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If you go...
WHAT: "The Artist and the Muse"
dialogue

WHEN: Monday, Nov. 17 at 7 p.m.

WHERE: Cline Library Assembly
Room

COST: Free

MORE INFO: Call 523-3498 or
visit www.library.nau.edu
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The Artist and the Muse:
Discussion takes place Monday

In the middle of the night, the creative subconscious floats
among that lucid state between sleep and waking life.
Suddenly the mind receives a spark of genius, the impetus
for what could become a fantastic project. The question is
to get out of bed and grab a pen and paper, draw it out,
write it down — immortalize it in some way for greater
posterity — or wait until morning.

Arizona painters Bruce Aiken, Shonto Begay and Ed Mell
have built their respective creative empires around
listening to that elusive muse. In dreams and waking life,
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she makes herself known, and they have always listened.

On Monday, Norman Cornett, a professor of religious studies based in Montreal, Quebec, will
employ his dialogic approach in leading “The Artist and the Muse” discussion between the artists,
students and the community.

Cornett’s firmly-held belief is art itself can build bridges between the “learner” (he does not use
the term “students”) and the creator, between native and non-native peoples.

He will host two one-hour discussions at 11 a.m. and 1 p.m. in the President’s Conference Room
of Cline Library. The main talk in the Cline Assembly Room starts at 7 p.m. All three seminars,
sponsored by the University Honors Program, College of Arts and Letters and Office of Student
Affairs, are free and open to the public. For more information, contact George Gumerman at 523-
3498 or visit www.library.nau.edu. To learn more about Dr. Cornett and his approach, visit
www.haveyouexperienced.wordpress.com.

Creating in dialogue

Professor Cornett has worked with artists, activists and civic leaders in Canada and beyond for 24
years. His unconventional teaching methods are also the subject of renowned native Canadian
filmmaker Alanis Obomsawin’s documentary “Professor Norman Cornett: ‘Since when do we
divorce the right answer from an honest answer?’”

In a recent interview with the Daily Sun, Cornett raised an interesting paradigm with university
students.

“When someone hands them their diploma, what bookstore are they going to go to for the course
book on life? There is no textbook on life. We have got to learn to think for ourselves.”

In comparing the artistic and academic lifestyles, the nucleus of his dialogic approach to arts and
education is this: “The only wrong question is the unasked question.”

Cornett posited that the importance of “demythologizing” the arts lay in his experience as an
educator and product of the system.

“What struck me is it didn’t matter if we were in grade school or in post-grad,” he said. “The
greatest fear anybody has is to ask a stupid question. I realized we have got to get beyond the
fear factor so people feel the freedom to ask the questions that are burning but they are afraid to
ask.”

His interdisciplinary approach also focuses on art speaking a universal language that can build
bridges between the spiritual and the aesthetic.

“I realized that when I walk into an artist’s studio, I get exactly the same experience as when I
walk into a scientist’s laboratory,” Cornett said. “That experience is they set themselves problems
and they creatively, through research or trial and error, try to solve those problems through the
skill sets they possess and the materials at their disposal.”

Of course, even in his classroom “laboratory,” some experiments succeed and others fail —
particularly if a non-threatening environment and dialogue are missing.

“Nobody creates ex nihilo — out of nothing — all of us create in dialogue,” Cornett explained.
“We’re, in a way, echoing other catalysts that stimulate us to new thoughts, expressions and
ideas. For me, I actually see the artist as a paradigm of education.”

First, wake up

As Aiken said, he and his fellow artists are “no spring chickens,” and they have a great deal to
share with the audience.

All three have enjoyed lengthy and celebrated careers as Southwest painters. Aiken received an
honorary Ph.D. from NAU in 2012 and is currently the artist-in-residence through the Honors
Program. Mell’s modern landscape paintings are now showing at the Phoenix Art Museum and his
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work is memorialized on the Arizona Centennial postage stamp he designed. Begay is lauded and
respected as a voice for the Navajo people, and recently wrapped up his solo exhibition “Map of
My Heart” at the Museum of Northern Arizona.

Whether it was Mell flying in a helicopter across the Northern Arizona landscape, or Begay’s life
as the son of a great medicine man, each found a voice through both internal and external
dialogue.

“There’s no way an artist is going to take one step forward in his career as a painter until he
learns to draw from his own well,” Aiken said. “You must learn how to tap that creative motor, flip
the switch on and ride it. That is elusive for sure, but it can be done. This is something writers also
have to do; musicians have to do this. It’s not easy.”

He noted the key to tapping that creative energy lay very much outside the box.

Diandra Markgraf can be reached at (928)-913-8670 or dmarkgraf@azdailysun.com.
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