ICFAD Roundtable Presentation: Original Thinking of Artists as a Public Good for Society

Drawing upon my experience as a practicing musician and as an academic leader at the University of New Mexico, California Institute of the Arts, Cornish College of the Arts and now at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas (UNLV) I will explore how the knowledge economy is being transformed into an economy increasingly dependent on original ideas. Artists, who are incredibly adept at creating knowledge through well-developed use of the imagination and creative practice, have had and will continue to have an important role as original thinkers in the 21st century society and beyond. Referencing themes in the works of Adam Grant and Ed Catmull, I will provide examples about the power of originality to move the world forward and the exciting opportunities ahead for artists to be in the forefront of this transformation. 

In this roundtable discussion I first provided a framework for the discussion by sharing stories about the importance of the arts as a fundamental part of human existence.  One such story I shared was told to me by the former President of the Ford Foundation, Susan V. Berresford.  In her days doing fieldwork at the Foundation, she witnessed something that made a profound impression on her. In one of the most poverty-stricken parts of the world, in an area in which people were living in squalor, she walked into a home where she saw simple decorations on the wall. That encounter with art – even in the most desperate conditions -- showed her the basic need all humans have to include art in their lives.
 
I spoke about the concept of originality as a framework for teaching young artists in the 21st century. The journeys of our students will include a quest for them to find their own voices. There will be the opportunity to adapt ideas from other knowledge sectors and to ponder the unlikely. There will be experimentation and failure on the way to finding meaning and authencity. In studying the trends for innovation in the arts, I have been inspired to see students invent their careers for the public good. Examples include the theater artist who writes plays that teach the people of Papua New Guinea about the dangers of contracting HIV/AIDS, the designer who makes a food cart in Indonesia that does not collapse, helping college students who depend on such carts to eat clean food, the dancer who works with those afflicted with Parkinson’s disease so that these people learn to dance when their natural ability to move freezes  and the team of designers who works with the elderly to help them live safer and more satisfying lives.  Pathways that help artists develop originality as a public good for society are informed by the integration of research and practice, community-based art, looking at the framework of an art practice as being broad and inventive, interdisciplinary and project-based work, an entrepreneurial mindset, slow thinking and reflection, and most important of all, a sense of confidence and optimism in composing and owning one’s own life.
I referenced two books in our sessions, Originals: How Non-Conformists Move the World by Adam Grant and Creativity Inc. by Ed Catmull.  These and other such works are an important source of inspiration and ideas for 21st century artists who are exploring the rich and exciting world of the future.
