginal. Working 
in their studios, artists are centered in the project of their 
own self-expression. But as that expression takes form in 
accumulated strokes of paint or in an interweave of 
colored yarn or in the stretch of a silver plate being raised 
by a hundred hammer blows, a lineage of forbears looks 
on. The individual artist in a cultural context is subsumed into 
a dense network of technical and aesthetic art traditions. 

Finally, the exhibition speaks volumes about the patronage 
system of contemporary Cleveland. It attests to the social 
and cultural ferment that delimits, promotes and sustains 
artistic activity in Northeast Ohio. Each of these four sub
jects becomes the focus of an essay intended to reveal the 
Cleveland Arts Prize as a unique portrait of Cleveland's 
creative self. 

The mix of ideas and styles observable in this exhibition 
reflects the heterogeneity of Cleveland's art tradition. It 
also curiously anticipates the growing tendency of all 
Americans to understand art and creativity as inclusive 
rather than exclusive forces in their nation's cultural life. 

That inclusiveness is a legacy in Ohio that expresses the 
democratic spirit that attended the settlement of the 
American heartland. It continues to inform the region's 
view of everything from education to the arts. A region 
that has long associated itself with populist politics affirms 
its egalitarianism through a persistent distrust of elitism of 
every sort. 

In Ohio, this distrust has compelled the region to reject the 
hierarchies that traditionally set the fine arts of painting 
and sculpture over, and against, the decorative arts, more 
commonly known as the crafts. 

Designer-painter-ceramist Viktor Schreckengost (Arts Prize 
1973) established the Cleveland Institute of Art's industrial 
design department in 1933. His plan followed a simple 
dictum: "I don't think anyone should be limited to one 
material. I insisted that every one of our designers take 
ceramics. They had to take metals, they had to take 
weaving and whatever else they needed to broaden
their field." 

• 

As early as 1919, William M. Milliken, curator of painting 
and decorative arts at the Cleveland Museum of Art, urged 
the organizers of the annual May Show to enforce a parity 
between the arts. He argued against the notion, then 
generally accepted, that printmaking and the crafts played 
subordinate roles to painting and sculpture, and urged 
Cleveland collectors to buy the ceramics, enamels, metal 
work and prints exhibited in the May Show. 

The inclusive character of the Cleveland Arts Prize today 
reflects the ecumenical spirit Milliken first harnessed more 
than 70 years ago to encourage egalitarianism in Ohio's 
regional art consciousness. 

Another factor sustaining the parity between fine art and 
the crafts in Cleveland involves language. The fine artists in 
the region frequently refer to the "craft" of painting or to 
the "discipline" of drawing. The connotations of those 
!.!sages mirror craftspersons allusions to "the weaver's art" 
or references to potters as "ceramic artists." In a pan
disciplinary way, Cleveland's art makers acknowledge the 
art of craft and the craft of art. Behind that consensus is 
the keen regional awareness that all of the visual arts have 
long and illustrious histories in which great pots and tapes
tries artistically rival the greatest paintings and sculptures. 

On the subject of names and labels, Lilian Tyrrell (Arts 
Prize 1992) says; "I just call myself an artist and if they ask 
further, I say I'm a weaver because that's what I do-I 
weave." Discussing the various influences that have shaped 
their work, most Cleveland Arts Prize artists cite a number 
of masterworks from their disciplines that have found their 
way into the world's great museums. Assessing the work of 
ancient metal workers, jeweler John Paul Miller (Arts Prize 
1961) spoke of his "sense of wonder when you get back to 
some of the really ancient pieces; as to how they ever 
crafted with such perfection, with the tools and technology 
available to them." On the subject of confronting the Mark 
Rothko Chapel in Houston, Texas, painter Julian Stanczak 
(Arts Prize 1969) said "you have to bring to the chapel your 
own experience of Rothko." 

Similar historic awareness and similar ideas of the artist's 
responsibility to art history inform the thinking of most of 
the Cleveland Arts Prize artists. History, it seems, can be 
humbling and inspiring at the same time, and Cleveland's 
fine artists and craftspersons find common ground in their 
shared experience of art as history. 

Today's Cleveland artists also share an understanding of 
art making as an activity integrally associated with the 
physical manipulation of processes and materials. Theirs 
is a common embrace of a work ethic and the belief that 
an artist's hands can infuse meanings to materials that are 
independent from meanings generated by the mind and 
the imagination. 

Discussing his hollowware as "free form," silversmith 
Frederick Miller (Arts Prize 1968) says, "A lot of these came 
about because of the technique of making, and a response 
to the material." Curiously, the "process and materials" 
approach to art making exemplified in his statement, and 
throughout the exhibition, owes something to Cleveland's 
industrial history. It reflects the values and beliefs of the 
region's blue-collar working class. In Cleveland, the guild 
halls with their craft history and the ateliers of fine arts 
history are part of a regional pragmatic studio practice 
resembling that of the skilled tradesmen still employed in 
the shops and factories of the industrial Great Lakes. 

Despite its nod to the influence of history, tradition and 
craftsmanship, the exhibition emphatically argues that 
originality and artistic freedom have found expression in 
productions by Cleveland artists of every stripe. Although 
many of the works in the exhibition evoke forms and 
images that can be traced to other times and cultures, 
those works are confidently presumed by their makers 
to exist solidly in the present time and place-and to 
be of sufficient originality to survive on their own into 
the evolving future. 

Speculating on whether his art might appeal to the New 
York art audience, painter John Pearson (Arts Prize 1975) 
groused, "If New Yorkers are interested, they'll be 
interested; and, if they're not, they're not." 

Like contemporary regional artists all across America, 
Pearson and his fellow artists in the Cleveland area have 
a realistic, tough-minded understanding of the several 
art worlds they inhabit. By choice they have committed 
themselves to living situations that they believe support 
their artisti� independence. Other considerations, including 
the marketing of their work, have a lower priority. 

The artist community presented in this exhibit does not 
consider itself peripheral to the art scenes of New York and 
Chicago. In an important series of interviews that attended 
the formulation of this essay, the artists revealed their 
views on the idea of margins and centers. To a person, the 
artists polled all claimed to be in Northeast Ohio by choice. 
In their own ways, each of them discussed isolation as a 
form of freedom. 
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What community would undertake to define itself by a case of gold broaches or in a stack of granite slabs flooded with 
water or through a woven wall hanging depicting a scarred battlefield somewhere in the Middle East? Only this one-this 
Cleveland. In this particular community those works first appeared and began their search for meaning. It is also in the 
matrix of Cleveland's relationship to the rest of the world that these gestures search out the permissions that will admit 
them to yet wider arenas of cultural consumption and artistic utility. With Cleveland as both an adversary and an ally, the 
work presented in this exhibition encourages the world to speak to Cleveland and, conversely, allows Cleveland to speak 
back to the world. 

To and from the world? Not as complicated or high handed as it seems. Actually, tt,at presumption comes into play every 
time anyone talks about the cathedral dome in Florence, Italy, or about the baptistry doors nearby and the carved figures 
guarding the Medici tombs down the street. If there had been one, the Florence Arts Prize would have gone to the 
regional artists who made those wonders because Renaissance Florence still speaks to the world through them. The 
world responds every time it invokes the names of Brunelleschi, Ghiberti and Michelangelo. But that was then. 

Today's Cleveland Arts Prize cannot be viewed with such historic hindsight. It remains something of an enigma possessed 
of a touch of arrogance and naivete. All of that aside, the Cleveland Arts Prize survives and prevails because it is, first and 
foremost, an embodiment of the good faith of a community looking positively at itself. The Spirit of Cleveland is emphati
cally a cultural and an artistic event. As a text, it documents a particular regional art and taste evolving through three 
important decades of history. As a visual symphony it proclaims the spirit of pluralism that is defining late 20th century 
America. Most important, the Cleveland Arts Prize retrospective gives its audience a rare glimpse of the project of culture 
at work and offers persuasive witness to the power of collective creativity in the shaping of an age. 

Michael D. Hall is a noted sculptor, art critic and lecturer, independent curator and art collector. 

We're 

He wrote this essay for a catalog produced by the Cleveland Institute of Art. 

This exhibition was organized by the Cleveland Institute of Art and supported by 
The Cleveland Foundation, Cleveland Institute of Art, Elizabeth Firestone Graham. 
Foundation, Ms. Agnes Gund, The George Gund Foundation, Nesnadny & Schwartz, 
Nissan Design International, Ohio Arts Council and Ohio Building Authority. 

The Ohio Arts Council, a state agency established in 1965, is committed to the eco-

nomic, educational and cultural development of Ohio. The Council believes the arts 

should be shared by the people of Ohio. The arts arise from public, individual and 
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■ 
Barbara S. Robinson, OAC Board Chairperson 
Wayne P. Lawson, Executive Director 
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The Ohio Arts Council is an equal opportunity employer. 

Ohio Arts Council 
727 East Main Street 
Columbus, OH 43205-1796 
614/466-2613 
Visit us on the Webb http://www.oac.ohio.gov 

The Riffe Gallery, operated by the Ohio Arts Council, 
showcases the work of Ohio's artists and the 
collections of the state's museums and galleries. 

Riffe Gallery 

Vern Riffe Center for 
Government and the Arts 
77 South High Street 
Columbus, Ohio 
614/644-9624 

Gallery Hours 

M,Tu,W 11-4 
Th,F 11-7:30 
Sat,Sun 12-4 
Free Admission Share the Arts 

RIFFE GALLERY ·. :·

• 

Visual Arts Recipients of 
the. Cleveland Arts Prize, 1961-1995 

At the Riffe Gallery 
May 9 to July 27, 1996 

Organized by the Cleveland Institute of Art 
Dennison W. Griffith, Curator 

Ohio Arts Council 
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" ... one doesn't I indr e power on the outJ�:;j./ut on thE,side." R 
-Julian Stanczak

Julian Stanczak poetically summed up the sentiment of most of his colleagues when he said, "In order to find peace in one's 
creative life, one doesn't find the power on the outside, but on the inside. And in order to find that power, you have to 
find correct accommodations." 

Contemporary Cleveland artists value the privacy they have found in their regional situation, yet they have fully exploited 
the sales and exhibition opportunities offered by their modern technological world-opportunities that include exposures 
in galleries and museums all across America and even in Europe and Asia. 

Something of the American notion of self-reliance and individualism is indelibly printed on the thinking of Cleveland's 
artists. Their statements consistently echo the views of the early settlers who first pushed into the Western Reserve in search 
of prosperity and identity. Sometimes their remarks are tinged with isolationism. 

Painter Shirley Aley Campbell (Arts Prize 1986) says, "I can never understand why Franz Kline and all those people used to 
sit around and have coffee and talk art. That would bore the hell out of me." 

Such assertions of independence also betray a modernist legacy that flourishes in Cleveland's art community. Internalizing 
the modernist myths that venerate the artistic individualism of Paul Gauguin, Pablo Picasso, Frida Kahlo, Jackson Pollock 
and others, Cleveland's artists view artistic freedom and independence as a birthright to be protected and nurtured. 

Painter-sculptor Ed Mieczkowski remembers his discovery 
of Cezanne: "I became convinced that Cezanne repre
sented what I call the freedom element. He just responded 
rather than having a master plan." 

Today, without a master plan, Mieczkowski has designated 
one area in his studio as a laboratory available to any artist 
who needs space to create experimental work. He calls 
that space The Idea Garage. Affirming the universality of 
creativity, and nodding to D.H. Lawrence, Mieczkowski 
says "Art comes from somewhere, passes through you. You 
process it a little bi't, then you give it back." In similar acts 
and utterances, other Cleveland Arts Prize artists also 
express their keen regard for the ideal of artistic freedom. 
In so doing, they align themselves in a world view common 
to modern writers, musicians and philosophers alike. 
Exercising their regional identity, Cleveland's artists 
synthesize pioneer America and the contemporary 
international avant-garde. Judging from the work in 
this exhibition they do so in ways that enhance, rather 
than confuse, their creative productivity. 

Another important dimension of the exhibition is its inclu
sion of artists from a rich diversity of backgrounds. Some 
of the artists studied in European academies, while others 
were trained in American universities and art schools. Still 
others can be legitimately described as self-taught. Some 
came to Cleveland from cosmopolitan centers in the east 
and in Europe, while others found their way to the city 
from farms and small towns far removed from urban 
commerce and culture. 

Some came to their art inspired by the work of the stan
dard pantheon of great western painters and sculptors, 
while others found their creativity through the mentoring 
of a special teacher or through the emulation of an artist 
friend. More than a few acknowledged the influence of a 
father who tinkered with machinery or of a mother who 
sewed and gardened. The voices in the exhibition resonate 
high and low, but always ring with confidence. Perhaps the 
most revealing comment about the positivism of contem
porary Cleveland artists came from painter Donald Harvey 
(Arts Prize 1991) who recounts that he was determined to 
become an artist after hearing his father assert "there 
are still some things you can do something about in your 
own garage." 

The "big tent" embrace of the Cleveland Arts Prize is 
remarkable for its ability to enfold and sustain the many 
conflicting and even dualistic conditions that attend a 
regional art scene. First among them is the cultural schizo
phrenia that affects communities that experience them
selves simultaneously in terms of centrality and marginality. 

The Arts Prize was conceived to recognize the preeminence 
of Cleveland and the Cleveland Institute of Art in a very 
circumscribed world. In one sense, the prize embodies a 
spirit of local and regional chauvinism that must operate 
within a certain closure-ignoring or disregarding art 
worlds beyond Cleveland. 

On the other hand, to be meaningful and efficacious, the 
prize must embody a Cleveland belief that its recipients are 
creatively and artistically the equal of artists anywhere. 
The prize makes Cleveland and its art central in one con
text, and simultaneously part of a whole system of other 
contexts in which both can easily be viewed as peripheral. 

■ ■ 
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In a like manner, if the Arts Prize were endlessly awarded 
to artists recycling some established "Cleveland style" it 
would quickly become a parody. From its own historic 
center Cleveland must extend the prize that bears its name 
to artists who create work that directly challenges the city's 
established art. In practice, the Cleveland Arts Prize must 
continually fold artistic margins into an ever-changing 
center and, in effect, maintain itself as a canon while 
constantly subverting its own orthodoxy. 

At its best, the Cleveland Arts Prize is an interesting, and 
sometimes ironic, marker of its time, embodying both the 
potentials and the frustrations that confront art and artists 
all across America. Somehow, it has been married to that 
purpose from the start. Even as John Paul Miller stepped 
forward to accept the first award in 1961, the art world 
that he and others of his generation had known since the 
Great Depression was about to undergo sweeping change. 
The Arts Prize, as an institution, would be forced to 
acknowledge and keep pace with that change. 

For sculptors, photographers and painters that change 
would establish New York City as the dominant force in an 
international fine arts hegemony. In the early 1960s an 
unprecedented emergence of an expanded fine art market 
in New York was fed by a host of newly established gal
leries promoting all manner of innovative avant-garde 
work. In response, new museums and new arts promo
tional agencies sprang up in Manhattan. 

Following suit, the art criticism press became centralized in 
New York. Even Art Forum magazine, the voice of West 
Coast art, folded its base in Los Angeles and relocated in 
the East alongside Art in America and Art News. In that 
heady centralizing mode, a cadre of emerging New York 
critics took up the cause of extolling and enforcing the art 
of the center. 

At the same time, a host of young painters, sculptors, 
printmakers and photographers, many recently certified 
with MFA degrees from art schools and university art 
departments across the country, embarked on a great 
migration that trans-planted them to studios in the 
Manhattan warehouse district the art world came to call 
SoHo. The most ambitious of those who did not relocate 
attempted to keep pace by making semiannual treks to 
the city to show slides and photos of their latest work to 
the dealers and curators who had become the brokers in 
the new power center. 

In response to that pattern of fine arts centralization, the 
Ford Foundation awarded a sizable grant to New York's 
Whitney Museum in the late 1960s that allowed the 
museum to send several curators out of the city into the 
hinterlands of America to search out the most interesting 
paintings and sculpture being produced in various parts 
of the country. That work was showcased in the museum's 
annual survey of the current state of American art. 

Thus, the Whitney Annual, previously a rather parochial 
Who's Who of New York art, became a biennial event the 
art world came to view as the measure of all that was 
defining and important in American art. More than any 
other event, the post-1968 Whitney Biennials crowned 
New York as the American art world-and insured for 
the New York art market the point position in a commerce 
that siphoned art from the margins to the center and, 
conversely, extended New York taste and critical 
perspectives from the center outward into studios, 
galleries and museum{all aero� the land. 

Fine artists in Cleveland, like those in most other regional 
centers, suddenly became players in a big game, but most 
often found themselves sitting on the bench. Their May 
Show, too, found itself sidelined by glittery biennials 
trumpeted to Clevelanders, not just in the art press, but 
through full-color spreads in Time and Newsweek. 

In a curious inversion of the fine arts model, the American 
craft scene in the 1960s was a study in sustained decentral
ization. The American craft movement has roots that run 
deep into rural agrarian life. Writers in the 1940s estimated 
that perhaps as many as 2,000,000 Americans practiced one 
or another handicraft, and were quick to note that the 
vast majority of those craft workers lived away from urban 
centers. Thus, the late century craft movement, marrying 
its homegrown folk traditions to the rusticity and anti
urbanism of the English arts and crafts movement, 
established its centers in the nation's regions. 

Throughout the 1950s the Black Mountain School in North 
Carolina spawned a generation of American weavers. In 
the 1960s the centers for American woodworking were to 
be found in rural Pennsylvania, small towns in northern 
California and in Rochester, New York. Much of the best 
jewelry and met81smithing of the era emanated from 
Cleveland, while the birth of the American studio glass 
movement can be traced to one seminal 1962 workshop 
in Toledo. For aspiring young potters in the 1960s, the 
mentors of choice were to be found working and 
teaching in western New York, Ohio, Michigan, 
Montana and California. 

"Art comes from somewhere, passes through-you. You proce� it a little bit, then you give it back." 

-Ed Mieczkowski
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Julian Stanczak poetically summed up the sentiment of most of his colleagues when he said, "In order to find peace in one's 
creative life, one doesn't find the power on the outside, but on the inside. And in order to find that power, you have to 
find correct accommodations." 

Contemporary Cleveland artists value the privacy they have found in their regional situation, yet they have fully exploited 
the sales and exhibition opportunities offered by their modern technological world-opportunities that include exposures 
in galleries and museums all across America and even in Europe and Asia. 

Something of the American notion of self-reliance and individualism is indelibly printed on the thinking of Cleveland's 
artists. Their statements consistently echo the views of the early settlers who first pushed into the Western Reserve in search 
of prosperity and identity. Sometimes their remarks are tinged with isolationism. 

Painter Shirley Aley Campbell (Arts Prize 1986) says, "I can never understand why Franz Kline and all those people used to 
sit around and have coffee and talk art. That would bore the hell out of me." 

Such assertions of independence also betray a modernist legacy that flourishes in Cleveland's art community. Internalizing 
the modernist myths that venerate the artistic individualism of Paul Gauguin, Pablo Picasso, Frida Kah lo, Jackson Pollock 
and others, Cleveland's artists view artistic freedom and independence as a birthright to be protected and nurtured. 

Painter-sculptor Ed Mieczkowski remembers his discovery 
of Cezanne: "I became convinced that Cezanne repre
sented what I call the freedom element. He just responded 
rather than having a master plan." 

Today, without a master plan, Mieczkowski has designated 
one area in his studio as a laboratory available to any artist 
who needs space to create experimental work. He calls 
that space The Idea Garage. Affirming the universality of 
creativity, and nodding to D.H. Lawrence, Mieczkowski 
says "Art comes from somewhere, passes through you. You 
process it a little bit, then you give it back." In similar acts 
and utterances, other Cleveland Arts Prize artists also 
express their keen regard for the ideal of artistic freedom. 
In so doing, they align themselves in a world view common 
to modern writers, musicians and philosophers alike. 
Exercising their regional identity, Cleveland's artists 
synthesize pioneer America and the contemporary 
international avant-garde. Judging from the work in 
this exhibition they do so in ways that enhance, rather 
than confuse, their creative productivity. 

Another important dimension of the exhibition is its inclu
sion of artists from a rich diversity of backgrounds. Some 
of the artists studied in European academies, while others 
were trained in American universities and art schools. Still 
others can be legitimately described as self-taught. Some 
came to Cleveland from cosmopolitan centers in the east 
and in Europe, while others found their way to the city 
from farms and small towns far removed from urban 
commerce and culture. 

Some came to their art inspired by the work of the stan
dard pantheon of great western painters and sculptors, 
while others found their creativity through the mentoring 
of a special teacher or through the emulation of an artist 
friend. More than a few acknowledged the influence of a 
father who tinkered with machinery or of a mother who 
sewed and gardened. The voices in the exhibition resonate 
high and low, but always ring with confidence. Perhaps the 
most revealing comment about the positivism of contem
porary Cleveland artists came from painter Donald Harvey 
(Arts Prize 1991) who recounts that he was determined to 
become an artist after hearing his father assert "there 
are still some things you can do something about in your 
own garage." 

The "big tent" embrace of the Cleveland Arts Prize is 
remarkable for its ability to enfold and sustain the many 
conflicting and even dualistic conditions that attend a 
regional art scene. First among them is the cultural schizo
phrenia that affects communities that experience them
selves simultaneously in terms of centrality and marginality. 

The Arts Prize was conceived to recognize the preeminence 
of Cleveland and the Cleveland Institute of Art in a very 
circumscribed world. In one sense, the prize embodies a 
spirit of local and regional chauvinism that must operate 
within a certain closure-ignoring or disregarding art 
worlds beyond Cleveland. 

On the other hand, to be meaningful and efficacious, the 
prize must embody a Cleveland belief that its recipients are 
creatively and artistically the equal of artists anywhere. 
The prize makes Cleveland and its art central in one con
text, and simultaneously part of a whole system of other 
contexts in which both can easily be viewed as peripheral. 
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In a like manner, if the Arts Prize were endlessly awarded 
to artists recycling some established "Cleveland style" it 
would quickly become a parody. From its own historic 
center Cleveland must extend the prize that bears its name 
to artists who create work that directly challenges the city's 
established art. In practice, the Cleveland Arts Prize must 
continually fold artistic margins into an ever-changing 
center and, in effect, maintain itself as a canon while 
constantly subverting its own orthodoxy. 

At its best, the Cleveland Arts Prize is an interesting, and 
sometimes ironic, marker of its time, embodying both the 
potentials and the frustrations that confront art and artists 
all across America. Somehow, it has been married to that 
purpose from the start. Even as John Paul Miller stepped 
forward to accept the first award in 1961, the art world 
that he and others of his generation had known since the 
Great Depression was about to undergo sweeping change. 
The Arts Prize, as an institution, would be forced to 
acknowledge and keep pace with that change. 

For sculptors, photographers and painters that change 
would establish New York City as the dominant force in an 
international fine arts hegemony. In the early 1960s an 
unprecedented emergence of an expanded fine art market 
in New York was fed by a host of newly established gal
leries promoting all manner of innovative avant-garde 
work. In response, new museums and new arts promo
tional agencies sprang up in Manhattan. 

Following suit, the art criticism press became centralized in 
New York. Even Art Forum magazine, the voice of West 
Coast art, folded its base in Los Angeles and relocated in 
the East alongside Art in America and Art News. In that 
heady centralizing mode, a cadre of emerging New York 
critics took up the cause of extolling and enforcing the art 
of the center. 

At the same time, a host of young painters, sculptors, 
printmakers and photographers, many recently certified 
with MFA degrees from art schools and university art 
departments across the country, embarked on a great 
migration that trans-planted them to studios in the 
Manhattan warehouse district the art world came to call 
SoHo. The most ambitious of those who did not relocate 
attempted to keep pace by making semiannual treks to 
the city to show slides and photos of their latest work to 
the dealers and curators who had become the brokers in 
the new power center. 

In response to that pattern of fine arts centralization, the 
Ford Foundation awarded a sizable grant to New York's 
Whitney Museum in the late 1960s that allowed the 
museum to send several curators out of the city into the 
hinterlands of America to search out the most interesting 
paintings and sculpture being produced in various parts 
of the country. That work was showcased in the museum's 
annual survey of the current state of American art. 

Thus, the Whitney Annual, previously a rather parochial 
Who's Who of New York art, became a biennial event the 
art world came to view as the measure of all that was 
defining and important in American art. More than any 
other event, the post-1968 Whitney Biennials crowned 
New York as the American art world-and insured for 
the New York art market the point position in a commerce 
that siphoned art from the margins to the center and, 
conversely, extended New York taste and critical 
perspectives from the C}nter o�ard into studios, 
galleries and museums' all across the land. 

Fine artists in Cleveland, like those in most other regional 
centers, suddenly became players in a big game, but most 
often found themselves sitting on the bench. Their May 
Show, too, found itself sidelined by glittery biennials 
trumpeted to Clevelanders, not just in the art press, but 
through full-color spreads in nme and Newsweek. 

In a curious inversion of the fine arts model, the American 
craft scene in the 1960s was a study in sustained decentral
ization. The American craft movement has roots that run 
deep into rural agrarian life. Writers in the 1940s estimated 
that perhaps as many as 2,000,000 Americans practiced one 
or another handicraft, and were quick to note that the 
vast majority of those craft workers lived away from urban 
centers. Thus, the late century craft movement, marrying 
its homegrown folk traditions to the rusticity and anti
urbanism of the English arts and crafts movement, 
established its centers in the nation's regions. 

Throughout the 1950s the Black Mountain School in North 
Carolina spawned a generation of American weavers. In 
the 1960s the centers for American woodworking were to 
be found in rural Pennsylvania, small towns in northern 
California and in Rochester, New York. Much of the best 
jewelry and metcflsmithing of the era emanated from 
Cleveland, while the birth of the American studio glass 
movement can be traced to one seminal 1962 workshop 
in Toledo. For aspiring young potters in the 1960s, the 
mentors of choice were to be found working and 
teaching in western New York, Ohio, Michigan, 
Montana and California. 

"Art comes from somewhere, passes through you. You process it a little bit, then you give it back." 

-Ed Mieczkowski
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What community would undertake to define itself by a case of gold broaches or in a stack of granite slabs flooded with 
water or through a woven wall hanging depicting a scarred battlefield somewhere in the Middle East? Only this one-this 
Cleveland. In this particular community those works first appeared and began their search for meaning. It is also in the 
matrix of Cleveland's relationship to the rest of the world that these gestures search out the permissions that will admit 
them to yet wider arenas of cultural consumption and artistic utility. With Cleveland as both an adversary and an ally, the 
work presented in this exhibition encourages the world to speak to Cleveland and, conversely, allows Cleveland to speak 
back to the world. 

To and from the world? Not as complicated or high handed as it seems. Actually, that presumption comes into play every 
time anyone talks about the cathedral dome in Florence, Italy, or about the baptistry doors nearby and the carved figures 
guarding the Medici tombs down the street. If there had been one, the Florence Arts Prize would have gone to the 
regional artists who made those wonders because Renaissance Florence still speaks to the world through them. The 
world responds every time it invokes the names of Brunelleschi, Ghiberti and Michelangelo. But that was then. 

Today's Cleveland Arts Prize cannot be viewed with such historic hindsight. It remains something of an enigma possessed 
of a touch of arrogance and naivete. All of that aside, the Cleveland Arts Prize survives and prevails because it is, first and 
foremost, an embodiment of the good faith of a community lookin�rpositively at itself. The Spirit of Cleveland is emphati
cally a cultural and an artistic event. As a text, it documents a particular regional art and taste evolving through three 
important decades of history. As a visual symphony it proclaims the seirit of pluralism that is defining late 20th century
America. Most important, the Cleveland Arts Prize retrospective gives 'its audience a rare glimpse of the project of culture 
at work and offers persuasive witness to the power of collective creativity in the shaping of an age. 

Michael D. Hall is a noted sculptor; art critic and lecturer; independent curator and art collector. 
He wrote this essay for a catalog produced by the Cleveland Institute of Art. 

This exhibition was organized by the Cleveland Institute of Art and supported by 
The Cleveland Foundation, Cleveland Institute of Art, Elizabeth Firestone Graham. 
Foundation, Ms. Agnes Gund, The George Gund Foundation, Nesnadny & Schwartz, 
Nissan Design International, Ohio Arts Council and Ohio Building Authority. 

The Ohio Arts Council, a state agency established in 1965, is committed to the eco-
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Th OAC supports and encourages those efforts. organizational efforts. e 

nomic, educational and cultural development of Ohio. The Council believes the arts 

should be shared by the people of Ohio. The arts arise from public, individual and 
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Barbara S. Robinson, 
Wayne P. Lawson, Executive Director 

The Ohio Arts Council is an equal opportunity employer. 

Ohio Arts Council 
727 East Main Street 
Columbus, OH 43205-1796 
614/466-2613 
Visit us on the Webb http://www.oac.ohio.gov 

The Riffe Gallery, operated by the Ohio Arts Council, 
showcases the work of Ohio's artists and the 
collections of the state's museums and galleries. 

Riffe Gallery 
Vern Riffe Center for 
Government and the Arts 
77 South High Street 
Columbus, Ohio 
614/644-9624 

Gallery Hours 
M,Tu,W 11-4 
Th,F 11-7:30 
Sat,Sun 12-4 
Free Admission 

• 
Share the Arts 
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