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TLHLIFE

Preston McLane, director of the Flori-
da State University Museum of Fine
Arts (MoFA) wants to know what you —
the Tallahassee community — would
like to see and hear about. His approach
to his role is always one of a collaborator,
working with colleagues and profes-
sional partners on and off-campus to
provide out-of-the-box exhibitions. 

“We follow the forum model of mu-
seums, not the temple model,” says
McLane. “You don’t have to come in and
be reverential towards the space and
art. Instead, we want you to come in and
join a conversation.” 

Given how the COVID-19 pandemic
irrevocably transformed and challenged
numerous museums worldwide this
summer, McLane and his team con-
tinued to find innovative ways to keep

their doors open. They bucked tradition
and looked towards virtual realms for
“New Landscapes,” an in-gallery exhibi-
tion that became virtual and now has a

physical component as well. 
McLane says the museum’s perma-

nent contemporary photography collec-
tion served as the driving force behind

the exhibition, as well as their partner-
ship with Arts4All Florida, an organiza-
tion dedicated to facilitating the cre-
ative work of community members with
disabilities.

When news broke that they would no
longer be able to host in-person events
or walk-throughs, McLane and his col-
leagues pivoted quickly to building an
interactive, virtual show that is avail-
able to view through the end of 2020. 

“Museums have a reputation for being
intimidating,” explains McLane. “But
you can reach people through social
media, websites and themes so that
you’re actually earning the respect and
the confidence of future audiences.
When circumstances change and we can
be at the museum again, we will have
gotten to know one another virtually and
we’ll be comfortable being together in
the space, and that’s exciting.”

MoFA invites conversation with ‘New Landscapes’
Amanda Sieradzki Council on Culture & Arts

Preston McLane in the museum’s “Live from MoFA” booth, the space they used
to host virtual tours, artist talks, and conversations with virtual visitors,
students, and project partners.

According to supposition, artists who suffer, do it dramatically —
something outrageous, something scandalous. Crises are never mun-
dane with the talented — rarely as pedestrian as finding a lump in your
breast that shouldn’t be there.

Yet Mary Jane Ryals, named Poet Laureate of the Big Bend from 2008-
2012, met up with such an unwanted guest in the late summer of 2017— a
breast cancer diagnosis that even in its banality, she would ultimately find
inspiration.

Ryals, known in her poetry and books, and in her teaching style at
FSU’s School of Management, for her plain-spoken ways, said, “I have
large, fatty breasts. Throughout the years, I was always getting “iffy”
reports back from mammograms because the tissue was just too dense
to properly see through.” This time, however, the physicians saw
enough to want a biopsy of the tissue.

The report that came back, Ryals said, shocked her family. It was
breast cancer, alright, “2A, which means it was already in the lymph
glands under my arm.” She says her two grown children and her 

Mary Jane Ryals at her home in Tallahassee Tuesday, Oct. 13. TORI LYNN SCHNEIDER/PHOTOS/TALLAHASSEE DEMOCRAT

A poet looks at cancer 
Writers helped Mary Jane Ryals rally: ‘We’re like everybody else’
Marina Brown Special to Tallahassee Democrat | USA TODAY NETWORK – FLORIDA

Mary Jane Ryals was named poet laureate of the Big Bend from
2008-2012. See RYALS, Page 2C


