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EARLY OAC INDIVIDUAL ARTIST GRANT RECIPIENTS:

But as I mentally juggled all these variables, I found myself continually 
returning to artists whose work had the potential for intriguing 
interplays between past and current projects. The nature of that 
interplay varies enormously across the show, covering a spectrum from 
subtle shifts to radical transformations.

Thinking about the multiple possibilities of such interplay also became 
a touchstone in selecting the artworks for the exhibition. Those choices 
were made in close consultation with the artists during studio visits 
and follow-up conversations. Our discussions often circled back to 
continuities and changes in their work, to the threads that link their 
earlier works to their more recent ones or the ruptures that separate 
them. Another constant in our conversations was how much support 
from the Ohio Arts Council meant to each of the participating artists. 
Their early grants often allowed the artists to purchase equipment or 
materials that enabled them to undertake more ambitious projects or 
push their work in new directions. But beyond the financial support, 
many also mentioned the validation they felt in being selected for the 
awards, as well as the sense of community with other Ohio artists they 
experienced through participating in OAC-sponsored residencies and 
other programs. To celebrate the achievements of these artists and 
the OAC’s support for individual artists is a fitting contribution to the 
celebration of the OAC’s 50th anniversary in 2015.

Ann Bremner, curator 



FLASHBACK TO NOW: OAC SUPPORT FOR INDIVIDUAL ARTISTS 
Curator’s Statement

The Ohio Arts Council (OAC) began offering fellowships to individual 
artists (now known as Individual Excellence Awards) in 1979. That’s 
probably more than a lifetime ago for quite a few of the artists who 
have received support from the OAC in 2014 and 2015. So many things, 
major and minor, have changed since then. Personal computing was in 
its infancy, rather than omnipresent with mobile phones, tablets, and 
other devices. The war in Vietnam was a very fresh memory. Jimmy 
Carter was president, followed by Ronald Reagan in 1981. We watched 
films in movie theaters and on broadcast TV, and the term “local” 
applied to food was as likely to be a putdown as a compliment.  

Two things that have not changed are the high level of art being 
produced in this state and the commitment of the Ohio Arts Council 
to supporting the artists who are making it. I began planning the 
exhibition with a long list of artists who had received individual artist 
fellowships in crafts, visual arts, and photography during the first nine 
years those OAC grants were offered, between 1979 and 1987. Our 
plan was to bring together a number of those artists in an exhibition 
that would include at least one artwork from the time the artists 
received an OAC grant during those early years and at least one work 
representing their current direction. 

During the months of thinking and research that shaped the 
exhibition, my mind often traveled back to the 1980s. I was a history 
of art graduate student, just beginning to follow contemporary art. 
Soon I started writing criticism for a couple of local and regional arts 
publications; among them was Dialogue, published from 1978 until 
the 2000s. Its pages opened a wide window of art being exhibited and 
created all over the state and in nearby states, too. (I wish we had a 
similar publication, whether in print or online, today.) Largely through 
my work for Dialogue, I quickly realized I was every bit as interested in 
the art produced in Cincinnati, Cleveland, Columbus, Dayton, Toledo, 
Athens, Gambier, Oberlin, and elsewhere in Ohio, as I was with art from 
distant times and places. That interest has continued to thrive, and I 
was honored and delighted to put it to work in Flashback to Now. 

As I pored over the original list of artists, I recognized many names 
and could visualize quite a few artists’ bodies of work, some of which 
I have followed consistently since the 1980s. I was also eager to catch 
up with more recent work by artists I remembered from earlier years 
and to explore past and current work by artists with whom I was 
previously unfamiliar. I love research, so I happily started investigating 
what those many artists had been doing in both the 1980s and in recent 
years. Twenty-five to 35 years is quite a big chunk of any artist’s career. 
Inevitably, some artists were no longer working in the state. Some were 
still making fascinating art—but not in Ohio. Others had turned from art 
making to other professions or practices as their primary activity. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, those who continued to work in Ohio after 
more than two decades were (or had been) on the faculty of colleges 
and universities. That connection—neither surprising nor unique to 
Ohio—also characterizes a majority of the artists in the exhibition. 
Especially in the vast swath of the United States between the East and 
West Coasts, teaching is a well-established tradition as a way to sustain 
a life-long practice as an artist. 

My memories from Dialogue—and more recent browsing in fragile 
copies of the magazine—were a useful tool in recalling or rediscovering 
what quite a few Ohio artists were doing and making in the 1980s. To 
find out what they were up to today, I perused media coverage of recent 
exhibitions, awards, and arts activities; studied artists’ and gallery 
websites; read newspapers, magazines, and blog posts; and went to 
exhibitions. Eventually I had a much too long roster of artists whose 
work I thought I could be interested in including in the exhibition. I think 
I could have easily filled the Riffe Gallery two or three times over. 

Narrowing that roster down to the much smaller group—15 artists—
finally represented in Flashback to Now was by far the most difficult 
part of the process. I aimed to encompass a wide range of media, styles, 
and approaches. I wanted to include artists whose work was new to me 
or that I was looking at closely for the first time, as well as artists whose 
work I knew well. I hoped my choices would reflect the urban, rural, and 
suburban environments in which Ohio artists live and work. 


