










 

 

 

 

 

 
 

A professional film crew was on site to 
document the Veteran Artist Program 
events hosted by the college at its 
Metropolitan Center. 

College Expands 
Artistic Horizons for Vets 
By Helen Susan Edelman 

Veterans can be artists too. Empire State College acknowledged 

and supported this unique population last November when the 

Metropolitan Center hosted a week of Veteran Artist Program 

events. VAP is a nonprofit organization that opens opportunities for veteran-

artists to spread their wings in the art world through networking, collaborating 

and performing with experienced artists and related professionals. 
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Empire State College Office of Veteran and Military Education Director Linda Frank ’98, ’00 and 
Veteran Artist Program Founder and Executive Director BR McDonald. 

The Veteran Artist Program has 
spurred the college’s first Arts 
Entrepreneurship Residency. The first 
of two parts was held in January of 
2014, and the second will take place 
April 11 - 13 in Saratoga Springs. 

Visit residencies.esc. 
edu/arts-entre/ or 
scan the QR code to 
learn more. 

At the Metropolitan Center and The 
Harry Van Arsdale Jr. Center for Labor 
Studies event, veteran-artists pitched 
their ideas to a panel of pros to get 
feedback and encouragement for their 
proposed projects. For example, a veteran 
working on a script with a military theme 
presented to a filmmaker, a funder and a 
film professor from New York University. 
They talked with him about the substance 
of his script concept and how he was 
communicating it. The week also included 
various workshops and performances. A 
film crew documented the event. 

The college’s connection with VAP and 
its founder, BR McDonald, a veteran and 
vocalist, spurred the college’s first Arts 
Entrepreneurship Residency, designed to 
help any artist who also is a student to 
develop a unique brand and to promote it. 
Visual, performing and literary artists 
are welcome. During the course and 
residency, a partnership of the college 
and VAP, artists interested in the business 
aspects of their work interact and learn 
from arts entrepreneurship professionals, 
present a detailed business plan and pitch 
their visions. Arts Entrepreneurship is an 

online course with two required weekend 
residencies. 

Linda Frank, director of the college’s 
Office of Veteran and Military Education, 
who helped organize and staff the 
“VAPpening,” points out that the college’s 
involvement is consistent with its 
mission to create and maintain ties in the 
community and provide alternative and 
flexible approaches to higher education 
that connect individuals’ unique and 
diverse lives to their personal learning 
goals. These opportunities expand 
access to affordable education through 
partnerships with employers, unions, 
government agencies, the armed forces, 
community organizations and other 
educational institutions and address 
the needs of underserved populations. 
Working with VAP also is positive 
exposure for the college in general and, 
more specifically, to programs for veterans, 
a group the college actively serves. 

“It’s strategic,” Frank says, “and it’s also 
the right thing to do. Results are not 
always immediately measurable, but our 
intention to reach out is obvious.” 

Photography by Marty Heitner ’92 
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Sandra Bowden: 
the word in art 
By Hope Ferguson 

F or someone who is known for connecting the transcendence 

of faith with art, sandra bowden ’77 seems surprisingly down 

to earth. A visit to her home in Chatham, Mass. on Cape Cod 

reveals a highly organized artist who runs her intersecting lives as a 

painter, printer, collector and curator with stunning efficiency. Her 

garage even doubles as a shipping center for sending her traveling 

shows out to museums, colleges and churches. 
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When we arrive, Sandra and her husband, Robert, both come 
out on the manicured lawn to greet us. It is a glorious day, 
all bright sunshine, blue skies and salty ocean air. Bowden, a 
slender, blonde woman in a tailored black and white pantsuit and 
geometric dangling earrings, is framed by a blazing pink azalea 
bush, creating an apt first impression. 

In a retrospective book on her work, “The Art of Sandra 
Bowden,” Bruce Herman, a gallery director at Gordon College 
in Wenham, Mass., calls her a “phenomenon.” Bowden’s work 
hangs in the Cincinnati Museum, the Billy Graham Center 
Museum, the Museum of Biblical Art and the Vatican Museum 
of Contemporary Religious Art, among other places. She is a 
founder and past president of Christians in the Visual Arts, 
where she helped arrange shows and encouraged other 
Christian artists. 

James Romaine, who edited Herman’s book, writes, she 
“may be one of the boldest artists of her generation … Most 
professional artists find their voice, some sooner than others, 
some stronger than others, and settle into a comfortable 
production of work … that can be a Faustian exchange for the 
safety and marketability that such limits bring. Sandra Bowden 
never made that deal. Instead, she has plunged herself into 
exploring systems and limits of vocabulary and language itself.” 

While most of her pieces – highly textured, glowing, tactile – 
could be described as abstract, they also seem simultaneously 

Bowden’s home is filled with other 
artists’ work as well as her own. 

ancient and familiar, and, like her series of small and decorated 
gilded boxes and books, immediately relatable. 

Bowden came of age in a plain-spoken New Hampshire church 
built by her forebears. She didn’t know people who didn’t go to 
church and didn’t love the scriptures, she says. There was never a 
time she didn’t identify as a Christian. 

The contemporary home she shares with her husband, 
whom she met at youth camp when she was just 15, serves as 
an exhibit space for the various styles and periods of her art. 
Those styles include gold leaf “books,” with raised Hebrew and 
Greek lettering; collagraphs, a printmaking technique in which 
materials like fabric and string are glued onto a masonite plate to 
form images in relief; iconic crosses covered in gold from photos 
that she later modifies; music notations using actual pages of 
music; prints based on illuminated book pages; crucifixions and 
a series of geographical prints of natural wonders, such as the 
Grand Canyon. 

Throughout the house, her own art is interspersed with works 
by Jasper Johns, Georges Rouault, a painted egg collection from 
Russia, Canada and Italy, and a sketch by an unknown artist from 
the 1700s. 

In the spring of 1961, Bowden, after taking first prize in an 
art contest in high school, was asked to contribute a piece to 
the Beverly Baptist religious art show. “You like it?” she asks, 
motioning to the artwork called “Ancient Writing,” before saying 
that she hadn’t a clue that it would point to what would become 
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Photo from the Workers Pavilion portraying workers 
sense of being trapped on a job. 
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by Helen susan edelman 

“Un gran error que muchos estadounidenses cometan es 
pensar que los inmigrantes ilegales reducen nuestros salarios 
y no pagan impuestos. Se estima que más de la mitad de 
los immigrantes ilegales cobran un sueldo fijo cada semana. 
Muchos reciben un formulario W-2 y hacen declaraciones de 
impuestos utilizando una identificación especial emitida por 
el IRS, que permite que los extranjeros paguen impuestos. Lo 
que la mayoréa de los estadounidenses no se dan cuenta es 
que cuando se trata de Medicare ye de la Seguridad Social, 
la mayoréa de los inmigrantes no reciben estas ayudas. Por 
lo tanto, los inmigrantes ilegales contribuyen en gran medida 
a estos fondos pero no reciben un dolér de rembolso.” 

(“A large misconception that many Americans have 
is that illegal immigrants lower our wages and get away 
without paying taxes. It is estimated that more than half of 
illegal immigrants collect a regular paycheck every week. 
Many receive a W-2 form and file returns using a special 
ID issued by the IRS, allowing foreigners to pay taxes. 
What most Americans don’t realize is that when it comes 
to Medicare and Social Security, most immigrants never 
collect these allowances. Therefore, illegal immigrants 
largely contribute to these funds while never seeing a 
dollar back from them.”) 

– from a student paper submitted to The Harry Van 
Arsdale Jr. Center for Labor Studies 
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Passions swirl around union members 
and undocumented immigrant workers, 
fanned by their relationships to each 
other, to their communities of origin 
and to the overarching U.S. culture that 
subsumes them all, particularly overt 
in the ethnically cacophonous Queens, 
N.Y. area, where many live and work. 
Income disparities, social injustices, 
long-entrenched resentments, multi-
ethnic neighborhoods, new-immigrant 
expectations and alliances, grassroots 
activism, language and behavior barriers, 
media-fueled misinterpretations of 
intent and action and the word on the 
street provoke extreme responses – from 
seething fury to compassionate good 
will, sometimes simultaneously. Facing 
off are divisive fears that undocumented 
immigrants will work long hours 
for low pay in poor conditions, 
undermining union workers by stealing 
their jobs, versus a more progressive, 
enlightened view that whether union or 
undocumented, workers all are affected 
by challenges that can be addressed 
most effectively by combining forces. 
Questions and demands centering on 
problems such as fair wages, health 
benefits, safety on the job, and race 
and class tensions both plague and 
unite workers. 

Now, the Workers Pavilion, an ever-
evolving art and social action project 
and showcase, which was conceived 
and executed by The Harry Van Arsdale 
Jr. Center for Labor Studies’ students, 
alumni and faculty, is serving both as 
an intimate forum for dialogue between 
workers and as a public emblem of 
unity, in which anyone can engage. The 
modular, multimedia structure – more 
than 20 feet long and up to 7 feet high at 
some points – melds physical materials 
such as metal, wires, light boxes and 
photographs with symbolic elements 
like a lattice design, which signifies a 
permeable border that both defines 

groups and allows them to interact freely. 
The multifaceted structure embodies 
representations of workers and their 
labor, specifically how the bosses’ drive 
to control the bottom line by skimping 
on pay and materials affects the quality 
of life of all workers. The piece was 
originally unveiled on Corona Plaza, in 
Queens, in August 2013, to spontaneous 
cheering and applause, and was exhibited 
again at the grand reopening of the 
Queens Museum in November 2013. 
It will be featured on Workers Memorial 
Day on April 28 in Queens, a celebration 
which honors those who died performing 
work duties and fights for the safety of 
all workers. 

The complex project would not 
be possible without the dedication, 
intellectual vision and organizational 
brilliance of much-lauded ceramic and 
mixed-media artist Barrie Cline ’01, ’04, 
adjunct professor of a course in public art 
for HVACLS. Her position was created 
by center Dean Michael Merrill to fortify 
and diversify the liberal arts background 
of Empire State College learners, who are 
also apprentices with the International 

Brotherhood of Electrical Workers 
(IBEW) Local 3, based in Flushing, 
N.Y. (Earning the liberal arts degree 
is a requirement of the electricians’ 
apprenticeship.) Cline’s students are 
largely responsible for construction of 
the pavilion, many participating for 
course credit, a task they undertake 
with zeal despite full-time jobs, families, 
civic commitments and student 
responsibilities. Cline also has taught an 
art class for plumbers. 

Cline calls student and journeyman 
electrician Jaime Lopez ’09, who earned 
an Empire State College A.A. and is 
currently in the HVACLS bachelor’s 
program in labor studies, the “energy” 
behind the pavilion. He turns the 
spotlight back on Cline, calling her the 
“inspiration.” Similarly, Cline calls labor 
studies Mentor Richard Wells “crucial,” 
but Wells bounces the compliment to 
student Stephanie Lawal, a carpenter 
who contributed text that is embedded 
in the pavilion. All express appreciation 
for Merrill’s support for them as students 
and as artists, and all make a point of 
thanking the college for contributing 

Photo from the Workers Pavilion depicting a NICE (New Immigrant Community Empowerment) 
worker at the job site, symbolically immobilized by social forces and regulatory restrictions. 
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particular. We are literally building a city 
that we can no longer afford to live in 
and that is not being built for longevity. I 
did visit the leasing office of the building 
I’m working in. I passed the gentleman 
I spoke to in that office on the sidewalk, 
across the street from the shiny, new 
structure. His distaste as he observed 
workers was quite apparent on his face.” 

Wells is guiding students, “to get a 
handle on delicate issues that are front 
and center in their lives,” he says. “The 
Workers Pavilion is a great pedagogical 
tool that helps them and others look 
at the issues from their workers’ 
perspective, helps them make sense of it. 
It makes the priorities more human and 
multidimensional, it makes changing the 
conversation possible. All human beings 
are struggling.” 

Wells brings up a volatile subject 
that his class is asked to explore and 
that is relevant to the pavilion with its 
morphing framework: border security. 
“In the U.S., $17.9 billion is spent on 
border security, on keeping immigrants 
out, and only $1.6 billion is spent on 
enforcement of worker safety standards 
through OSHA (Occupational Safety and 
Health Administration). Straightforward 
discussions among all workers will 
shift the conversation from ‘the wall’ to 
workplace protections, a major issue for 
exploited, undocumented workers willing 
to work in unsafe conditions because they 
fear losing their income if they speak 
up. Union workers would never tolerate 
those conditions. The union should be 
organizing immigrants. Together, union 
members and undocumented workers 
have more power to bargain for good 
wages. The more workers who join the 
union, the stronger their control over 
the labor market will be, the better 
their leverage.” 

“El gobierno deberίa invertir más 
en su gente y gastar más dinero en las 
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condiciones de trabajo, y en la expansión 

dollars from the student activity fee to 
make it happen. This practice of shifting 
praise is typical within this modest, 
incredibly productive, devoted group, 
underlining the salience of collaborative 
achievement, shared approbation and 
focus on the power of the group, not the 
individual, mirroring the paradigm of 
union strength and success. 

For now, Cline has set aside most 
of her activity as an artist who “makes 
things” to become an activist who makes 
things happen.” 

“The pavilion is a space for advocacy, 
empowerment and solidarity,” explains 
Cline, a Metropolitan Center graduate 
in The Arts who also earned a Master 
of Arts in Liberal Studies, now is a 
candidate for a cutting-edge Queens 
College/Queens Museum MFA, (aka 
Social Practice Queens), examining 
interdisciplinary art and social, 
interventionist, tactical and cooperative 
practice. “Our students, who are workers, 
conceived of this project in terms of labor 
issues and standards and related themes, 
and built it mostly out of scraps,” she 
says. “Most of them love to tinker and 
this project is a chance to do that on a 
large scale. But, what they really wanted 
to do was document transformation 
and community empowerment. Making 
meaningful interactive public art is the 
future of art.” 

Wells’ student Lawal, whom Cline 
admires as a wordsmith, laments, “It is 
sad to see how much our work has been 
dumbed down. Speed and monetary gain 
seem to be the only things that matter. 
The quality of the work is lacking, as 
well as the craft, because the time is not 
truly taken to teach the skills of the trade. 
These skills, in the past, were passed 
on from generation to generation. One 
literally grew up in a trade. Furthermore, 
the quality of the materials we work with 
has diminished, in New York City in 

de empleo. Consecuentemente, la gente 
vera la necesidad de la inmigración y de 
permitir a las personas entrar en este paίs 
con seguridad y encontrar un empleo que 
necesita ser cubierto.” 

(“The government should invest more 
in its people and spend more money 
on working conditions, as well as job 
expansion. In turn, people would come to 
see the need for immigration and allow 
people to come into the country safely 
and find employment that ultimately 
needs to be filled.”) 

– from a student paper submitted to 
The Harry Van Arsdale Jr. Center for 
Labor Studies 

Workers will be more engaged 
with each other and with the larger 
community as they assume multiple roles, 
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emphasizes journeyman Lopez, the son 
of Dominican and Colombian parents, 
describing the link between work and 
art. “We each bend wires our own way,” 
he says. “We create amazing differences, 
illumination, angles, structure, accents, 
abstract forms. We improvise, design, 
build. Some of it is freestyle. We are 
involved. We do it together, as a group, 
but make individual contributions. And,” 
he adds for good measure, “it is also fun.” 

Others associated with the college who 
were key to the pavilion’s construction 
include alumnus Noel Modica ’10, ’11, 
who created frames for the light boxes; 
alumnus Tommy McCormack ’03, ’10, 
who contributed the idea for refracting 
the light; Hana Georg and Olga Jimenez, 
current students who contributed 
words and images; and HVACLS faculty 

member Arthur Brum, who provided the 
original sketches. 

“Barrie made the idea of art, which 
was alien, real for us. She encourages 
students to be creative, see themselves 
as artists and understand how public 
art affects a community. The idea of the 
pavilion was that people could come and 
walk in it and around it and talk about 
it and express ideas that affect all of us. 
The Workers Pavilion was designed to 
be portable, so that it can be relocated to 
different areas, bringing its impact to the 
people,” Lopez points out. 

In addition to the aesthetics of the 
project, practical considerations include 
how to mount, set up and transport the 
pavilion, how to ensure it can stand on 
its own, how to make it intriguing and, 
most importantly, how to use it to 

A representative portion of the Works Pavilion 
was on display in the Social Practice studio of 
Queens Museum during the museum’s grand 
reopening, November 2013. 

engage the community in a constructive, 
ongoing dialogue. 

One outstanding physical feature of the 
pavilion is the integration of light boxes 
at every level. “Light is a special thing 
for electricians,” Lopez explains. “We can 
place a fixture we usually use at work 
in an artistic way, with work tools that 
become tools for art. I’ve learned that 
the labor we do every day is beautiful. In 
the past, our sweat and tears didn’t get 
thanked. Now we are emerging.” 

The light boxes also command 
attention. The eye initially travels 
from box to box, then moves on to the 
structure’s other compelling elements, 
including mesmerizing photographs 
and poignant prose in both English 
and Spanish. The photographs portray 
startling moments and alarming ideas, 

Continued on page 17 
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The Last Word 

The Value 
of Liberal Arts 
In ancient Greece, the liberal arts were considered essential to 

produce a virtuous, knowledgeable and articulate person who 

could take an active part in civic life. That is as true now as it 

was then. 

In business, we speak of synergy to 
explain a whole being more than 
the sum of its parts and, in turn, a 

valuable investment. In society, this means 
broadening your perspective on the human 
experience to be more than a sum of your 
parts. Often, that’s where the arts come 
in. That’s where an exceptional education 
encompasses both the focused, practical 
information that some people say is your 
entrée into future employment, as well as 
the arts that intensify your compassionate, 
intellectual and inquisitive responses to the 
world. Together, balanced in a curriculum 
and in daily life, these two vantage points 
engage our multiple intelligences, fostering 
individual excellence, self-discipline, 
creativity and achievement. That’s why 
students at Empire State College are 
encouraged to explore the world through 
all their senses and with all their capabilities 
– to paint, as well as to study environmental 
sustainability; to read Aristotle, as well as 
undertake a certificate in veterans services; 
to write poetry while developing skills in 
child and family advocacy. 

Because the college encourages and 
rewards innovative and extracurricular 
learning, these quests also may be 
recognized in college degrees that represent 
both their formal achievements as learners 
and their visceral triumphs. 

These pathways are not parallels in 
divided domains, they intersect and 
intertwine every step of the way. Some 
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of our students grow into careers that 
combine their applied arts backgrounds 
with academic study, such as art therapist, 
museum curator or medical illustrator; 
others bring their unusual, enriched 
academic foundations into the more 
traditional careers of medicine, law, 
teaching, ministry and scholarship; still 
others become professionals in their fields. 
The syntheses may be surprising at first – 
a labor studies student who also is an 
electrician who sculpts; a Business, 
Management and Economics student 
who retires to blog about politics; or an 
interdisciplinary studies alumnus who 
imports musical instruments from Nepal. 
As the stories unfurl, so does the portrait 
of Empire State College’s nontraditional 
learners and their mentors. Their talents are 
both fused and specific. Their influences 
on each other and their environments are 
both material and imaginative. Their scopes 
of interest and action are both relevant and 
infinite. As our students make beautiful 
things, they also create and derive pleasure 
from the world, whether en pointe or 
through a lens. 

There is a popular mythology that 
students need to narrow their studies to 
concentrate on skills like disaster planning 
and control, or computer science to get a 
job, but a survey of 320 CEOs conducted 
by the Association of American Colleges 
and Universities found that 74 percent said 
they would recommend a 21st-century 

liberal arts education in order to create a 
more dynamic worker. That’s because, by 
virtue of their experiences both in life and 
in school, a great many workplace leaders 
who come from liberal arts backgrounds 
exhibit strong communication skills, 
resourcefulness, agility, thoughtfulness, 
insight, initiative, curiosity and originality. 

As you probably have noted, the spring 
2014 issue of Connections celebrates 
the influence of the liberal arts on our 
students with stories about exploring 
the transcendent work of alumna and 
artist Sandra Bowden, finding ways 
to teach veterans, who also are artists, 
entrepreneurial skills and, in our cover 
story, examining the social and aesthetic 
relevance of the arts in public contexts. 

These stories, among so many others, 
illuminate how the work of our students 
has transformed people and places, 
including people they will never know 
and places they will never visit, connecting 
them to global history and opening 
conversations that preserve and 
extend civilization. 

It is their work that informs and affirms 
why we foster the liberal arts across all 
disciplines and student populations at 
Empire State College. 

Merodie A. Hancock 
President 
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