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Miško Šuvaković : Introduction: epistemology of teaching art

Can art be thought?

As if this question in advance expects confrontation of two potential views: views that art is knowledge about technique of making/creating work and an authentic inscribing of human act into the work, i.e. leaving trace of existence. Traditional Antique concept of art has during its usage, from round V century B.C till XVI century A.D. signified: creation or production according to rules. Since round XVIII century a new i.e. modern concept of art is being established interpreted as creation or production of fine, and then, in late XIX century a concept of art as creation or production of ’artistic’ as autonomous cultural artifact is being derived. 1 Thereat, since Impressionism towards Expressionism developed the idea of art as authentic (true, original, unrepeatable, humanly exceptional) act of creation of artistic object, situation, or event. For instance, English critic Roger Fry wrote that together with new indifference towards representation in artistic work manifested artist’s disinterest for technical means and total disinterest for poetic knowledge. 2 Parallel to this approach based on authentic being in the world, and thus, in the art, developed a model of art as research. 

In other words, art education has (been) together with constitution of modern era transformed (-ing) from craft education about technique and education about technique (techne) of creation of works according to rules into education about creation of fine within the framework of aesthetic canon law, and then, about production of artistic gainst or against canon law in the name of authentic individual act (guest, inscription, and trace). Modernistic art school was guided by negation of ’technological knowledge’ in the name of ’existential experience’, regardless of whether existential experience was conceived as event of ‘creation the fine’ or ‘effectuation of authentic’. Somewhere in between necessity for creation and contingency of effectuation, critical question about ’research’, i.e. teaching as researching art was posed. Development of XX century Modernisms and transformation of art practices into pedagogical practices lead to carving or branching of characteristic platforms for ’teaching art’. 

Let us, therefore, look at some characteristic modes of pedagogical platforms throughout XX century. 

Important difference: research against creation/making/production

Research is seen as open activity characterizing artistic work: ‘’Important difference between research art and non-research art seems, thus, to rely on the fact that non-research art starts from set values, while research art strives to determine values and itself as values. Indeed, simultaneously with setting the art as research and researching itself, first aesthetics discussing the problem of art itself and its place in activities of the spirit are being born.’’ 3 Artist operates, frameworks of his work are consciously marked although all steps in his operation, i.e. research, are not anticipated and he is faced with discovering and selecting of new. Thus art is re-oriented from ‘creation of artistic work’ toward research which leads to unknown and unexpected within new media but even within human relations established through art. 

Art education based on ‘research’ is substantially changing through the whole of the XX century. This change leads from establishing art in the way of scientific and technical work in Bauhaus and Soviet art institutes, and neo-vanguard schools (New Bauhaus in Chicago, or Art School in Ulm) respectively, toward social and cultural research which prepares artist for a kind of ‘cultural worker’ or ‘artist researcher’ in the actuality of contemporary life (more or less all art schools based on courses or departments for new media during 1990s and first decades of the XXI century, i.e. art schools based on performance studies).

For example, ‘American director Richard Schechner’s performing’ theory is set and developed as plurality of synthetically analytical models of anthropological and performative researches. 4 Schechner developed a hybrid pedagogical theory and practice which in construing and interpreting of ‘performance’ moves between ethnology, anthropology, semiology, cultural studies, psychoanalysis, post-structuralism, cybernetics, and so on. Conception of ‘studies’ is not only seen as theoretical superstructure or theoretical practice, but also as interdisciplinary facing of theory with practice in the performing studies (performing). Performing studies thus restrain the atmosphere of the 1960s and of utopian hope for freeing the subject through interdisciplinary facing of science on men 5 with artistic self-reflecting practice of performing, i.e. self-reflecting behaviour. Performing is presupposed from Turner’s and Goffman’s anthropology till McKenzie’s performance studies, i.e. performing as a new ‘object’ of knowledge. 6 In this pedagogical context ’performing’ is a form of human research ‘work’ characteristic of late XX century. Human work transformed from ‘creation’ and ‘making’ through production into performance, i.e. behaviour based on use, permutation, naming, appropriation, showing, etc, on and with cultural data basis. What is, according to Schechner, is the existence itself. 7 Acting is activity of what is. Showing of the action is performance: highlighting, emphasizing, and demonstrating. Explaining of the showing of action is research work of the performing studies. Thereat, studies are the synthesis of performing theory and practice into open groups of knowledge about performing, theatre, but also about hybrid modes of living in the world. 

Conversation ‘about’ and ‘within’ art as pedagogical practice or elaboration of the theory of indexes 

In order to demonstrate the way in which critical theory of pedagogical indexing developed at modernistic art schools during late 1960s and early 1970s I will discuss few, already mentioned texts of the conceptualistic group Art&Language (1968-2007). Relation between educational art community and subject-colleague-student-of art as the sign within the community is modeled by a web or map. 8 Index structure is located round inner dynamics of the Art&Language community, in other words, round the idea of inner dynamics of the community as important determinant of art epistemological paradigm. With this attitude, analyses of the index problem shows itself in the relation to ideas of Thomas Kuhn’s paradigm of scientific communities, 9 and this means that cognitive problems, meanings of discourse, texts, conversations, or mutual learning are determined by inner relations and dynamics between colleagues and co-speakers of Art&Language (artists within a group, artist professors and artists students, i.e. colleagues). Indicated process has the character of inter-textual, i.e. inter-discoursive projection of the map, web, or grid of individual contributions: suggestions and responses. Rejection 10 of the private language in Wittgensteinian sense means pronouncement and denotation of public rules of linguistic games, i.e. rules which enable one co-speaker to understand the other co-speaker on the basis of pronounced or showed rules of the game within artistic-educational process. Critique of private language in the context of Art&Language conversations means: (a) creation of real basis for communication or structural connection of different texts or discourse, and (b) rejection of accustomed mystifications of the art world, i.e. rejection of the idea of non-outspoken knowledge, of ineffably, dumbness of intuitive insight, etc. Here, we should remember Michael Baldwin’s words 11 that Art&Language has recognized that to modernism words (discourse) and pictures (iconic, abstract) are artificially separated and that this separation suited authoritary division of work into theory and practice. Language, in the context of Art&Language discussions, is not part of exteriority of the painting in the sense of semiotic enlargement of the language and visual into the language, it is also not explanatory manifestly or poetic discursivity, but language of the art world which is constitutive part of art itself. The idea of indexing communication or presentation of inter-discoursivity of the community shifts art language from the domain of customary unspoken knowledge of the art world into public speech of the art world and critical speech about art world speech. In this sense, paradigmatic index is what co-speakers in Art&Language thought from each others. 12 

Essential change which Art&Language brought into art education was critique of ‘dumbness’ or, more precisely, non-transparency of the procedures of art education within art schools. Basic task they set was introduction of analytical discussion into the framework of art work, by which art work was dislocated from ‘creative act’ into the sphere of meta-linguistic discussion: context of art education as social institution and creation as social material practice within public determining institutions. Pedagogical concept of Art&Language was, therefore, double excess: (a) it was critically facing humanistic concept of art education determined by object and learning contents, and not by its social and institutional mechanisms themselves, and (b) it was facing art concept of education based on exotic status or, for example, on individual imagination performed as un-repeatable and outside of discoursive debate. 

Post-pedagogy: from poly-genre through seduction till phantasm 

Concept ‘post-pedagogy’ was derived by American Derridian Gregory L. Ulmer in relation to concepts of Jacques Derrida’s ‘scenes of writing’, and applied it to outright different ‘authors’ such as psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, sculptor and performance artist Joseph Beuys, movie director Sergei Eisenstein and theatre director Antonin Artaud. For Ulmer concept of post-pedagogy (post/e/-pedagogy) indicates moving beyond conventional pedagogy towards experimental and activistic work till establishment of pedagogy in the era of electronic media.

One of the critical examples of post-pedagogy is pedagogical work of a German sculptor and performance artist Joseph Beuys. Joseph Beuys was a German sculptor, Fluxus, performance, and conceptual artist. He was preparing himself for studying medicine, which he receded from during the war when he became Wehrmacht soldier. After the war he studied sculpture at Art Academy in Düsseldorf. After completion of the Academy, he lived for ten years in forests round river Rhine. He became professor at Düsseldorf Academy in 1961, where he thought until he got fired in 1972. His artistic work and life are in the real sense of the meaning an example of individual mythologies, since he transformed each segment of his everyday life into remarkable story (interest in science, war, initiation in Tatar tribe, solitaire life with animals, way of dressing, relationship with students, excessive political engagement, alternative pedagogy) in the place of expecting art work. For Beuys, art work, just, envisaged trace of his life activities: ‘’It is a kind of extra energy’’. 13 He extended the idea of sculptor work into various spheres of behavioural activism (actions, happenings, performances, installations) through pointing out complex theoretical, political, mythomanic, and spectacular relations with anti- or post-pedagogy, 14 anarchism, ecology, historical materialism, antroposophy, 15 denazification, German Romanticism, utopian visionary work, alchemy, occultism, 16 spectacle system, etc… His basic concept of sociability was based on ideas of horizontal mapping of the ‘shapes of life’ and, on the other hand, ideas of direct, which means non-representative, democracy. For him, sculpture became paradoxically, indicatively, and openly conceptual potentiality and phenomenal realization of the act between people and for people. 17 Beuys’ artistic progress, in deed, has three vitalistic footings: (i) German late Romanticism and Expressionistic tradition with affinity towards utopian/visionary work, searching for gesamtkunstwerk 18, i.e. art as a polygon for recreation of a society or social traumas, (ii) international fluxus and, thus, multi-media opening or artistic work toward hybrid situations and events, and (iii) European conceptual art as an attempt of post-symbolic recreation of metaphysical occurrence in the world of art. His pedagogical work was vitalistic and activistic because it was based on mythical-messianic concept of projecting and shaping of individual and social life through direct inter-personal cooperation. His pedagogical work was full of contradictions because it demonstratively confronted creative relationship of harismatic professor with demands for direct democracy – decision making in artistic and political acting. Thereat, he saw the art work itself as a form of social and political action and interest within contemporary Capitalist world. Beuys accomplished his ideas through activism which oscillated between acting in high elite and alternative art: ‘’It could be said that it is a theory of work: each work has a sort of relationship towards art, and art does not any longer represent a type of isolated action or gathering with people capable of doing art while others have to do something else. Exactly this is the goal of my constraint.’’ 19 Simultaneously, Beuys’ action during the period between utopian last neo- and post-vanguards and rising post-modernism acquires the character of spectacle. Into mass media spectacle, it introduced organic processuality of substance or organism – from such a guest which looked like Shamanistic, in fact, the Shaman was de-realized and artistic super star was effected. His classes at Düsseldorf Academy were set up in spectacular way, i.e. in a way when accumulation of harismatic acting of a professor and critical democratic political work of students becomes demonstratively visible and demonstrative. Contradictory spectacular relationship of harismatic teacher and activisticaly oriented students was not simple confrontation and paradox and a sort of seductive social practice in which ‘teaching’ occurs as simultaneous process of seduction (irresistible approachment of object and subject) and de-mysitfication (critique of fatal confusion of object and subject of art, i.e. politics). 

Current art school in the era of transition/globalization

Current art schools are, most often, established on a pluralistic relationship of confrontations or interleaving of hybrid contemporary artist’s educational practices. Contemporary schools are ‘pluralistic’, which means that in the time in which we live there are entirely different programmatically constituted art schools: from modernistic pro-essentialist art schools, through postmodern eclectic and open art schools till hybrid official or alternative art, new-media, politics, and activism studies. Map of art schools indicates the differences, competitions, or collision of epistemological, art, and pedagogical conceptions and practices. Such a map is in a way interminable because it is established in the era when one joint canon was not established but multiplicity of assumptive or projected canons and canonizations of anti-canons. But, in principle, three principles for constitutions of a new or current art school could be isolated, and they are: 

- art education within the framework of mass industrialization of education, i.e. a system of ’art studies’ as a way of connecting practical and theoretical ’training’ of an artist, curator, or cultural and media worker (behaviour model: offering of a service to a client)

- art education within the framework of ostensible autonomy of an open and emancipatory, i.e. research development of contemporary art as artistic new-media, bio-technological, performer, and ambient art practice (behaviour model: individual and team cooperation in a vertical school organization),

- art education as a way of interventionist epistemological and activist self-organization within art, cultural, and political engagement in the contemporary culture and society through connections and cooperation of art schools of the NGO-sector (behaviour model: partnership horizontal relationship).

These three concepts can emerge in certain schools as part of complex hybrid structuration of classes and courses within the school, but these three principles can be derived as profiled models of performing concurrent new schools. On the other hand, increased mobility of students (Bologna Declaration) enables art students to assume and carry out by themselves on purpose or by chance their ‘nomadic profile’ by going through entirely different, mutually contradictory and confronted institutions. Students’ mobility set the idea of the curriculum and syllabus, i.e. individual educational program as a sort of cartographic prefiguration of epistemological, technological, and activist mobility of students. 

Schools based on the first principle are directed toward mass education of the ‘actor in the art field’ who can be artists-authors, artists-technicians, or performers, curators bureaucrat, and certainly, educated public which is preparing itself for further art, theoretical, or curator studies, that is, redistribution of the capital. Such schools are based on study courses and their networking. It appears that in the contemporary education there is no big difference between author, designer, producer, and consumer and non such is being visible. Thereat, the author is the artist who sets the concept and work project within the system and the world of art. Designer is artist who techno-medialy realizes the work for ‘presentation’. Producer is artist/curator who prepares the work for distribution, exchange and consumption in the world of art and culture. Producer is all the more accomplice of the author and often the author himself who becomes the bearer of the work project. Consumer is artist/curator or admirer who ‘lives’ in the world of art and in culture as the educated and active accomplice. This type of school is characterized by paying attention to teaching ‘skills’ or ‘techniques’ appropriate for dominant social production, exchange, and consumption models in the global and transitional society, in above all a bureaucratized information and spectacular technologies. In other words, a shift has been made from teaching art crafts towards teaching bureaucratic and production characterizations of information and spectacular technologies. Through this kind of school emerges emancipated art bureaucracy. 

Schools based on the other principle are accustomed schools developed through evolution of traditional modernistic academies in the direction of new art media, biotechnologies, performances, and ambiental work. These schools are based on structure of ‘art classes’ (atelier, studio) in which professors or visiting lecturers teach ‘the class’ (group of students) individual or collective research work within art projects. Schooling based on classes is connected with accompanying courses within the school or at other schools. Indicated model is based on establishing research projects and their individual or collective development under the supervision of the artist who with his artistic authority guarantees very arbitrary projects and their evolutions. In such a context theoretical and curator pedagogical work are being set as external education in the sense of support to ‘artist’s research work’. Theoretical and curator education results in transparent intuitions for establishing research processes, but not also in critical-theoretical analysis of these intuitions, that is, in critical-theoretical analysis of art practice. Critical, subversive, or negative become certain unspoken of ‘values’ in the place of values such as ‘artistic itself’, ‘authentic’, ‘new’, that is, in the place of traditional modern values such as ‘fine’, or ‘skillfully made’. Excluding or including of critical-theoretical work in such sort of education is one of the fundamental problems. For example, English artist and theoretician of culture Victor Burgin in one interview gave the following solution: “Peter Suchin: You have recently taken the calling Millard Chair of Fine Art at Goldsmiths College. What the College has made entirely known during last ten years is that is was connected with Brit Art … which was confronted to critical theory in most of its manifestations. Do you intend to make a shift in the relation to anti-theoretical standpoint…? Victor Burgin: I am not a missionary I do not intend to convert anybody from his original religion. But I can tell you how I look at this problem. Place of the theory in art schools is a single case of a more general question of critical thinking in the society as whole. All we say and do implies theory about the way in which world operates. There is no possibility for ever being ‘without’ theory. Therefore, the choice is not between ‘having the theory’ and ‘not having the theory’. The choice is between being aware of theories which we ascribe – and thus being able to revise them – and simple leaving theories as general knowledge or personal thought”. 20 Artist is no longer perceived as a ‘creator’, but as a researcher who exceeds single media and craft specializations in the name of authorship multimedia or nomadic approach. The problem is how he should become aware of his individual positions in the relations to art, society, and theory. Does such a kind of education offer immanent critique by means of practice itself, or what is required is a ‘shift’ toward cognition of conditions and circumstances in which art practice occurs. This is an open and controversial place of such schools/education. 

Schools based on third principle are most often alternative schools or educational practices bases on ‘tradition’ of anarchism, anti-authoritative education, and strategies and tactics of self-organization within culture and society. Thereat, it does not mean that practices of self-organization can not be included into previous modes of education, it is very often being done, but examples of institutional self-organizing art education are very rare. This is the case because such schools or curricula are based on criteria of direct democracy, i.e. self-organization, and activism and auto-criticism. Direct democracy indicates horizontal and non-authoritary self-organization of the school (curricula and syllabuses, realization of teaching, and also outer and inner life of the school). Horizontal and non-authoritary organization of the school presupposes partner relationship of colleagues in the teaching process who are themselves carriers of the school’s ‘functioning’. If in such a school hierarchies of educational structure of teaching and life appear they are, commonly, given as temporary and provisionary, thus subject to critique and auto-critique of the partners. Activism signifies entirely different strategies and tactics of behaviour which articulates teaching, as well as inner and outer intervention life of the school, i.e. intervention role of the school or its ‘teams’ in direct or indirect, real or virtual cultural and social environment. Activism emerges as twofold: as political strategy of intervention derivation of art in culture and society, but also as ‘value’, i.e. ‘target content’ of contemporary art practices on the transit from the XX to the XXI century. Self-organization and activism have a long modern history in art education. They can be traced from mystical, political, and art communes of the XIX century (Monte Verita) through certain departments of Bauhaus and certain phases of Soviet art schools (UNOVIS) till self-organizing structure Black Mountain College which is the first explicit example of ‘anti-school’. Ideas of activism can be seen, most often, as those which art assume as practice of shaping life or as political practice which instrumentalyses intervention potentialities of the art. Auto-critique appears as one of the regulative activities of self-organizing practices and attempts that direct democracy develops through permanent auto-analysis and evaluation of interpersonal, structural, and educational relationships. Self-organization and activism are often looked at as opponent, as theoretical and anti-theoretical practices. They are set as anti-theoretical practices when the primacy of action, practice, or life is given to empiro-centric way, while theoretical practices are given primacy when self-organization and activism are being projected as concrete utopia derived from theory, and also, when practice is seen as a mode of theoretical work which needs to be subjected to theoretical analyses. These three paradigms are often confronted. Self-organizing schools are subject to conflicts, mutual differentiation, and thus are very often of a short life. One of the functional modes of self-organization in education is creation of networks of institutional schools and extra-curricular practices, above all, NGO sector. 

Quite a short conclusion

Discussion about contemporary models of art education indicates that, almost, each problem of the analysis of ‘education of an artist’ faces four matters which need to be considered: 

- relationship of autonomy of the art and art activism, i.e. intervention relationship of art, culture, and society;

- relationship of practice, theory, and theoretical practice in the teaching process;

- relationship of vertical and horizontal organization of the schools, i.e. relations of invariant, open, and transient pedagogical hierarchies with absence of any firm invariant teaching hierarchy and authority;

- relationship of artist’s profession as ‘autonomous profession’, as ‘cluster of open and changeable professions’, and as ‘anti-profession’.

Translated from Serbian by Nada Jačimović
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