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Good evening and welcome, everyone, to the UNC Asheville campus and the highlight of this wonderful conference.  One of the true joys of my job here is the opportunity to participate in and welcome people to events like this and sometimes to meet and introduce phenomenal individuals, such as tonight’s keynote speaker. 

An old proverb teaches us that “all art is ephemeral,” and so it is . . . just as everything in worldly life—including us in our present forms, the clothes we’re wearing, even this building we’re in gathered in—will eventually fade away.  “All things must pass,” sang George Harrison. 
But real art is timeless within the eternal moment in which we experience it.  Real art arises out of creative stillness and points us to the lasting truth of who we really are.  So art is ephemeral, yes; and it is eternal.
The same is true of Black Mountain College—itself a magnificent creative work—whose life of less than three decades was ephemeral and yet lasting.  Black Mountain College lives on in the form of the legacy and continuing influence of its fabulous cadre of artists and writers, whom we are learning more about in this conference; in the form of the Black Mountain College Museum; and, I like to think, in the form of UNC Asheville. 

Lately I have been reviewing the recent achievements of our world-class faculty, and in reading each report, I am struck again and again by how art in all its forms is central to the work of our professors and to the outstanding liberal arts education we provide here.  Surely UNC Asheville is a reincarnation of Black Mountain College . . . or at least bears some of its DNA. 

BMC alumni comprise an impressive array of influential artists and writers.  It is our great honor and delight to have one of them with us tonight.  I must confess, though, that I was shamefully late in becoming aware of Dorothea Rockburne and the prominence of her work.  It was just last June that I read in the New York Times of “a thin, elfin woman in oversized blue sneakers some 40 feet up, inspecting the tippy top of a huge canvas hanging on the southern wall of the Queens Museum of Art.”  This was Dorothea Rockburne, working with her team of artists on a gigantic mural—41 feet high and 16 wide—that shows the constellations on the night Colin Powell was born.  I believe her “Homage to Colin Powell” is now at home in the US Embassy in Jamaica, for which it was commissioned.  New Yorkers got to see the work in progress in Queens simply because its Museum is blessed with a 42-foot wall.  Painting the work all together as a whole was important to Ms. Rockburne, “because,” she said, “you get to make different decisions when it’s all one piece. You get to nurse it along. If you do it in pieces, that’s just color by numbers.”

Yet numbers are important to her art, for at Black Mountain she studied with beloved mathematics professor Max Dehn, a colleague and friend of Einstein.  Dehn taught her that “all nature is written in numbers.” 

In the 1960’s her art began to include ideas from topology and set theory; and in the 70’s her abstract, geometric works of cut-and-folded paper won Ms. Rockburne renown in the art world.  During a visit to the astronomy room of an 18th century Italian villa in 1991, she was struck by a ceiling fresco that charted the orbits of the planets.  The experience inspired her to peruse Galileo’s notebooks, which revealed the true meaning of the Renaissance.  As she describes it, the Renaissance was not just a “flare in art, but a body of knowledge of mathematics, philosophy and astronomy the Greeks got from Egypt, digested and delivered to Europe.”  After that epiphany, she began painting the night sky.

Dorothea Rockburne’s influential works hang in the Museum of Modern Art, the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Guggenheim Museum, to name a very few.  She has lectured at top universities and venues around the world and has received prestigious awards too numerous to mention now. 

It is a sheer honor and pleasure to have her with us tonight.  Please join me in showing our appreciation for Dorothea Rockburne.
