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Installs Public Site Specific Art Project

Atelier InSite is Clemson University’s
new Creative Inquiry project that embarks
on collaborative research to bring site-spe-
cific public art to new capital improvement
projects on campus. Creative Inquiry is an
educational initiative at Clemson Univer-
sity that engages undergraduate students
in applied research and real team projects.
Atelier InSite is unique in that it fosters a
cross-disciplinary and inclusive approach
that is predominantly student driven: “By
students, for students.” The overarching
goal is to create a ‘“new paradigm for the
administration of public art on university
campuses.” The term “Atelier” is derived
from a French word with a root translating,
“workshop” or “studio.” Atelier InSite is a
unique Creative Inquiry in that it transcends
many departmental boundaries, taking the
platform for cross-disciplinary research and
field collaboration.

The project began in August of 2012
when representative faculty from the Art
Department were invited by the Clemson
University Master Planners Office and the
Perkins + Will architecture firm to join the
conversation for artwork planned for a new
state-of-the-art Life Sciences Facility. They
were brought on board for aesthetic consul-
tation, but instead pitched the idea that the
project should become a collaborative and
interdisciplinary partnership under the Cre-
ative Inquiry initiative, which has its roots
in applied student research. The project
for implementing art for the Life Sciences
Facility would be funded by a provision in
Clemson’s Master Planner’s Design Guide-
lines. This provision states that 2 of 1% of
the university capital improvement projects
exceeding a budget of $2 million dollars
would be set aside for funding a public art
initiatives on campus.

Taking President Jim Barker’s advice, the
faculty presented the Atelier InSite/Creative
Inquiry initiative to Clemson’s Administra-
tive Council requesting that the former pro-
vision, be made an official university policy.

Page 40 - Carolina Arts, April 2014

The measure was subsequently passed by
the council, which now means that every
future university funded construction
project (exceeding $2 million in budget) on
Clemson’s horizon will be funded and will
thus foster the presence of art on campus.
The Atelier group has received great enthu-
siasm from its onset: from President Barker,
the university administration, and faculty, to
deans of the various colleges. Dave Detrich
pointedly shared that without the support,
trust, and enthusiasm gained from the Mas-
ter Planners Office and the Dean’s, faculty
and students from the College of Agricul-
ture, Forestry, and Life Sciences (CAFLS),
the success of the project would not have
been possible.

The new Life Sciences Facility was the
first of these interdepartmental projects
with the team effort composed of both the
Art Department and CAFLS students. They
were given the creative license and freedom
to develop the project from the first meet-
ing, drafting the initiative’s mission and
guiding principles, to the building’s opening
ceremony, complete with a Clemson “or-
ange” red carpet, fireworks, and the Tiger
mascot.

The student group, led by Art Depart-
ment Professor Dave Detrich, Senior
Lecturer, Joey Manson, and Lee Gallery
Director, Denise Woodward-Detrich, which
meets once a week and is comprised of 12-
15 students each semester. It began in 2012
with 6 visual arts students and 6 life science
students, but as the projects have expanded
and evolved, so has the team. It is cur-
rently comprised of students representing
the different areas of study that are directly
related to the research explored in each
proposed building and public art site. With
new projects around the corner, the group
now boasts student representatives from
each of Clemson’s five colleges. Students
are recommended and recruited by each col-
lege’s administration and faculty based on
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significant academic achievement, involve-
ment, and ambition.

This project is “Uniquely Clemson” in
that it is student driven: “By students, for
students.” To date, over 28 students have
been involved. They come on board for
various reasons; from helping to bring art
to campus that expresses “freedom and
creativity” in their program, to getting
experience in cross-disciplinary research
leaving a unique legacy at Clemson. They
value finding an avenue to be involved in
getting experience in the field they may one
day like to work in, learning about col-
laborative art initiatives, and community
planning. Students play a role in every level
of the process from research, to proposal, to
implementation. They learn important skills
about the ins and outs of funding, budgeting
educational research, administrative com-
munication, and public impact.

One of the many goals of Creative
Inquiry is to bring students together from
varied academic disciplines. From the
beginnings of Atelier InSite none could
foresee the degree to which these students
would learn from and impact each other.
The faculty dedicated the first few Cre-
ative Inquiry class sessions to this alone.
The students came in prepared to share the
basics of their educational backgrounds; Art
students gave a presentation about the fun-
damental principles of art and art criticism
and then gave the stage to the Life Science
students who gave lessons on the basics of
Biology and Life Sciences related research.
The art students provided insight to the art
historical influences, contemporary impact,
creative technique, and overall aesthetic
coherence to the art submitted, while the
life science students provided the knowl-
edge of the sciences and empirical research.
This critical exercise started the important
conversation of how the work in the space
could be contingent upon the research done
in the building.

Atelier InSite is not only a unique project
because of its student centeredness, influ-
ential breadth, and promise of prodigious
and long-term educational and community
impact; it is unique in its unprecedented
devotion to interdisciplinary collaboration.
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Detrich stressed why shared ideas, com-
munication, and collaboration throughout
the project’s entirety is so important, “This
is not only by students, for students, but it

is derived from a small collective for a very
large public collective. When we enter an
art museum or gallery, we make a conscious
decision to be there, and in some ways,
through interpretive material, etc., are guid-
ed in how to look at and interact with the
art. [When we, in this project] propose and
install public art, we in essence make that
decision for each person; we decide where
it goes and what they will encounter in their
daily routine on campus. We endeavor to
disarm apprehension about art in the public
realm. This is why it is so critical to involve
them —the administration, the students, and
the faculty at all levels. This is an inclusive
enterprise where everyone needs to be ac-
counted for in some capacity... it is critical
to give them ownership, otherwise we could
never be remotely successful.”

The process of selecting an artist for a
new space starts with a student led conver-
sation with deans, faculty, and departmental
heads, beginning with the question “what
kind of work would be coherent in the phys-
ical space and accurately reflect the research
of that program/department?” Students
then send out a Request for Qualifications
(RFQ) call to artists world wide, utilizing
the established mission, vision, and guid-
ing principles they initially composed as a
guide. Typically hundreds of RFQ’s flow
in and the students research each artist’s
work, discussing disciplinary relevance and
contemporary aesthetic ingenuity. Once the
number is narrowed down, the Master Plan-
ner’s Office, the Deans of the participating
college, facilities staff, and the departmental
faculty and students are asked to join the
conversation. The students then contact a
small number of selected artists and request
they send a fully budgeted and modeled
proposal. It is then that one of these artists
gets to play arole in a lasting legacy of Site-
Specific Public Art on the Clemson campus.

The artist for the very first Atelier InSite
Creative Inquiry project is San Francisco
based artist, Klari Reis. Her artwork, “The
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