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Introduction by FRANCES STARK

Introducing a symposium that I put together seems to call for an air of dignifi ed, 
objective professionalism but inevitably I fi nd myself employing the fi rst-person, 
not merely because it seems necessary and effi cient to simply be myself, so to speak, 
but because the ensuing discussion regarding the future of art school presupposes 
that what I am and what I do—whether by convention, conviction or circumstance
—requires frank examination.

I am one of the many contemporary American artists who went into startling debt 
to earn an MFA from an institution of higher learning. After receiving the degree, 
I exhibited my artwork in both commercial and non-commercial venues in the US 
and abroad and have consistently given “artist talks” at various art schools where 
I would typically make studio visits with art students. On occasion, I would be invited 
to teach a class. Whenever I was asked to come “teach,” detailed interest or concern 
was rarely exhibited for my pedagogical strengths or methods, neither before nor after 
the fact. Since I was often invited back and continued to receive invitations I fi gured 
I must’ve been doing something right. It feels impossible to say what that right 
something was or if it was even “right” at all. Perhaps openings just needed to be 
fi lled and I was there to fi ll them. Nevertheless I continued, as so many of us do, 
to teach, or rather, to engage with art students, from the short-haul perspective of a 
free-agent. 

That changed two years ago when I decided to compete for the position of tenure 
track Assistant Professor of Painting and Drawing at the University of Southern 
California. When I mentioned having applied for the job to one of my former teachers 
(better known for his writing than his painting) he exclaimed, “now that’s a long shot” 
and punctuated his apparently hilarious doubt with a brutal guffaw. I don’t mention 
this to send an I-told-you-so message, but because his doubt—or rather, the unlikelihood 
of an artist who makes no claims to being an expert at painting or drawing fi lling 
the role of “Professor” of those things—reminds us how theory and practice often 
fail to align. Probing the many gaps between rhetoric and reality may be the fi rst 
step in coming to terms—literally—with what we as teachers and students in art 
school say we do, what we actually do, and what we hope to do. Splitting hairs about 
one’s own identity or practice within one’s fi eld could very well be a starting point 
for understanding one’s possibilities and/or abilities to effectively engage that fi eld, 
especially if one has the desire or responsibility to consciously steer the evolution 
of institutions that perpetuate that fi eld.

Ever since being asked to plan a symposium, another remark of my aforementioned 
former teacher has been reverberating in my head. It was at the close of a panel 
discussion hosted by the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, meant to address 
the status of theory in art school today. After each panelist had delivered his or her 
respective paper, he commented, rather drolly, “Not a single art theory has been referred 
to all evening.” This cautionary last word underscores the slipperiness of “theory” 
and the way it doubles for “language,” both of which have so often taken the blame 
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for an overly academic art. But such a public missing-the-mark about theory, (be it 
art- or any other kind) also suggests, paradoxically, that the act of theorizing itself is, 
if anything, under- rather than over-utilized in art school. And of course, my teacher’s 
conclusion also warns of the potential for monumental misunderstandings to go 
unchecked because, unfortunately we have just run out of time.

Since the word symposium actually means drinking together, not reading one after 
another, papers written by the participants have been compiled here in this publication 
to essentially free up time so that our conversation can gain momentum on the day 
of the event. After reading their texts, I think it will become quite clear to you that the 
art professionals I invited here were chosen on the basis of the sincerity, depth and 
criticality of the concern they have exhibited for the future of the fi eld of art, indeed 
for their explicit questioning of their own roles within that fi eld. I brought together 
the artists and thinkers I did because they seem to register the fact that we appear on 
the verge of a paradigm shift (or at least a complicated overlap) but have yet to fully 
accommodate for this shift in our own teaching practices, or have struggled to achieve 
effi cacy within institutions which often seem to be at dual purposes. 

And so it seems imperative to look closely at the meaning and value of the degrees 
granted by art schools, and particularly the pedagogies appropriate to the shifting 
defi nitions of the fi eld of art assumed by each level of degree. It also seems 
important to debate the need for defi ning and teaching the role of the market in 
the fi eld of art and in school itself. And fi nally, in light of de-skilling as a legacy of 
the avant-garde, I want to consider the possibility of teaching and developing a 
“critical faculty,” in terms of both mental ability—a transferable skill—and teaching 
staff—effective and refl ective teachers. 

While I am grateful that my position at USC affords me the opportunity to stage 
such an event, and make available this Primer, it also needs to be said how much 
I have allowed my newcomer status to contribute to its tone and shape. So without 
further ado let’s take a look at who we have, so you can move on to what it is 
they are putting on the table.

MAI ABU ELDAHAB, an independent curator based in Cairo, is one of three 
co-curators of the international biennial Manifesta 6. Manifesta 6, now cancelled for 
ostensibly political reasons, was intending to set up an art school in Nicosia, Cyprus. 
I was hoping to pursue a dialogue with the Manifesta 6 School project long before it 
was cancelled. It seemed impossible to ignore that an international biennial would 
forgo the typical exhibition and launch in its stead a self-refl exive art school experiment. 
In preparation for the project Mai and her co-curators edited and produced a book 
called Notes for An Art School, meant to be the fi rst in a series of ongoing research 
projects questioning the existing models for art education and exhibition making. 
Her essay for that book—‘How to Fall With Grace or Fall Flat on Your Face’—is the 
fi rst text reproduced here. The portentous title, which pre-dates the cancellation of 
Manifesta 6, foregrounds the personal and professional risk factor of any operation, 
wherein a critical experiment will potentially clash with, and/or be devoured by, 
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politics and bureaucracy. As Mai sees it: “Cultural production must maintain and 
defend its autonomy as a space where the freedom to experiment, to negotiate 
ideological positions and to fail are not only accepted, but defi ning.”

STUART BAILEY was involved in the Manifesta 6 School, intending to set up a 
local print workshop with colleague David Reinfurt to design, publish and distribute 
all school-related material under the imprint Dexter Sinister. His participation in this 
symposium seemed inevitable once I learned that he was also involved in something 
loosely referred to as the Academic Workshop at Parsons at The New School in 
New York. He was brought in as an independent consultant to a small team established 
by Lisa Grocott, a communication designer, and Tim Marshall, now the Dean of 
Parsons. The purpose of the Workshop is to address the problem of initiating a major 
curricular change across the disciplines, in a way that could tap into the humanities 
strength and critical legacy of the New School. This was in response to the need to 
accommodate major growth, and the newfound popularity of the school perhaps 
fueled, in part, by the success and popularity of the reality TV show set in Parsons’ 
fashion department, Project Runway. One of the tasks the group set themselves was 
to explore the notion of “design thinking” as a transferable skill across disciplines. 
What interests me about the Academic Workshop is that it was formed as a way for 
the school to allow itself the luxury to address curricular change from an exploratory 
and intellectual perspective, and welcomed outside views, which it collected through 
interviews with non-affi liated professionals in the fi eld. Furthermore, it was also a 
design investigation to address the circulation of administrative memos—an attempt 
to streamline the school’s communication with itself, a simple instance of a school 
attempting to practice what it preaches: good design.

Stuart’s contribution here began as a document intended to be circulated among the 
faculty and administration at Parsons in order to initiate a dialogue about how to initiate 
both academic and bureaucratic changes in the school. Early on it became apparent 
that it should be incorporated into the inter-institutional dialogue at work here, and I 
began working closely with him on the text. In fact, the citation of Howard Singerman, 
which arises in his text, is actually taken from an email correspondence I had with 
Howard about this symposium. 

As I began writing this document I was reminded of, or more accurately, infl uenced 
by, HOWARD SINGERMAN’s memorable start to his scholarly research in his book 
Art Subjects: Making Artists in the American University: “Although I hold a Master 
of Fine Arts degree in sculpture, I do not have the traditional skills of the sculptor; 
I cannot carve or cast or weld or model in clay.” He admits he began writing the book 
in order to answer the question “why not?” The book asks “what constitutes training 
as an artist now, and what has determined its shape? What did my training mean, 
historically and ideologically, and what was it in6?” Most people interested enough to be 
holding this compilation in their hands will be familiar with this cornerstone scholarship 
by Howard, so I forgo any attempt at summary. Included here is a lesser-known text, 
‘Excellence and Pluralism,’ originally published in the journal Emergences in 2002. 
The piece epitomizes his brilliant ability to simultaneously perform the equivalent of 
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an archeological dig on a school’s art department and paint our contemporary 
conditions and attitudes with unforgiving precision. 

My MFA has essentially trained me only to do “my work” yet, paradoxically, it is 
also the degree that certifi es me to teach. Granted most university art departments 
have teaching assistant programs, but when I attended Art Center College of Design, 
being a teaching assistant meant making photocopies. This could suggest, if only 
metaphorically, that the ability to select and reproduce texts and images worth 
considering is sometimes enough. Furthermore, the ability to teach anyone how to 
read those texts and images closely is not required and tacitly assumed to be someone 
else’s job, somewhere earlier in the process. And so, like the unsinkable suspicion 
that it’s impossible to teach someone to be a good artist, it is probably also a widely 
held assumption—if not a widely acknowledged one—that you can’t teach someone 
how to be a good teacher. 

I cannot help but jump right into a quote from JAN VERWOERT’s contribution to 
Notes for An Art School, which we’ve also reprinted here. “The fact that the academy 
offers a refuge from outside pressures, the critic will claim, is precisely the reason 
why liberal and conservative academies alike become safe havens for ageing professors 
who can indulge in the privileges of their power without ever having to check the 
premises of their teaching against the realities and criteria of contemporary art 
production …” His argument from the other side of the academic border is as frank 
and relentless as this. I was stunned and enlivened to read his line of questioning, 
and that particular charge of not having to check the premises of one’s teaching struck 
me very hard. The idea of professors, of any rank or age, evaluating their teaching 
in light of contemporary conditions seems so obvious, so right, but I couldn’t think 
of what that process might look like, or where and with whom it might actually 
take place. 

Jumping ahead a bit, I want to point out why I have included here, as an appendix, 
a photocopied text by Thierry de Duve. I found it in my faculty mailbox, a welcome 
diversion from the relentless fl ow of memos and otherwise superfl uous correspondence. 
It was delivered by a senior colleague. I assumed he put it there because I was working 
on this symposium, but discovered that many others received it as well. It proved 
an immensely useful text as well as an inspiring gesture, but—pardon my idealism—
it made me yearn for a faculty meeting spent sharing insights about teaching strategies 
or hashing out things like: “When the culture that fosters invention starts to doubt, 
it ceases to oppose itself to the culture fostering imitation that it claimed to supplant.” 
There is no time to think, we have to run the school; it is, after all, a business. 
One can only hope that it’s not business as usual.

Offered up as a contemporary paradigm is “The MFA is the new MBA,” suggesting 
that within the new economy “creativity” and “free agency” are ostensibly valued 
over traditional business administration skills and corporate loyalty. In a recent article 
published in Afterall, ‘Your Art World: Or the Limits of Connectivity,’ LANE RELYEA 
considers how certain conditions of globalization effect the production and reception 
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of contemporary art. Lane is currently Assistant Professor and Director of Graduate 
Studies in the Department of Art Theory and Practice at Northwestern University. 
I will never forget a talk he gave while doing a gallery walk through of the MOCA 
exhibition Public Offerings—an exhibition premised on the metaphor of a good artist 
being an “initial public offering,” a stock going public upon leaving school and entering 
the marketplace. The exhibition showcased work made at the moment when the artist 
was at the intersection of the academy and the market. As Lane helped a general 
audience to an understanding of the work, he simultaneously appeared to be publicly 
coming to terms with the fact that he, as an art critic, was an unnecessary part of a new 
art-historical equation, squeezed out both ideologically and economically. The works’ 
stellar and exemplary status as investments that paid off (for both indebted students 
and collectors alike) would obscure anything he or anyone else had to say about the 
art objects or art practieces themselves.

ROBERT LINSLEY is an Assistant Professor of Fine Arts at the University of Waterloo 
in Toronto where he runs a post-graduate fellowship in studio art, focusing on new 
models of abstraction. Having heard I was planning a symposium, he expressed curiosity 
to some mutual friends who urged me to send him some information about what I 
was planning. He informed me that he quit his job. I was shocked and a bit excited to 
hear someone willing to walk away from what seemed to be an ideal refuge within a 
university. Robert invited himself to participate in the symposium, and I don’t say that 
to make light of his contribution but rather to underscore the importance of his drive 
to enter the debate. Besides, it was perfectly in keeping with the serendipity at work 
throughout. Robert’s participation and contribution further underscores that a discussion 
about the future of art school depends not primarily on new trends or technologies, 
but on an awareness of the artist’s role within an institution. As Jan Verwoert points 
out with refreshing optimism:

the status of the single institution is no more than that of one hub among many that 
channel the discursive productivity generated by the fi eld as a whole. And although the 
fi eld of academia may often have to rely on individual institutions to host presentations 
and discussions, it is, in principle, not fully dependent on these institutions, as it can 
generate its discourse in personal exchanges and informal discussions just as well 
as in public symposia … The basis for the open affi liation of different producers 
within the academy is, in turn, not so much an identifi cation with the role model of the 
academic but, on the contrary, a sense that, within the academy, clear identity profi les 
are suspended.
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Mai Abu ElDahab

On How to Fall With 
Grace—or Fall Flat on 

Your Face
The Manifesta Biennial is not unique; its pitfalls are shared by most similar power-
possessing institutions to varying degrees and in relation to their particular struc-
tures and aspirations. Although it engenders its own nuances and ambitions, for 
the purposes of the coming paragraphs, Manifesta simply serves as a testing ground
for dissecting the processes of the art world into their different layers to illustrate
the pressing need for a new socio-political consciousness in the artistic community,
and to address the widespread paralysis of cultural production as a crucial socio-
political force. As such, turning to education as the heart of what is to become 
the Manifesta 6 School represents an attempt to slap a patient out of a coma, and
awaken a consciousness that is more far-reaching than individual art practices. 

In its customary introversion, the arts community does not let well 
enough alone, but often extends itself just enough to instrumentalise the world
around it as props for its own production. A prime example of this tokenism is 
the growing range of art projects based on a form of seemingly benevolent social
science research. The research results (or works of art) are, more often than not,
neither up to scratch academically nor do they imbue the information with any 
new artistic significance. They are forms of either pop information, inaccessible
specialist data or, sadly, sensationalism. In contrast, a genuine form of awareness
and constructive involvement necessitates commitment, erudition, confrontation
and a recoiling from the superficiality of political correctness. 

The Manifesta 6 School is a pretext, an excuse and an opportunity. 
It is a pretext for questioning and possibly challenging the methods of the
institutionalised art world. It is an excuse to bring together inspiring thinkers 
and cultural producers to invigorate the position of art, and cultural production at
large. It is a great opportunity for a wealth of critical endeavours: looking at the role
of art institutions as participants in cultural policymaking; questioning the role of
artists as defined by the institutional climate in which they practice and produce;
revealing the power positions that legitimise the prevailing elitism; looking at
culture’s entanglement with the pressures and demands of corporate globalisation.
And, finally, asking what kind of education do we as art professionals need today 
in order to play an effective role in the world? 

The realisation of Manifesta 6 begins with a few set parameters: 
the Biennial, the team, the site. Let us start by taking a look at these givens before
extrapolating the Manifesta 6 School’s potential in depth.

The Biennial
Manifesta is the biennial of contemporary European art, although its geography-
specific character is often underplayed. The general acceptance of this delineation
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implies that the debate around modes of representation is only crude when it 
refers to those outside of the West. Is that not just the other side of the same coin?
The Venice Biennale, for example, is often branded as outdated because of its
emphasis on national representation. But the Manifesta Biennial, similarly, 
is a project that focuses on a new united Europe and is funded by numerous 
national and trans-national agencies interested in promoting their own agendas.
These agencies structurally reflect the policies of their states, be they conservative,
moderate, liberal, right-wing, left-wing or middle-of-the-road. The bulk of the
project’s capital is provided by the host city, with the expected returns calculated 
in the form of short- and long-term benefits. The reality of these returns is quite
evident in terms of tourism, new infrastructure, city promotion, salaries for 
local administrators, etc. 

The Biennial is like a parasite landing on a host. It is an authoritative 
institution in the guise of a civic entity with a benign mandate. The deliberate
ambiguity of its position leaves it prey to the doctrines of corporatism as dictated
by the variety of interests it encompasses: the art market, funding agencies,
sponsors, foreign policies, cultural policies, city governments, etc. And thus, 
as an institution that refrains from defining a position of its own on the 
basis of its ideas and institutional history, it is susceptible to the prescriptions 
of the external agents whose contributions empower its self-serving nature. 
One illustration of this dynamic is the way artists from the richer end of the
European spectrum are often over-represented in biennial shows as a result of 
the strength of their local funding bodies. This kind of imbalance creates a false
impression of the relative vitality of different cultural milieus, as dissemination
becomes a reflection of a state’s purchasing power. Preferably, concepts and 
ideas, rather than financing, should determine the role and activities of civic
institutions. Therefore, if such institutions were to profess spe- cific agendas or
positions, they might suffer economically but they would be far less accepting 
of, and vulnerable to, exploitation. The prevalent genre of insipid wishy-washiness
is symptomatic of the ongoing corporatisation of cultural production.
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The Team
To continue the theme of transparency, we should begin by looking at some 
history. The International Foundation Manifesta and the host city, Nicosia, 
began the search for the upcoming edition’s curatorial team with a relatively open
call for applications. As the dream team of political correctness, we made it 
through the first round: multi-denominational German-Russian/American-Arab; 
or North, South and centre; or Frankfurt style, New York glamour and Cairo
mystique; or whatever. The first successful sales pitch.

For the next stage of the selection, a proposition about art education
was presented by the team. The pros were immediately self-evident: a concrete idea
that leaves behind the predictable pseudo-political reductive North versus South 
or centre/periphery jargon. Instead, the proposal put forth a precise and coherent
idea about initiating a seemingly neutral entity with a charitable and highly 
popular motive and mandate—the Manifesta 6 School. Criticism from militant
anti-education activists seemed rather unlikely. Coincidentally, the buzzword in 
the art world happens to be education. (Whether coincidence or copycat is
irrelevant, as the Biennial has wider outreach, a bigger budget and an early press
release to protect the concept’s ownership). Sales pitch number two. 

So the selection was made. Unfortunately, one cannot point to a
conspiracy; we, the curators, are just compliantly savvy to the requirements of the
industry. However, we are guilty of complacently marketing ourselves according to
strategic geographical quotas to cater to the expectations of institutions that
ironically thrive on (and appropriate funds by) claiming a philosophy of openness.
In fact, such openness runs essentially counter to the demands of the standardisa-
tion machine and cannot be tolerated. The incongruity of the world’s neo-liberal
face is exemplified by these seemingly progressive cultural institutions that espouse
an ‘openness to all’ without ideological predilections. Yet position yourself in
relation to this openness and—lo and behold!—you are swiftly absorbed into it and
reinforcing its inbuilt consumerist values. Same old, same old. This dynamic is bred
by the economic system’s aversion to any change that may disrupt its assembly-line
production, in this instance production of ideas. On this assembly line, production
has to self-perpetuate, legitimise and replicate itself, or the structure inexorably
breaks down. Everything that is interesting happens on the margins, and no one is
to know exactly where that is.

Of course, one question comes up again and again: Can you claim you are
anti-institutional, and yet work for one of the pillars of the system? A little hypocritical
perhaps? And here we can try to slip in some innocence: ‘You can only change the system
from within—participate and have your say, and gradually you can have some impact.’
Or, ‘The system is all-powerful, all-engulfing, and there is no room to manoeuvre.’ Mere
excuses used to protect one’s position on the assembly line. A mask for laziness or apathy
or, more often than not, for self-serving motives that cumulatively paralyse the endeavours
of culture and strip them of their predisposition to question, influence and change.

I acknowledge that we are complicit, but the real issue is how we
proceed from this point.

The Site
The divided capital of Nicosia is the location chosen for this European event: 
part European and part not, part Christian and part Muslim, part rich and part
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poor. A conflict that is metaphorically, or perhaps practically, a microcosm of the
supposed East/West divide fed to us 24/7 by the world’s free media. The choice 
of this location leaves the outsider wondering whether Cyprus is supposed to 
be a window on the fallacies of Eurocentrism or a wall to show where Europe
ends—as the question of Turkish inclusion in the European Union surfaces on a
daily basis. Moreover, the project is formulated as having a bi-communal character,
a naive problem-solving strategy that ignores similar contrived attempts that 
have always fallen short as they repeatedly underestimate the complexity of this
longstanding reality. Whatever the assumptions and implications, the answer
depends on how we proceed from here.

Nicosia is not a capital of contemporary art, but this is certainly not 
to be regarded as an affliction to be remedied by Manifesta. Rather than stripping
the Biennial of meaning, this reality simply indicates that the Biennial requires its
own method and configuration if it is to be of significance to the local community
with which it will cohabit. Here lies the most demanding aspect of the project:
What kind of meanings that are vital, dynamic and requisite for Nicosia can the
Biennial generate in this context? The difficulty in striking a balance between the
needs of the Biennial and those of the city lies in the dichotomy between the
immediate inclination to replicate existing models and the ability to have and
generate confidence in the power of the local situation and constituency to breed
their own valid frameworks.

In order to initiate meaningful interactions and relationships in 
Nicosia, Manifesta should communicate a climate desiring of active engagement in
congruence with its place and time. Manifesting this desire concretely in the
formation of the School is the only function the Biennial can profess as a humble
guest rather than an arrogant intruder on the island. Otherwise, what will remain is
patronage and ignorance cloaked in a pretence of inaccessible sophistication.
Fortunately, in the aforementioned general atmosphere of indifference, Cyprus has
the advantages of location, scale, provincialism and—regrettably—firsthand
experience of living with conflict. In these circumstances, an empowering and
influential event is possible.

The School
Regardless of the particulars, the fact now is that Manifesta has committed to
forgoing the glamour of the conventional large-scale show and opening itself 
to transformation. Allowing the project to try sowing some fresh seeds, rather than
just using generic vacuum-packed merchandise in conformity with the apparatus 
of corporate sustainability. Consequently, for this Biennial to be of any substance,
we need to be able, as curators, organisers and institutions, to stop censoring
ourselves, to give up our decorum, to dismiss our elitism, and perhaps even to
undermine ourselves.

In order to be successful, this project must fail by the existing standards of 
the exhibition industry. It should propose a new articulation of the ways of
assessment and not fall prey to the trap of proposing innovation yet using the same
old criteria for its evaluation. These obsolete standards not only stifle creativity but
also endorse a corporate paradigm of cultural production: How many tickets sold?
How many new works produced? How many reviews? How many international
guests? These questions are measures for a very superficial ‘return-on-investment’
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logic, and are standard tools for promoting the Biennial to applicant cities. 
This is the logic and language of bureaucrats, marketers and advertising executives,
certainly not cultural producers. Cultural production must maintain and defend its
autonomy as a space where the freedom to experiment, to negotiate ideological positions
and to fail are not only accepted, but defining.

The Manifesta 6 School can be about creating conditions with a
modesty and a desire to accept the possibility of failure. This is not referring to 
the relativist failure of the laboratory model, but a vocal acknowledgement that
certain formulae do not work and should be refuted and new ones tested. One case
in point is the proponents of superficial cultural exchange relentlessly orchestrating
patronising situations where the didactics of their monologues deafen the audience.
Not only are the discussions redundant, the repercussions are damaging as entire
cultures and issues are packaged with labels of exchange endorsing the entire 
futile exercise. For example, museums seize the opportunity of easy public funding
for a certain ‘topic of the season’ and package a complex and influential debate 
into one exhibition to boost their finances through a false show of engagement.
These exhibitions reduce significant issues to consumable products, and strip them
of their urgency by presenting them as yet another of many options of display. 
Such irresponsible methods should be rejected.

The Manifesta 6 School should not reiterate generic references. 
It should demonstrate its uncompromising eagerness to encounter and delve into
conditions and realities as lived, and not simply exploit them as ‘content’ for
production. This transcending of abstraction and stripping naked of convictions 
is not a painless exercise, but it is a gratifying one. Searching through diverse
disciplines for new directions, whether academic or practical, along with
meticulousness, indulgence and a readiness to admit shortcomings may prove to 
be the necessary approaches. Pursuing new questions requires unorthodox means 
and exploration in unexpected places. Learning-by-doing, be it reading, walking,
filming, discussing, painting, etc., should be privileged over reproduction or
didactic pedagogies. Repetition and re-investigation of exhausted theories whose
inadequacies have been repeatedly exposed would be a tedious redundancy. 
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Moving beyond the current production-on-demand modus operandi 
of the art world, the School can advance site-specificity as a cerebral exercise rather
than a delightful gimmick. This can be possible if great labour combined with
flexibility in expectations becomes its dominant strategy. The structure of the
School would be demanding, and involve over-information and in-depth analysis. 
A mind-expanding form of education can only become possible if different
paradigms are allowed to confront our own, challenge them and maybe invade our
confined and limiting hierarchy of knowledge. Moreover, alternative discourses
need to be imposed on the mainstream, and new ideas embraced and voiced on
their own terms. 

All institutions represent an ideology, whether explicitly or by default.
The Manifesta 6 School should be overt and confrontational about its position 
as a hub for a proactive, politically engaged community of cultural producers. 
The School should escape from the model of harvesting innate artistic talent,
instead affording an environment of intellectual scholarship—this atmosphere being
not merely an accumulation of individualist endeavours but rather a direct function
of the institution. It should advocate the development of ideas as an ongoing
process of investigation. Research should be encouraged as a route towards
discovery and knowledge production in fierce opposition to product design and
display. This framework should be carefully constructed and communicated, and
the participants left with the independence to find and formulate their own
methodologies, spaces and languages within it.

This project must be a call for the politicisation of art production, 
not for political art. It can make us dust off our Noam Chomsky, Arundhati Roy,
Frantz Fanon, Edward Said, Antonio Negri, Jacques Derrida, Slavoj Žižek and
listen, or even act. The politicians, the corporations and their professionals 
are steadfast in their motives, purposes and aspirations. The community of cultural
producers is not. But in the face of current global conditions, for anything mean-
ingful or effectual to be expressed or produced, positions must be articulated with-
in the cultural sphere, their multitude explicitly representing a belief in the validity
of multiple worldviews and positions, and rejecting monological indoctrinations.
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The bipolarity of world affairs, as sanctioned by the media, necessitates
urgent resistance. Horrific terrorism manifested in the form of a confused 
nineteen-year-old girl in her US army uniform in Iraq, and on the other hand,
dogmatic ideologues empowered by this terror to manipulate a demoralised and
terrified teenager into strapping explosives to his own chest. In the midst of this
tragic reality, the detached silence of the cultural industry becomes a form of
collaboration. Art and culture professionals and institutions must become the third
voice with their creativity, inspiration and intellect. It is not a romanticism to be
shunned by cynics, but a genuine alternative, when we assert an indiscriminate bias
to compassion, and choose to become involved.

In the profound and irate words of Arundhati Roy (in The Ordinary
Person’s Guide to Empire): ‘Our strategy should be not only to confront Empire but
to lay siege to it. To deprive it of oxygen. To shame it. To mock it. With our art,
our music, our literature, our stubbornness, our joy, our brilliance, our sheer
relentlessness—and our ability to tell our own stories.’

The Manifesta 6 School is a chance to fall gracefully, and then stand 
up and walk a new path. Perhaps this is in itself the education we need.
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Towards a Critical Faculty

A short reader concerned with art/design education
compiled by Stuart Bailey 
for the Academic Workshop 
at Parsons School of Design, The New School, New York
Winter 2006/7

Let me open this slightly odd document by introducing 
myself through my own art-educational background. I began
as an undergraduate student of Typography & Graphic
Communication in a rigorous but essentially maverick
department at the University of Reading in the UK, then later
as something between graduate and apprentice at the familial
Werkplaats Typografie [Typography Workshop] in the
provincial Netherlands. Since then I have worked across the
arts, mainly as a book designer, co-founded and edited a
design journal, Dot Dot Dot, which continues in an ever-
widening cultural vein, and simultaneously taught in the
undergraduate departments at both my old Reading course
and in graphic design at the Rietveld Academy in Amsterdam.
After a few years teaching, I recently came to a standstill
where I found myself so confused about what and why 
I was teaching that it seemed better to stop and attempt 
to readdress the purpose before trying again. Around this 
time I also found myself involved in countless conversations
with friends and colleagues in similar situations with 
similar feelings, marked less by disillusion and more by
confusion. Then I ended up as some kind of wild card at
Parsons’ new-founded Academic Workshop, who were
interested in directly addressing exactly these concerns. 
Which is how I come to be attempting to engage you in 
the process.

A first disclaimer: This document is a loose, fragmented 
reader designed to circle the area the Academic Workshop
intends to discuss in subsequent forums, both inside and
outside the context of The New School. Because the topic is so
broad and quickly overwhelming, it seems most useful by way
of introduction to simply collect my own reflex compilation of
others’ viewpoints. This is a brief survey based on resources
within easy reach and the result of a few months’ worth of
more or less focused conversations. As such it traces the
process of mapping the lay of the land as a work-in-progress
intended to be amended, added to, and refined through our
impending conversations. One advantage of this approach is
that it ought to remain timely.

A second disclaimer: The entire issue of art/design schooling is
infuriatingly elliptical, and constantly in danger of cancelling
itself out. This is, at least in part, because what we might
initially perceive as separable issues (such as the distinctions
between undergraduate and graduate, art and design, teaching
and learning, mentor and facilitator, etc.) are all inextricably
intertwined. Once one is addressed, one or more of the others
immediately come into play. This is why the present document
is not particularly subdivided—even its basic chronological
divisions barely hold.

Artists and designers (or good ones) are by nature reflexive
creatures—they simultaneously reflect on what they do while
doing it. As I understand it, this Workshop was set up simply
with an aim to harnessing this towards a practical end: 
to engage its design faculty to actively design the institution, 
a logic which seems as paradoxically absent as it is obvious 
in contemporary art/design schools. So, cutting through 
a few anticipated responses: this is not a rooting-out 
exercise, nor a preamble to a series of job losses (probably 

the opposite), nor a change for the sake of change, nor some
infant generation staking a claim, nor a gratuitous cosmetic
exercise in spending excess money, nor a hollow PR campaign.
It simply proposes the time, space and energy to ask the 
sorts of questions that should be permanently addressed as 
a matter of course, with the school set up to accommodate
them as and when necessary. In short, to engage our 
“design thinking” towards consolidating the future curriculum.
If there is one principal obstruction to such constructive hopes
it lies in the disjunct between the academic and financial-
bureaucratic divisions of contemporary schools—between
projected/imagined ideas and reality. There is no good reason
why the two cannot be resolved together in a curriculum 
plan at once transparent, open and clear.

There are, of course, countless routes into thinking about
teaching contemporary art/design students. Mine is to try 
to get to the bottom of a term just mentioned above, 
and which is constantly floating around the Workshop: 
“design thinking.” First by questioning the meaning of the
phrase itself—which is perhaps the first clue to my particular
background and approach: “design thinking,” to my mind, 
is a tautology, i.e. “designing” is synonymous with “thinking.”
(According to the dictionary: “to conceive or fashion in 
the mind.”) At the same time, I understand the implication:
“design thinking”—and more or less interchangeably,
“intelligence” or “expertise”—is an attempt to define the
constituent parts of an abstract process distinct from those 
of other fields such as “craft thinking,” “scientific thinking” 
or “philosophical thinking.” The key characteristic of 
“design thinking” might reasonably be defined as “reflection-
in-action,” which Norman Potter further elucidates in his
statement:

Design is a field of concern, response, and enquiry
as often as decision and consequence. 
(Potter, 1989)

The perceived payoff of unpacking “design thinking” is that 
its constituent qualities can be identified and extracted to
provide the new focus of a contemporary art/design
curriculum. This follows from what I believe is a common
intuition that the existing model no longer reasonably
accommodates contemporary requirements with regard to
the ever-blurring boundaries of art/design disciplines, of
specialism giving way to generalism, that “design thinking” 
is transferable (or “exportable”) across disciplines, and that 
as such, students ought to be pushed accordingly towards
developing a general reflexive critical faculty rather than
discipline-specific skills.

Here I propose to consider the pedagogical application of
“design thinking” as a working hypothesis through my own
form of design thinking (“concern, response, and enquiry”). 
My method is to rewind, pause, then fast-forward: to map 
the historical trajectory of art/design education in order 
to identify how and why past models were set up in response 
to prevailing social conditions, then to try and articulate 
why, in the light of these legacies, combined with an overview
of descriptions of the contemporary paradigm, “design
thinking” might indeed be an appropriate foundation for 
the future.

Who really can face the future? All you can do is
project from the past, even when the past shows
that such projections are often wrong. And who
really can forget the past? What else is there to
know? What sort of future is coming up from behind
I don’t really know. But the past, spread out ahead,
dominates everything in sight. 
(Pirsig, 1974)27



Past

What are the key models of art/design schools? Let’s try to
compile a lineage, beginning around a hundred years ago from
the point at which art and design schools began to be set up as
distinct entities following the first industrial revolution, in a
context of duality between the traditional master-apprentice
model for craft-based professions (e.g. metallurgy, carpentry,
etc.) and the academy-studio for fine art training (drawing,
painting, etc.)

The School of Arts and Crafts was set up in 1896 
to fill “certain unoccupied spaces in the field of
education.” The foundation of the School
represented an important extension of the design
philosophy of the Arts and Crafts movement 
which, largely inspired by William Morris, had
raised the alarm against the lowering of standards
as a result of the mechanization of design processes.
Advocating a return to hand-production, this
movement argued that the machine was a social
evil. The School’s first principal, believed that
“science and modern industry have given the 
artist many new opportunities” and that “modern
civilization rests on machinery and that no system
for the encouragement or endowment of the arts
can be sound that does not recognize this.”

The School proved to be innovatory in both its
educational objectives and its teaching methods.
“The special object of the School is to encourage 
the industrial application of decorative design, 
and it is intended that every opportunity should 
be given for pupils to study this in relation to their
own particular craft. There is no intention that the
school should supplant apprenticeship; it is rather
intended that it should supplement it by enabling 
its students to learn design and those branches 
of their craft which, owing to the sub-division of the
processes of production, they are unable to learn 
in the workshop.”

The majority of the staff of the school were not
“certificated,” full-time teachers; rather were they
successful practitioners in their respective crafts,
employed on a part-time basis, and providing the
school with a great variety of practical skills and
invaluable contacts with the professional world of
the designer and craftsman. These pioneering
innovations in objective and method proved to 
be crucial to a philosophy of art and design
education which fashioned the establishment and
development of many similar institutions in Britain
and abroad, including the Weimar Bauhaus.
(Central School prospectus, London, 1978)

In describing this office and project to other people, 
I invariably find myself back at the Bauhaus, simply because 
it remains the most explicit representation of a set of coherent
principles and marker of a clear paradigm shift, namely, the
change from the traditional master-apprentice to the group-
workshop model; the introduction of the foundation course 
of general principles for all disciplines; the application of fine
art to practical ends; and the synthesis of the arts around one
particular vision. Whether these ideas were actually realized
or even consistent is irrelevant here—again, they are listed
because they are what the Bauhaus generally represents.

Workshops, not studios, were to provide the 
basis for Bauhaus teaching. Workshop training 
was already an important element in the courses
offered by several “reformed” schools of arts 
and crafts elsewhere in Germany, but what was 
to make the Bauhaus different from anything
previously attempted was a tandem system of

workshop-teaching. Apprentices were to be
instructed not only by ‘masters’ of each particular
craft but also by fine artists. The former would teach
method and technique, while the latter, working in
close cooperation with the craftsmen, would
introduce the students to the mysteries of creativity
and help them achieve a formal language of their
own. (Whitford, 1984)

From here we might then ask: Are art schools in the 21st
century still based on the Bauhaus model? If so, is this still
relevant almost a century later? If not, on what other model(s)
are they based, if at all? If not based on a model, how are 
they designed? and finally: Whether based on a model or not,
should they be? 

The old art schools were unable to produce this
unity; and how, indeed, should they have done so,
since art cannot be taught? Schools must be
absorbed by the workshop again.

Our impoverished State has scarcely any funds for
cultural purposes any more, and is unable to take
care of those who only want to occupy themselves
by indulging some minor talent. I foresee that a
whole group of you will unfortunately soon be
forced by necessity to take up jobs to earn money,
and the only ones who will remain faithful to art will
be those prepared to go hungry for it while material
opportunities are being reduced, intellectual
possibilities have already enormously multiplied.
(Gropius, 1919)

And really, following the various incarnations of the Bauhaus
(and the couple of postwar offshoots in Chicago and Ulm) any
sense of an explicit, shared educational ideology tails off here,
coinciding with the Second World War, and the end of what is
generally regarded as the heroic phase of modernism.

I also once dreamed of a school where it would be
natural to expect such an intermix of professions,
arts and trades. There was some attempt in
Lethaby’s early ideas for the Central School of Arts
& Crafts in London, in Henry van de Velde’s and
Gropius’s Weimar Bauhaus-Hochschule fur
Gestaltung, and at the Ulm Hochschule fur
Gestaltung. The two latter did not survive: the
Central transformed itself into a School of Art &
Design, only distinguishable from many others by
some still-surviving tradition, and, as always,
everywhere, by occasional concatenations of firing
staff & students.

All art schools, until some years ahead, have tried to
teach what teachers taught, or else supplied an
environment to expand. (And I can’t think it very
bad to give a human being three or four years of
freedom to work out what consequence or nonsense
his desires at eighteen/nineteen are; by “his” I
include unisex “hers.”) The question now is, not
only the structure of art education, nor indeed the
government reports, but, very strictly, what should
we teach, what should they learn; also how can they
be educated. There is no way to teach anything
except through personal contact and conduct. 
There is no way to teach any person who lacks
desire. There is no way to teach through excessive
specialization in an “art” subject, with an iced-on
gloss of general-liberal-complementary studies.
Because the “subject” and its complement belong
together. It should not prove impossible to give the
“art” ones jobs ... (Froshaug, 1970)

Through the 1960s and 1970s—and on into postmodernity—
the art/design school was increasingly characterized by the
creation and popularization of its own image and social codes
(bound up with the various facets of youth liberation, its
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movements and nascent culture). This was school as liberal
annex and breeding ground, but whose by-product was to
accelerate the animosity towards the so-called Real World of
business.

The art school has evolved through a repeated
series of attempts to gear its practice to trade and
industry to which the schools themselves have
responded with a dogged insistence on spontaneity,
on artistic autonomy, on the need for independence,
on the power of the arbitrary gesture. Art as free
practice versus art as a response to external
demand: the state and the art market define the
problem, the art school modernizes, individualizes,
adds nuance to the solution.

Art school students are marginal, in class terms,
because art, particularly fine art, is marginal in
cultural terms. Constant attempts to reduce the
marginality of art education, to make art and design
more “responsive” and “vocational” by gearing
them towards industry and commerce have
confronted the ideology of “being an artist,” the
romantic vision which is deeply embedded in the
art school experience. Even as pop stars, art
students celebrate the critical edge marginality
allows, turning it into a sales technique, a source of
celebrity. (Frith/Horne, 1987)

The following account was written by a student towards the
end of this era, a typically convoluted attempt to deal with the
contradictions of lingering socialist art and design ideals in the
context of the hand-in-hand burgeoning of social liberation
and commercialization:

I am trying to learn to be a designer. Designers are
directly concerned with life. Designs are for living.
Designing is just part of the process in which solar
energy lives through the medium of hereditary infor-
mation. Designers are concerned with information
—information which furthers life. Being a designer 
is finding out ways of furthering life. Not thermo-
dynamicsmechanics life, this is being a doctor, 
a servant purely. Emotion-communion life. How you
check a design: does it make its user more alive? Or
his children maybe? We have to work in time also.

Here is a problem for the designer, one to beat his
head against. Clients usually ask him to operate the
other way—against life—the clients I have come
across. They ask him usually to make a design for
part of a system for making a profit. Making a profit
is life, sure, but for the client only. And it may be the
client the designer is working for, but it is people he
is working on. The client doesn’t sit down and read
all his 50,000 leaflets, people do. The client pays,
but the designer must be ready to tear up his cheq-
ues if he or other people he loves don’t or won’t get
the money, and if the client is trying to use him to
channel life away from other people. The designer is
working on people: he is working for people. 

The designer may have to work for clients whose
business is drainage of this kind. But not if he can
survive without. If he has to, he must never forget
what they are doing, and what they are doing to
him, what they are asking him to do to other
people. If he forgets this for a moment, they may
start draining him. There must be people who are
working for people. He can work for them. Then he
will be a real designer, designing for life, not death.

How? I don’t know yet, that’s why I go to school, to
experience, to share experience with those to whom
these problems are no longer new and with those to
whom their very newness is an opportunity for
living. (Bridgman, 1969)

Present

—and this is the same writer forty years later:

We were wrong. That old article tells you why:
rational design would only work for rational people,
and such people do not exist. Real people have
irrational needs, many of them to do with human
tribalism. Though tribalism itself is rational—it
increases your chances of survival—its totems are
not. If you belong to the coal-effect tribe, you’ve got
to have a coal-effect fire. There’s no reason for
wanting your heat source this shape, other than the
fact that other tribe members do. There’s no reason
for having a modernist, post-modernist, minimalist
or any other source of heat source, either, except as
a similar totem. The reasons have to be tacked on
later (but only if you are a member of the rationalist
tribe—nobody else bothers).

So designers can’t rule the world, they can only
make it more like it already is. Fortunately (or
unfortunately if you’re a hard-line rationalist) the
world is not any kind of coherent entity, so “like it
already is” can mean many different things—just
choose your tribe and go for it. This can give a
satisfying illusion of control , despite the strict limits
imposed by tribal convention. Because many tribes
have novelty as one of their totems, it is possible to
change—”redesign”—some of the other totems at
regular intervals. Once confined to the clothing
industry, this kind of programmed totemic change
now extends to goods of all kinds: “fashion
designers” have become just “designers.”

Such designers—the ones who design “designer”
goods—have apparently achieved a measure of
control over the wider public. It seems, according to
one TV commercial I have seen, that they can even
make people ashamed to be seen with the wrong
mobile phone—a kind of shame that can only have
meaning within a designer-led tribal context. The
old, Marxist-centralist kind of designer didn’t care
whether people felt shame or anything else. He or
she simply knew what was “best” in some absolute
sense, and strove to make industry apply this
wisdom. But “designer” designers work the other
way around. Far from wanting to control their
commercial masters, they enthusiastically share
their belief that the public, because of its
irrepressible tribal vanities, is there to be milked.
They have capitulated in a way that my [previous]
article fervently hoped they would not, but for the
reason that is pointed out: in visual matters there is
no “one best way.” Exploiting this uncertainty is
what today’s design business is all about. The old,
idealistic modernism that I once espoused is on the
scrap heap.

So my naive idea of the 1960s—that designers 
were part of the solution to the world’s chaotic
uncontrollability—was precisely the wrong way
round. Today’s designers have emerged from the
back room of purist, centralist control to the
brightly lit stage of public totem-shaping. Seen from
the self-same Marxist viewpoint that I espoused in
those ancient days, they are now visible as part of
the problem, not the solution. They have overtly
accepted their role as part of capitalism. Designers
are now exposed, not as saviours of the planet but
as an essential part of the global machinery of
production and consumption.
(Bridgman, 2002)

In line with the beginning of this text, Thierry de Duve has
identified and calibrated some specific qualities of three
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fundamental paradigms which underly models on which art
school principles are defined. The ACADEMY, the BAUHAUS,
and what I propose to simply call CONTEMPORARY. 

The ACADEMY describes the period roughly up until the 
first world war, and therefore also pre-modernist. It is based 
on the underlying notion of the student possessing unique
talent specific to a discipline. It is taught through the
education of technique, in terms of a historical chain of
development. Its method of teaching is by imitation, involving
the reproduction of sameness towards continuity of the
particular discipline.

The BAUHAUS, in comparison, describes the period 
roughly from the First World War on, which can be described
as modernist in terms of coherently breaking with existing
romantic or classical ways of working and thinking, and
which—”more or less amended, more or less debased,”
according to De Duve—has been the foundation of most
art/design schools in existence today—“often subliminally,
almost unconsciously.” It is based on the underlying notion 
of the student possessing general creativity, which spans
disciplines. It is taught through the education of a medium
as an autonomous entity, without emphasizing its lineage 
and continuity. Its method of teaching is by invention,
involving the production of otherness and novelty and 
which, as such, emphasizes formalism.

The CONTEMPORARY describes the prevailing condition
which, although underlying the art/design world as a 
paradigm different to those described above, has yet to yield 
a widespread collective change in the way its schools are
constructed. In short, while these ideas are poured into the
existing Bauhaus container, they no longer fit. A reasonable
comparison with the above models, then, would suggest an
underlying notion of the student possessing general attitude,
which spans disciplines. It is taught through the education 
of a practice through which this attitude is articulated. 
Its method of teaching is by deconstruction, involving 
the analysis of a work’s constituent parts. Although this 
term seems particularly open to misinterpretation in light 
of its various common formal associations (particularly in
Architecture) I propose to keep De Duve’s chart intact, 
while emphasizing that his “deconstruction” refers to
intellectually unpacking, dismantling, and reading work.

ACADEMY BAUHAUS CONTEMPORARY
talent creativity attitude
technique medium practice
imitation invention deconstruction

The back-end of this period—bringing us roughly up to date—
has been further marked and marred, of course, by the
propagation of school as business, student as customer, 
and its attendant bureaucracy. All of which generates the 
ever-increasing gap between actual pedagogy and its 
marketed image.

Accreditation is an attempt to communicate to the
world that we know and agree on what the truth is.
But no school ever believes in the generic principles
it must appear to endorse to be accredited. Those
who draft these supposedly shared principles are
not those known for their creativity or their
knowledge of the history of the art they are trying to
protect. Accreditation processes are universally
discredited yet ever more intrusive. Kafka as the
descendant of Vitruvius.
(Wigley, 2005)

This fraying of any coherent consensus or ideology since 
the Bauhaus—further confused by the tendency towards

decisions of school policy increasingly made by schools’
financial/bureaucratic divisions rather than academic 
ones—has resulted in a largely part-time generation of
teaching staff lacking the opportunities (time, energy,
resources, community, encouragement) to engage in
theoretical or philosophical grounding—while (as far as I 
can see, from my own and colleagues’ experiences) needing
and wanting one. Accepting all this as given, then, and
zooming out of the specific focus on schools, how might 
we effectively summarize current social conditions directly
related to art and design on which we might found a 
new protocol?

Alain Findeli outlines his take on the contemporary 
paradigm (“shared beliefs according to which our educational,
political, technological, scientific, legal and social systems
function”) as comprising 3 main characteristics: Materialism,
Positivism, and Agnosticism. He then proceeds to list those
tendencies which characterize the nature of a design culture
under those preconditions:

The effect of product engineering and marketing on
design, i.e., the determinism of instrumental reason,
and central role of the economic factor as the
almost exclusive evaluation criterion.

An extremely narrow philosophical anthropology
which leads one to consider the user as a mere
customer or, at best, as a human being framed by
ergonomics and cognitive psychology.

An outdated implicit epistemology of design
practice and intelligence, inherited from the
nineteenth century.

An overemphasis upon the material product; 
an aesthetics based almost exclusively on material
shapes and qualities.

A code of ethics originating in a culture of business
contracts and agreements; a cosmology restricted to
the marketplace.

A sense of history conditioned by the concept of
material progress.

A sense of time limited to the cycles of fashion and
technological innovations or obsolescence.

Having mapped these somewhat bleak circumstances, 
he then asks:

What could be an adequate purpose for the coming
generations? Obviously, the environmental issue
should be a central concern. But the current
emphasis on the degradation of our biophysical
environment tends to push another degradation into
the background, that of the social and cultural
environments, i.e. of the human condition.
(Findeli, 2001)

—and suggests that one key appropriate shift, already
underway, is precisely that of dematerialization, away 
from a “product-centered attitude.” This would yield the 
end of the product-as-work-of-art, heroic gesture, genius
mentality and fetishism of the artifact. It would be more
interested in the human context of the design “problem”
rather than the classical product description. It would
emphasize the design of immaterial services (such as hospital
or school bureaucracies) rather than material products. 
And finally, this “vanishing product” would be approbated 
on sustainable, ecological grounds, in reaction to current
overproduction and planned obsolescence.30



Let’s counteract this material depression with the optimistic
abstraction of Italo Calvino’s set of lectures, Six Memos 
for the Next Millennium, a concise inventory of contemporary
qualities and values which he proposed ought to be carried
over the threshold of 2000 (written about 15 years in advance). 
These lectures directly referred to literature, specifically 
the continuing value of the novel, and as such consist
primarily of examples drawn from a gamut of high-flown
literary history from Lucretius to Perec. The qualities are,
however, easily transferable across disciplines, and
—significantly—the very gesture of transference to the context
of this document is true to “design thinking” and at least 
three of Calvino’s cherished qualities (lightness, quickness,
and multiplicity).

To summarize, Calvino first cites LIGHTNESS, describing 
the necessity of the facility to “change my approach, look at
the world from a different perspective, with a different logic
and with fresh methods of cognition and verification.” 
He cites Kundera’s conception of The Unbearable Lightness 
of Being in desirable opposition to the reality of the ineluctable
weight of living, and draws a parallel with the two industrial
revolutions, between the lightness of “bits” of information
travelling along circuits and the heaviness of wrought iron
machinery. The second quality, QUICKNESS, summarizes
economy of expression, agility, mobility and ease. He quotes
Galileo’s notion that “discoursing is like coursing”—reasoning
is like racing—and that “For him good thinking means
quickness, agility in reason, economy in argument and […]
imaginative examples.” The third is EXACTITUDE, painted 
in opposition to the “plague afflicting language, revealing 
itself as a loss of cognition and immediacy, an automatism 
that tends to level out all expression into the most generic,
anonymous and abstract formulas, to dilute meanings, 
to blunt the edge of expressiveness ….” While Calvino admits
that precision and definition of intent are obvious qualities to
propagate, he proposes that the contemporary ubiquity of
language used in a random, approximate, careless manner, 
is extreme enough to warrant the reminder. Next comes
VISIBILITY, in which the author tackles the slippery nature 
of imagination: particularly, the difference between image 
and word as the primary source of imagination, and whether 
it might be considered an “instrument of knowledge” or
“identification with the world soul.” These two definitions are
quoted, but Calvino offers a third: “the imagination as a
repertory of what is potential, what is hypothetical … the
power of bringing visions into focus with our eyes shut, of
bringing both forms and colors from the lines of black letters 
of a white page, and in fact thinking in terms of images.”
Finally, MULTIPLICITY refers to “the idea of an open
encyclopedia, an adjective that certainly contradicts the noun
encyclopedia, which etymologically implies an attempt to
exhaust knowledge of the world by enclosing it in a circle, 
but today we can no longer think in terms of a totality that is
not potential, conjectural, and manifold.” This fifth memo
promotes perhaps the most obvious of contemporary tropes:
the network. The “sixth”, CONSISTENCY, was unrealized 
at the time of Calvino’s death.

Throughout his attempt to grasp his precise relationship to
these contemporary and, ideally, future qualities, Calvino
constantly invokes polar opposites. The most memorable 
and profound is the pairing of syntony and focalization
—participation in the world versus constructive
concentration—in which he depicts the struggle of balancing
the two as prerequisite for the creation of culture. Brian Eno
also refers to poles, or axes, in various writings which propose
thinking in terms of continuums or greyscales, between
concepts rather than traditional binaries (from Neat/Shaggy 
to Capitalism/Communism):

Let’s start here: “culture” is everything we don’t
have to do. We have to eat, but we don’t have to
have “cuisines,” Big Macs or Tournedos Rossini. 
We have to cover ourselves against the weather, but
we don’t have to be so concerned as to whether we
put on Levi’s or Yves Saint-Laurent. We have to
move about the face of the globe, but we don’t have
to dance. These other things, we choose to do. 
We could survive if we chose not to.

I call the “have-to” activities functional and the
“don’t-have-to”s stylistic. By “stylistic” I mean that
the main basis on which we make choices between
them is in terms of their stylistic differences. Human
activities distribute them on a long continuum from
the functional (being born, eating, crapping and
dying) to the stylistic (making abstract paintings,
getting married, wearing elaborate lace underwear,
melting silver foil onto our curries).

The first thing to note is that the whole bundle 
of stylistic activities is exactly what we would
describe as “a culture”: what we use to distinguish
individuals and groups from each other. We do not
say of cultures “They eat,” but “They eat very spicy
foods” or “They eat raw meat.” A culture is the 
sum of all the things about which humanity can
choose to differ—all the things by which people 
can recognize each other as being voluntarily
distinguished from each other.

But there seem to be two words involved here:
culture, the package of behaviors-about-which-
we-have-a-choice, and Culture, which we usually
take to mean art, and which we tend to separate as
an activity. I think these are connectable concepts:
big-C Culture is in fact the name we reserve for 
one end of the FUNCTIONAL/STYLISTIC continuum
—for those parts of it that are particularly and
conspicuously useless, specifically concerned with
style. As the spectrum merges into usefulness, 
we are inclined to use the words “craft” or “design,”
and to accord them less status, and as it merges
again into pure instinctual imperative we no longer
use the word “culture” at all. From now onwards,
when I use the word “culture” I am using it
indiscriminately to cover the whole spectrum of
activities excluding the “imperative” end. And
perhaps that gives us a better name for the axes of
this spectrum: “imperative” and “gratuitous”—
things you have to do versus things you could
choose not to do. (Eno, 1996)

I would assert that the main point of tension of a contem-
porary art/design school, what ought to preoccupy its faculty
as well as its individual teachers, is the question of defining
where on this sliding scale they exist—and then where they
should exist (if different) within the current paradigm. Should
teaching be more towards small-c culture or big-C Culture? 
I do not mean to imply some straight-forward value judgement
here, but consider these two inventories:

There are many roles for designers even within a
given sector of professional work. a functional
classification might be: Impresarios: those who get
work, organize others to do it, and present the
outcome. Culture diffusers: those who do competent
work effectively over a broad field, usually from a
stable background of dispersed interests. Culture
generators: obsessive characters who work in back
rooms and produce ideas, often more use to other
designers than the public. Assistants: often
beginners, but also a large group concerned with
administration and draughtsmanship. Parasites:
those who skim off the surface of other people’s
work and make a good living by it.
(Potter, 1969)
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and:

Every one of them does many things well but one
best: Each represents an archetype who builds a
culture of creativity in a specific way. There is 
The Talent Scout, who hires the über-best and
screens ideas at warp speed. The Feeder, who
stimulates people’s minds with a constant supply of
new trends and ideas. The Mash-up Artist, who tears
down silos, mixes people up, and brings in outside
change agents. The Ethnographer, who studies
human behavior across cultures and searches for
unspoken desires that can be met with new
products. The Venture Capitalist, who generates 
a diversified portfolio of promising ideas that
translate into new products and services. 
(Conlin, 2006)

While both seem to reasonably summarize the roles which
might inform contemporary design (or “communication” or
whatever) courses, and the sort of “specializations” that might
replace traditional discipline streaming, I would say the
rhetoric and attitude of the first is geared towards
accommodating demand, concerned with some vestige of
imperative needs while that of the second is geared towards
creating demand, which doesn’t pretend to fulfill anything
other than gratuitous needs. It is not too difficult to interpret
the former as an attempt to maintain (big-C) Constructive
principles, while the latter is resolutely resigned to (small-c)
commodification. Again: consider where on the axis we
currently stand, and where might we reasonably slide to
—on both ethical and practical terms.

Future

If students [teachers] feel blocked by society as it is,
then they must help find constructive ways forward
to a better one. In a personal way, the question must
be answered by individual students [teachers] in
their own terms, but as far as design goes, it is
possible to see two slippery snakes in the snakes
and ladders game. The first snake is to suppose that
the future is best guaranteed by trying to live in it;
and the second is an assumption that must never 
go unexamined—that the required tools of method
and technique are more essential than spirit and
attitude. This snake offers a sterility that reduces 
the most “correct” procedures to a pretentious
emptiness, whether in education or in professional
practice. The danger is reinforced by another
consideration. There can be a certain hollowness of
accomplishment known to a student [teacher] in his
own heart, but which he is obliged to disown, and
to mask with considerations of tomorrow, merely to
keep up with the pressures surrounding him. Apart
from the success-criteria against which his work
may be judged, there is a more subtle and pervasive
competitiveness from which it is difficult to be
exempt, even by the most sophisticated exercises in
detachment. Hence the importance of recognizing
that education is a fluid and organic growth of
understanding, or it is nothing. Similarly, when real
participation is side-stepped, and education is
accepted lovelessly as a handout, then reality can
seem progressively more fraudulent.

Fortunately, the veriest beginner can draw
confidence from the same source as a seasoned
design specialist, once it is realized that the
foundations of judgement in design, and indeed 
the very structure of decision, are rooted in ordinary
life and in human concerns, not in some quack
professionalism with a degree as a magic key to the

mysteries. From then on, to keep the faith, to keep
open to the future, is to know the present as a
commitment in depth, and to know the past where
its spirit can still reach us. (Potter, 1969)

Is there a way to rethink a curriculum which addresses 
the conditions variously described above (in more or less
overlapping ways), which is fully aware of past dystopias,
avoids the easy slide into trite idealism or, equally, facile
marketing rhetoric, and isn’t necessarily crowd-pleasing?; 
a proposal which consolidates the new demands to provide 
a grounding for art/design teachers to understand and be 
able to articualte why, how, and towards what end they are
teaching art/design; and which does so by dealing with 
the root of the current mis-alignment of models, from the 
core of the institution with long-term foresight rather than 
the more familiar sense of temporarily shoring up the 
problem.

I think this involves being able to answer the following
questions honestly and explicitly, and with concrete
justifications and examples: 

Is an increasingly generalized, inherently cross-disciplinary
art/design education necessary and desirable? 
Why? 

Is a broader encompassing of other social studies fields
necessary and desirable for art/design education? 
Why? 

Should a curriculum be predominantly geared towards 
1. questioning, 2. fulfilling, or 3. creating …
either a. social needs, or b. commercial demands? 
Why?

We no longer have any desire for design that is
driven by need. Something less prestigious than a
“designed” object can do the same thing for less
money. The Porsche Cayenne brings you home, but
any car will do the same thing, certainly less
expensively and probably just as quickly. But who
remembers the first book, the first table, the first
house, the first airplane? All these inventions went
through a prototype phase, to a more or less fully
developed model, which subsequently became
design. Invention and the design represent different
stages of a technological development, but
unfortunately, these concepts are being confused
with one another. If the design is in fact the
aesthetic refinement of an invention, then there is
room for debate about what the “design problem”
is. Many designers still use the term “problem-
solving” as a non-defined description of their task.
But what is in fact the problem? Is it scientific? Is it
social? Is it aesthetic? Is the problem the list of
prerequisites? Or is the problem the fact that there
is no problem? (Van der Velden, 2006)

Perhaps contemporary art/design teaching indeed implies 
less obvious “problem solving” and more a kind of social
philosophy as suggested here, with admittedly oversimplified
polarity, by Emilio Ambasz (as quoted by Van der velden):

The first attitude involves a commitment to 
design as a problem-solving activity, capable of
formulating, in physical terms, solutions to
problems encountered in the natural and socio-
cultural milieu. The opposite attitude, which we
may call one of counter-design, chooses instead to
emphasize the need for a renewal of philosophical
discourse and for social and political involvement 
as a way of bringing around structural changes 
in our society. (Ambasz, 1972)
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—and more or less confirmed here:

Education is all about trust. The teacher embraces
the uncertain future by trusting the student,
supporting the growth of something that cannot yet
be seen, an emergent sensibility that cannot be
judged by contemporary standards. A good school
fosters a way of thinking that draws on everything
that is known in order to jump energetically into 
the unknown, trusting the formulations of the next
generation that by definition defy the logic of the
present. Education is therefore a form of optimism
that gives our field a future by trusting the students
to see, think and do things we cannot.

This optimism is crucial. The students arrive from
around 55 different countries with an endless thirst
for experimentation. It is not enough for us to give
each of them expertise in the current state-of-the-
art. We have to give them the capacity to change
the discipline itself, to completely define the state-
of-the-art. More than simply training the architects
how to design we redesign the very figure of the
architect. The goal is not a certain kind of
architecture but a certain kind of evolution in
architectural intelligence.

The architect is, first and foremost, a public intel-
lectual, crafting the material world to communicate
ideas. Architecture is a way of thinking. By thinking
differently, the architect allows others to see the
world differently, and perhaps to live differently. 
This perhaps is crucial. For all the relentless
determination of our loudest architects and their
most spectacular projects, architecture dictates
nothing in the end. The real gift of the best
architects is to produce a kind of hesitation in the
routines of contemporary life, an opening in which
new potentials are offered, new patters, rhythms,
moods, pleasures, connections, perceptions ...
offered as a gift that may or may not be taken up.
(Wigley, 2006)

Following the line of many  conversations with people both
inside and outside the institution, I suggest that a practical
way of proceeding is to directly reconsider the relevance of
Bauhaus-derived skill-based workshop/studio teaching,
precisely because it is such a platitude. An obvious starting
point is to contest the key conviction of the canon of
modernist art/design pedagogy (Malevich, Gropius, Kandinsky,
Klee, Itten, Moholy-Nagy, Albers, etc.) that teaching programs
should be, in the words of De Duve, “based on the reduction of
practice to the fundamental elements of a syntax immanent to
the medium,” the lingering notion of which is the systematic
exploration of fundamentals such as shape, colour, texture,
contrast, pattern, etc. through limited practical exercises; 
and the notion that the principles derived from this elemental
experience could then be applied to any chosen medium.

Today, starting from zero, would our virgin curriculum
—founded on the CONTEMPORARY paradigm circumscribed
above by such as Findeli, De Duve and Eno—logically manifest
itself in the same way? If the boundaries between disciplines
are no longer watertight, with attitude, practice and
deconstruction as the bedrock of our field, we need to
reconsider the nature of the primary tools and skills offered 
to new students. As trite as it sounds, “thinking” covers both,
as a more advanced Cultural version of “common sense.”

If the question of art is no longer one of producing
or reproducing a certain kind of object (and if the
medium no longer sets the terms of making—what
“painting” demands, or sets out as a problem) 
then a responsible, medium-based training, which
always says how to make, can't get to the question

of what to make. How does one get from assign-
ments that can be fulfilled—color charts, a litho
stone that doesn’t fill in after x-number of prints, 
a weld that holds—to something that one can claim
as an artist, to something that hasn't been assigned?

So there is a kind of gap or aporia that comes 
either in the middle of undergraduate art school or
in between BFA and MFA, and that aporia marks a
shift from the technical and teaching on the side of
the teacher, to the psychological and teaching on
the side of the student—working on the student
rather than teaching him or her something. “He is
saying this to me but what does he want?” as Lacan
imagines the scene; or in the figure of the gift, 
“Is this what you want?” “Will you acknowledge
this?”(Singerman, email 2006)

The idea of focusing on a more transferable “design thinking”
implies not only easy communication and movement between
disciplines (both physically and bureaucratically), but also the
integration with broader social sciences: philosophy, sociology,
aesthetics, etc.—towards what Potter described earlier as
knowing “the present as a commitment in depth.” 

Further, it seems imperative to introduce “design thinking” 
at the very beginning of the undergraduate program, precisely
to allow a more sophisticated understanding of culture and
Culture to inform and infect subsequent practical work. There
are a number of ways of practical implementation at different
extremes. One would be to offer a course in “design thinking”
prior to any other media-specific and/or practical teaching; 
a second is to offer it alongside other teaching as a regular
counterpart throughout preliminary practical classes; a third 
is to make it the explicit focus of the whole department, with
specialisms, workshops and other practical teaching offered 
as supplementary offshoots from this core.

Such a class, course or even department might effectively
focus on an open discussion about the very nature of being 
a contemporary artist/designer (which immediately invokes
the nature of this very duality); involve direct connections
—lectures, seminars, etc.—to the wider humanities 
disciplines; and be supplemented by broader practical
projects, for example, incorporating architecture, graphic 
and environmental disciplines in a single teaching project.

All of this leans towards the development of prioritizing
general thinking about art and design rather than making in a
single specific medium; an approach which might be defined
as working towards developing and nurturing critical faculty
as a formative skill.

Artists are the subject of graduate school; they are
both who and what is taught. In grammar school, to
continue this play of subjects and objects, teachers
teach art; in my undergraduate college, artists
taught art. In the graduate school artists teach
artists. Artists are both the subject of the graduate
art department and its goal. The art historian
Howard Risatti, who has written often on the
difficulties of training contemporary artists, argued
not long ago that “at the very heart of the problem
of educating the artist lies the difficulty of defining
what it means to be an artist today.” The “problem”
is not a practical one; the meaning of an artist
cannot be solved by faculty or administration,
although across this book a number of professors
and administrators try. Rather, the problem of
definition is at the heart of the artist’s education
because it is the formative and defining problem of
recent art. Artists are made by troubling it over, by
taking it seriously. (Singerman, 2001)
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Finally—in summary—what would be the potential payoff of
an art/design pedagogy founded on critical faculty? What kind
of outcome are we after?

A provisional answer: to educate students primarily towards
becoming informed thinkers, sensitive to both culture at 
large (“the world”) as well as their specific Culture interests
(e.g. “the art world,” “the design world”) and how both
overlap and effect each other … 

… by introducing a vocabulary relevant to describing both
forms of c/Culture (for example, defining and discussing 
the intricacies of the terms in De Duve’s table, from “talent” 
to “deconstruction”) … 

… in order to develop the skill of coherent articulation,
fostering the ability to explain, justify, defend and argue for
both self-made and others’ work … 

… towards an observable level of critical sophistication, 
where “critical” refers to engaged discussion as part of a
historical and theoretical continuum rather than the regular
ego-feeding value-judgments of the group or individual crit …

… in short, to foster an environment of progressive reflexivity.

Educating reflexivity—teaching students to observe their
practice from both inside and outside—offers students the
facility to interrogate their potential roles and their effects. 
So upon entering the market, industry, commerce or 
whatever other distinction of post-school environment, 
they are at least equipped to ask whether they

want to / ought to / refuse to
enter into / challenge / reject (the)
existing art & design world / industry / academia / market

Alain Findeli proposes a similar model (which he expresses 
in terms of teaching an “intelligence of the invisible” through
“basic design”) in order to redirect design education from 
its current path towards “a branch of product development,
marketing communication, and technological fetishism,”
stating “if it is not to remain a reactive attitude, it will have 
to become proactive …”

If we accept the fact that the canonical, linear,
causal, and instrumental model is no longer
adequate to describe the complexity of the design
process, we are invited to adopt a new model whose
theoretical framework is inspired by systems
science, complexity theory, and practical
philosophy. In the new model, instead of science
and technology, I would prefer perception and
action, the first term referring to the concept of
visual intelligence, and the second indicating that a
technological act always is a moral act. As for the
reflective relationship between perception and
action, I consider it governed not by deductive
logics, but by a logic based on aesthetics.

I believe that visual intelligence, ethical sensibility
and, and aesthetic intuition can be developed and
strengthened through some kind of basic design
education. However, instead of having this basic
design taught in the first year as a preliminary
course, as in the Bauhaus tradition, it would be
taught in parallel with studio work through the
entire course of study, from the first to last year.
Moholy-Nagy used to say that design was not a
profession, but an attitude.

Didn’t he claim that this course was perfectly fitted
for any professional curriculum, i.e., not only for

designers, but also for lawyers, doctors, teachers,
etc.? (Findeli, 2001)

This is not too far away from the recent “MFA is the new
MBA” soundbite, which emphasizes another paradigm shift:
the business world’s recognition of original thinking over
traditionally conservative managerial procedures. 

*
If all this were accepted, the next problem would be how to
monitor and accredit such a curriculum, not to mention how
to articulate and justify it to apprehensive parents, and their
children rapidly becoming more parent-like than their parents
in their hunger for the pacifying fiction of predictable job
pathways. But this is jumping too far ahead for now: I want to
end by emphasizing that what should be done? ought to take
clear precedence over concerns over how should we do it?. 
Of course, again this is little more than simple, sturdy design-
thinking-in-action (Step 1: re-articulate the brief!) which
should be maintained not least because otherwise the usual
brand of opinion-polled, market-driven decision-making will
surely only end up destroying the industry it floods with its
supposedly satisfied customers. I suspect that maintaining this
simple what?—then—how? sequence may well be the most
difficult part of the challenge.

Note:
I have slightly amended many of these texts in 
order to facilitate easier reading. Because the flow
demanded many minor omissions, instead of
marking them with the usual […], I have generally
taken the liberty of re-composing regular sentences,
but ensure that there is no loss or distortion of
meaning. I strongly reccommed reference to the
original complete texts listed below:

– Roger Bridgman, ‘Statement’ and ‘Who Cares’,
both reprinted in Dot Dot Dot X, Summer 2005
– Michelle Conlin, ‘Champions of innovation’ in
Business Week, June 8, 2006
– Italo Calvino, Six Memos for the Next Millennium
(Jonathan Cape, London, 1992)
– Thierry De Duve, ‘When form has become 
attitude—and beyond’ in Theory in contemporary
art since 1885 (Blackwell, Malden/Oxford/Carlton,
2005
– Brian Eno, A Year (With Swollen Appendices)
(Faber & Faber, London, 1996)
– Howard Singerman, Art Subjects: Making artists in
the American university (University of California
Press, 1999)
– Howard Singerman, email to Frances Stark, 2006
– Alain Findeli, ‘Rethinking design education for the
21st century: theoretical, methodological and
ethical discussion’ in Design Issues, vol.17 no.1,
Winter 2001
– Robin Kinross, ed., Anthony Froshaug: Documents
of a Life / Typography & Texts (Hyphen, London,
2000)
– Norman Potter, What is a designer, second edition
(Hyphen, London, 1980)
– Robert M. Pirsig, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle
Maintenance (William Morrow, 1974)
– Alex Seago, Burning the box of beautiful things
(Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1995)
– Daniel van der Velden, ‘Search and destroy’ in
Metropolis M, 2006/2
Frank Whitford, Bauhaus (Thames & Hudson,
London, 1984)
– Mark Wigley, contribution to education issue of
AD magazine, 2006
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Excellence and Pluralism

HOWARD SINGERMAN
University of Virginia

My university’s chief operating of�cer talks these days about the school’s
‘product lines.’ It is, he argues, a useful way to think about what the university
does, because it now operates on the scale of the modern corporation and it has
to answer to clients, constituents, and taxpayer shareholders. As a major state
university, mine has �ve product lines: teaching, research, health care, service
to the state and to businesses and organizations (teacher certi�cation, for
example, or consulting), and entertainment. This last category includes not
only the university’s 19 different intercollegiate sports teams and their market-
ing paraphernalia, but also its concerts, theater productions, poetry readings,
and art exhibitions. It’s not clear, though, that the university’s studio art
department has caught up with the producer’s role, or whether the product it
imagines is the same as our vice president’s. An undergraduate major housed
alongside a graduate art history program, the studio here is devoted, at least
on paper, in its departmental reviews and modest public relations, to the
project of teaching art as a liberal art, in relation to language and history and
the historical métiers of painting, sculpture, and printmaking. There is some
small mention of community outreach, and little question, since it’s not a
graduate program, of benchmarking or national ranking (or at least not until
recently when it began to raise money and pro�le for a new building). Rather,
the project of studio art at the University of Virginia has been something very
much like Bildung or the old ideal of general education; its imaginary product
is the well-rounded citizen and humanist.

I’ve drawn this a little baldly, but I’d like the voice of the university’s chief
operating of�cer and that of the studio program to represent two competing
visions of the university, a difference I would like to plot with Bill Readings’s
The University in Ruins as the difference between the university of culture and
the university of excellence. The university of culture, modeled as and after the
19th-century German university as it was imagined by Schiller and Humboldt,
takes the ideal of a shared national culture as its referent and the citizen and
the nation as its goal. Schiller’s ‘aesthetic education,’ Humboldt’s ‘organic
unity’; these would situate aesthetic experience, precisely as a cultural and
enculturating practice, at the university’s center. Drawn together in the ideal of
culture, the university’s coherence and its common goal mirrored the state’s,
and its divisions were structured by the order of knowledge itself. ‘Rea-
son … provides the ratio for all the disciplines; it is their organizing principle,’
and along the university’s hallways, the department was the bureaucratic
image of the discipline.1 Even as it became the research university, the
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wissenschaftliche university, the university of culture took its possibilities and its
knowledge from the past or nature construed as a past, as implanted with that
which would be discovered in the future, as it was plumbed along or within
the boundaries of the discipline for its central questions and meanings.

The university of excellence in Readings’s construction — and in stark
contrast — is the university without a coherent content, without a referent: ‘The
University of Excellence is the simulacrum of the idea of a University’:

The appeal to excellence marks the fact that there is no longer any idea
of the University, or rather that the idea has now lost all content. As a
non-referential unit of value entirely internal to the system, excellence
marks nothing more than the moment of technology’s self-re�ection. All
the system requires is for activity to take place, and the empty notion of
excellence refers to nothing other than the optimal input/output ratio in
matters of information.2

Here the student to be formed has been replaced by the client to be served,
whether those customers are students, state legislators, or US News and World
Report. Judgment rests with the satisfactions of individual arenas of consumers
and constituents, with rankings and polls and customer satisfaction, as well as
with accountability and accounting. Here, knowledge is new, or rather it must
be cast as new, in the name of ‘information’ and along the model of science not
as Wissenschaft but as technological progress. It’s a model that strikes the arts
and humanities harder than it does the sciences, since it is less easy to write
press releases on recent scholarly research in, say, Spanish literature, or in one’s
own studio, than in might be in nuclear medico-imaging. No longer effectively
structured by the conjunction of the department and the discipline, nor policed
by its hierarchies, Readings’s university of excellence is more open to the
interdisciplinary or postdisciplinary, to cultural and visual studies, perhaps, or
the various area studies, where budget and faculty lines are held by the dean
or the provost rather than the department. The question raised by this issue of
Emergences is what this university looks like now; my particular task is to
address how art looks in such a university: it looks like a picture in a recent
issue of the New York Times Magazine.

In the summer of 1999 the New York Times Magazine published a photograph
of just some of the faculty of the University of California, Los Angeles’s
(UCLA’s) art department, arrayed along a whitewashed wall. It’s a remarkable
line up of artists: John Baldessari, Chris Burden, Mary Kelly, Barbara Kruger,
Paul McCarthy, Charles Ray, Nancy Rubins, James Welling, all clad in black,
save Charlie Ray’s �eece pull-over and a couple of pairs of blue jeans,
book-ended by the khaki of Henry Hopkin’s slacks and Lari Pittman’s jacket.
There’s much that could be said about the image, and about ‘How to Succeed
in Art,’ the article by Deborah Solomon that it illustrates. In the opening
decades of the 20th century art schools were decried for their failures and their
uselessness: ‘in no other profession is there such a woful [sic] waste of the raw
material of human life as exists in certain phases of art education’;3 what
Solomon decries is UCLA’s success, its excellence: ‘Visiting the campus is like
attending an opening of the Whitney Biennial.’4 Even before the article’s
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appearance and the hirings of James Welling, John Baldessari, and Barbara
Kruger (who has since been hired away to the University of California, San
Diego (UCSD)), the school was ranked in the top 10 graduate programs in
sculpture and photography, and in the top 12 overall, by US News; according
to Solomon’s article, it’s harder to get into than the Harvard Business School.
These are just the sort of measures that de�ne excellence in Readings’s reading,
markers of bureaucratic success that are purely relational and administrative,
unhinged from the idea of the university or any speci�c disciplinary content,
even, one could argue, from art as a coherent project. Clearly, there is much to
be noticed in the picture beyond the fashion sense of those posed.5 Still, it may
be worth it to start with these fashions since if a photograph had been taken
of UCLA’s art faculty in 1953, they would have been clad not in black but in
white lab coats, and had it been taken in 1927, the year the UCLA was named
and ground broken for its move to Westwood, the image would have looked
different yet again. All 14 members of the original department were women, as
were the great majority of their students; they would most likely have been
wearing dresses. In this fashion change a number of histories can be told, I
think, about how art was imagined at UCLA and more broadly in the new
university.

Old History

While a number of the original faculty exhibited as artists — prints, water-
colors, paintings in oil — it is not at all clear that a picture of them would have
constituted an art world, or even where an art world might have been for them
or for any college art teacher or student in 1927. The project of the department
at UCLA was not to train artists, to make and then to project artists onto a
scene or into a world; it was distinctly more pragmatic: like most college- and
university-based art departments in the United States, the department at UCLA
began as a teacher training program for the primary and secondary grades. In
1919, the year the University of California Southern Branch absorbed the
faculty and facilities of the old Los Angeles State Normal School, two-thirds of
the nation’s campus-based art programs offered a ‘normal’ or school arts
course or specialized entirely in teacher training; across the next three decades,
some 70% or more of the nation’s art students were women training for
classroom. Even after the establishment of a four-year liberal arts degree and
the general College of Letters and Sciences in 1924, UCLA’s courses in art
remained �rmly within the Teachers College. When, in 1930, its own four-year
major was introduced, its courses — from art appreciation, to bookbinding, to
costume design and freehand drawing — led to the degree of Bachelor of
Education in secondary education; minors were available in kindergarten and
elementary teaching and in home economics.

Like many art programs in the United States in the 1910s and 1920s, and
like other studio art programs across the LA basin in those years, at Otis and
Chouinard, the UCLA program was strongly in�uenced by the anti-Beaux Arts,
craft- and design-based teaching of Arthur Wesley Dow, the most important art
educator of his day.6 While all of UCLA’s core faculty had studied with Dow,



40

at Columbia Teachers College or in his studio at Ipswich, and all held the rank
of assistant or associate professor, they and their students might easily have felt
implicated by the charges leveled against art teaching in the state colleges by
the Association of American Colleges in 1927, charges that linked the localness
of the school classroom and the college studio to the gender of its students and
teachers, and to craft:

… the opportunist’s sensitiveness seizes for the college certain elements
[of art] which are convenient for public school education and in return
for which certi�cates, fees, large enrollments, and some sense of prog-
ress may be available. The state universities and teachers’ colleges offer
such preparation; someone living in town may have the technique, or a
teacher in the department of home economics or music who has taken
some art courses lacks a full schedule. Such background … produces
practical work in basketry, china painting, stenciling, leather … [That]
this is contrary to the theories of the college and makes relatively slow
process [is] indicated by the status of the teachers: of 126 persons,
eighty-seven are women, eighty-four have no college degree, and about
sixty are instructors in rank.7

For the mostly eastern liberal arts colleges that the Association of American
Colleges represented, the femininity of the ‘practical’ art and art education
faculty was both cause and proof of its standing in the college.

The issue of gender, the problem of the ‘woman art student’ and teacher,
was a source of considerable stress from the �rst moments of art in the college
and university; it drove the de�nitions and transformations of art and artist,
and of the scope and project — even the names — of the arts on campus. In
1908, Dow had pronounced the goal of programs such as those at UCLA: ‘the
true purpose of art education is the education of the whole people for
appreciation … This appreciation leads a certain number to produce actual
works of art, greater or lesser, — perhaps a temple, perhaps only a cup — but
it leads the majority to desire �ner form and more harmony of tone and color
in surroundings and things for daily use.’8 By the turn of the 1930s, apprecia-
tion and ‘art in everyday life,’ along with the art teacher, and the consumer
who desired �ne forms and harmonies, were clearly gendered terms and roles.
By 1939, UCLA’s department of art had been moved out of the Teachers
College into a newly organized and perhaps more productivist, if still not yet
fully professionalized (or masculinized), College of Applied Arts, where it was
joined to programs in home economics, mechanic arts, music, physical
education, and the preprofessional degree in nursing. A decade later, the major
track in ‘appreciation and history of art’ was renamed ‘history and application
of art,’ and in 1953, the year artist and art historian Gibson Danes was hired
as full professor and appointed chair of the department, ‘history and
practice.’ Danes was only the third hire to full professor in the department,
after the art historian Karl With and the art educator George James Cox,
the �rst man on the art department faculty and a longtime colleague of Dow’s
and his successor at Columbia, who was appointed as full professor in 1932.
UCLA would not hire a woman directly to the rank of full professor until 1997,



41

with the arrival of Mary Kelly; only one of the women who began the
department would reach the rank of full professor: Louise Sooy, in 1952, two
years before her retirement.

Trained as a painter at the Art Institute of Chicago before returning to
complete a PhD in art history at Yale in the late 1940s, Danes had called for a
reformation of art training in the university in the pages of the College Art
Journal in 1943, writing then from the University of Texas. Against the �gure
of the modern artist ‘carrying on an arti�cial and marginal existence in a world
that has changed,’ an artist whose ‘single objective’ was to produce ‘something
for Fifty-seventh Street, the Carnegie or Corcoran show,’ Danes offered the
possibility of the artist as an architect, a builder, ‘ministering to the basic needs
of the people … solving problems from the requirements of the region and the
needs of the client.’9 Arti�cial and marginal, Danes’s modern artist was
implicitly effeminate, marked and marred by his situation and his classmates
in the university; in contrast, he insisted, ‘artists in the Renaissance were men,
craftsmen … Every institution offering professional training for the artist
should realize the gravity of its responsibility, instead of ignoring the place of
the artist in the world today.’10 It was Danes’s faculty in the early 1950s that
would have worn white lab coats, modeling a new ‘professional appearance in
keeping with the expanded training of artists.’11 David F. Jackey, the dean of
the College of Applied Arts who hired Danes as chair, offered an expanded
version of Danes’s stuttering, prosthetic ‘men, craftsmen’ as he described a new
sort of art teacher and set out a new set of goals for the school: ‘The art teacher
has to develop an ability to see himself and the whole �eld of art in broad
social perspective. His concern must be with what art can do for MAN — who
is the real focal point of all education. He must feel as well as know the
importance of artistic experience, and then discover functional methods to
make the classroom a creative laboratory.’12 Jackey’s pronouncement perhaps
descends from Dow’s ‘education of the whole people,’ but there is a retooling,
a modernizing taking place in the reach of the dean’s statement, in the ‘whole
�eld’ and the ‘broad social,’ the ‘functional’ and the ‘laboratory.’ And given
the hiring practices of the College of Applied Arts, Jackey’s capitalized
MAN should probably not be taken as a synonym for the ‘whole people’:
between 1940 and 1960, the life of the College of Applied Arts, 58 men
were hired as instructors or ladder faculty to 24 women, a trend that would
continue and even accelerate into the 1980s. Training teachers would remain
part of the department’s ‘great responsibility to the state, especially during [a]
period of rapidly expanding population,’ Jackey admitted, but increasingly for
both him and Danes the stress would be on production and on producing
artists.

At stake in this redressing was not only the place and gender of art in the
university, but also, and quite particularly, the university’s place within a
system of education: Danes’s lab-coated, problem-solving artists offered a
prospect for university-based art teaching other than the classroom teacher. In
1935 California’s normal colleges at Chico, Fresno, Humboldt, San Diego, San
Jose, and Santa Barbara were renamed California State colleges and — against
the protests of the regents of the University of California — granted the right
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to admit students not sworn to teaching and to offer a Bachelor of Arts in at
least some of the liberal arts, those applicable to secondary teaching. With the
founding of the system’s largest campuses at Los Angeles, Long Beach, and
Sacramento just after the end of World War II, not only had the job of training
teachers for the state been taken over almost exclusively by the California State
College system; so too had a good deal of the undergraduate teaching — along
with a signi�cant portion of the University of California’s political clout. In
1955, for the �rst time since before the founding of UCLA, enrollments at the
Cal States exceeded that of the two UCs and four new campuses opened in
1957. From the end of the war on, its presidents pushed for a greater role in
general undergraduate education as well as the right to grant degrees in the
professions and at the Master of Arts (MA) level; it is ‘a startling fact,’
remarked a UC professor surveyed by regent Robert Sproul, ‘that only a very
small number of students graduating from the state colleges each June go into
teaching. The state colleges are aiming rather to become liberal colleges, and
eventually want to confer the MA degree.’13 A 1947 law, again opposed by the
UC regents, of�cially gave the state colleges some of what they wanted:
‘courses appropriate for a general or liberal education and for responsible
citizenship … vocational training in such �elds as business, industry, public
services, homemaking, and social service,’14 but reserved the right to grant the
MA, and to pursue research, and the doctorate to the UCs.

The project for administrators such as Jackey and Danes — and perhaps the
purpose of the College of Applied Arts — was not only to separate art and the
artist from the art teacher, but also to inoculate the university and university
education against art, or at least against its classroom craft. At higher levels, the
College of Applied Arts, which was formed from the leftovers of the old
Teachers College, might have been an expedient way to separate education and
the College of Education as a site for graduate level study and research from
the training of classroom teachers, as well as from art and home economics.
Engineering was rescued from the College of Applied Arts — and the name
mechanical arts — in 1945, with the founding of the College of Engineering, but
it would take until 1960 for art practice to reach that position, when the College
of Applied Arts, or at least some of what was left within it, was �nally
reformed as the College of Fine Arts. However belated, the reorganization and
rechristening were institutionally bound to happen; the applied arts were, after
all, the province of the Cal States, as were increasingly the services of creden-
tialing and certifying. As the 1948 Survey Commission report put it, ‘the state
colleges have developed into institutions responsive to the educational prob-
lems and demands of the areas they serve. Although the student body of the
state college will contain students from outside the local area, and although
training will be offered which has general as well as local appeal, a state college
is primarily concerned with the area or region it serves.’15 Danes’s masculine
protest and his professionalized goals were intended to distance his new school
from the old art teacher and the Teachers College, but while his call for the
artist ‘solving problems from the requirements of the region and the needs of
the client’ might have made sense at the University of Texas in the middle of
World War II, and clearly it struck a chord with Dean Jackey in the early 1950s,
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it would be too close — too local and too proximate — to the project of the new
state colleges to �t the modern, and increasingly national, university that the
University of California imagined itself to be, precisely in political difference
from the Cal States. Danes’s problem in 1944 was with ‘Fifty-seventh Street, the
Carnegie or Corcoran show’; by 1960 they would be the solution.16

Research

Danes left UCLA for Yale in 1958, where he succeeded Joseph Albers. He was
replaced by Lester Longman, whose appointment, like Danes’s, signaled a
signi�cant shift in what art might mean, where it might �t in the university. A
Princeton-trained renaissance art historian, Longman was in many respects
responsible for the national success of the Master of Fine Arts (MFA) degree;
hired by the University of Iowa in 1936, he built the program in Iowa City into
the nation’s largest art department, and the largest producer of MFAs in the
years after World War II. His graduates included, among many others, Miriam
Schapiro and Paul Brach, who would help to found the graduate programs at
UCSD and Cal Arts. Like Danes, Longman assumed that the university had a
role in training artists, maybe the primary role. He published a quite in�uential
and controversial essay in the College Art Journal in 1945, entitled ‘Why Not
Educate Artists in College?’ But the artist he offered was quite different than
Danes’s. Rather than the technician, the craftsman–professional that Danes
would produce, Longman imagined a university scholar, schooled, as one
commentator put it in the 1940s, in the ‘anthropomorphic drama common to all
phases of the humanistic tradition.’17 Longman’s university artist was a pro-
fessional not on the model of the architect but of the professor of the academic
humanities — and crucially one devoted to research, to production and
publication, the humanities in the new university. Appropriately, he oversaw
the realignment of art at UCLA from a College of Applied Arts aligned with
home economics, mechanical arts, and physical education, to a College of Fine
Arts that included art, art history, music, and theater. Announcing the new
college, Franklin Murphy, UCLA’s chancellor, promised a ‘truly professional
education of the highest quality for the creative and performing artist on the
one hand, and the historian and critic of the arts on the other.’18 The MFA in
studio was introduced at UCLA in 1966.

At UCLA Longman was controversial not for his model of the MFA artist
or his call to train artists in the university, but for his conservative and very
public opposition to contemporary practice. Not long after his arrival he
published a letter in the New York Times and a long article in the �rst issue of
Artforum decrying the emptiness of an already old Abstract Expressionism as
well as such recent practitioners as Robert Rauschenberg and Yves Klein. Like
Danes, again, Longman wanted to protect the university artist from the market
and the gallery. But by the opening years of the 1960s it was clear to some
members of his faculty (and to those at UC Berkeley who responded to
Longman’s letter with their own letter to the Times) that such work was
precisely where their professional �eld was, a knowledge they could teach, a
place they could work. In fact, Longman had once imagined much the same
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thing; in 1946 he wrote to the New York art critic Emily Genauer of his hope
to institute at Iowa ‘experimental work on a more advanced level so that we
may contribute new ideas to the �eld of art as freely as New York or Paris … In
the sciences it is generally expected that the universities will be in the vanguard
of experimentation. I want to be the �rst to do this in the �eld of art.’19 One
could imagine the ‘experimental work’ Longman wrote of to be heir to the
Bauhaus’ experiments, to its laboratory work in vision, but given the sites of
the existing laboratories, in Paris and New York, it is, I would argue, the art
world, the �eld of contemporary practice, that becomes the university art
department’s research object, whether or not that was what he intended. It is
this vision, this project — far from Iowa City or Westwood, precisely ‘delocal-
ized,’ to borrow a word that the educational theorist Walter Metzger coined at
the end of the 1960s to describe the research university that emerged after
World War II20 — that emerges triumphant after 1960, despite Longman’s own
attempts to stop it. The year Longman was hired at UCLA, Robert Kaufmann
founded Forum Gallery in New York to exhibit work from the university
graduate departments; reviewing the work of UC Berkeley students at Forum
in 1954, Hilton Kramer remarked on a ‘knowledgability of current abstract
idioms [that] is breathtaking.’21 In America, it seems, the building of an art
world required not only New York but also the universities, a place — or
rather an organization of places, of communities — that New York could be
aspired to from, that could circulate its magazines and journals, and its visiting
artists. The painter Ray Parker, one of Longman’s MFA students at Iowa, noted
just this relationship early on, in 1953, although his geometry is by now odd
and off: ‘In short, students and teachers believe in an art-world; artists don’t.
It is supposed that artists and teachers are active in this art-world. Students
aren’t. Students and artists are motivated by desire; teachers may enjoy the
rewards of their profession.’22

By the end of the 1960s the project of the art department in the university
— and where it hoped to situate both its faculty and its students — was coming
into focus. While Eric Larrabee, a provost at the State University of New York,
Buffalo, could still at least rhetorically pose an old university question, ‘What
is the artistic analogue to research?’ and worry over the professionalizing
tendencies of the modern university — ‘The guidance offered students, and the
machinery of regulations with which they must cope, offers them every
encouragement to direct themselves toward narrow, utilitarian goals, and away
from the pattern of humanistic “general education” in which the arts were at
least tolerated’ — he was quite clear that universities were where professional
training in the arts belonged: ‘the plague of amateurism is widespread … We
need trained people. Universities are where people are trained. QED.’23 On the
new University of California campuses at Irvine, San Diego, and Santa Barbara,
the questions of professionalism and artistic research were answered most
strongly by statements of who was not a professional, of what research, or
rather artistic practice, could no longer include. Like UCLA �ve decades
earlier, UC Santa Barbara began as a teachers’ college, given to the UC system
against its will just after World War II. A 1967 report on its art department
reads as though it were written in response to Lura Beam’s 1927 report of the
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Association of American Colleges, on teachers’ colleges, their faculty of local
women, and their handicrafts:

By 1959 crafts had disappeared entirely and the present program of
majors in painting, sculpture, printmaking, and art history had super-
seded emphasis on teacher training … [By 1963] the faculty increased to
18, all but one a professional artist or art historian. In spring 1965 … the
regents approved a new MFA program in studio subjects.24

A report that same year on the new program at the University of California at
Irvine, a program with no house to clean, no earlier incarnation, completes the
trajectory:

Early in the academic planning, �ne arts were separated from the
humanities and established as a separate division including the depart-
ments of art, drama, music, and dance … The division departed from the
usual university �ne arts program by emphasizing professional commit-
ment, studio and performance centered. The objectives are to provide a
superior liberal education for the creative and performing artist, as well
as studio and workshop experiences for the non-major. To carry out this
commitment a faculty was recruited with high quali�cations as pro-
fessional performers and artists.25

Shortly after moving to Los Angeles from New York at the end of the 1970s,
the art critic Peter Frank suggested that the central difference between New
York’s art scene and southern California’s was the ‘presence of a widespread
college and university system’ that had ‘rushed in where galleries and muse-
ums have feared to tread.’ UC Irvine, he noted, was ‘cited by many as the
single most outstanding and in�uential art school among those that have fed
the current generations of southern California artists.’ The language Frank used
to describe the role of the schools, and the art and the practices they allowed,
echoes not so much studio talk (or some older version of art world patois) but
the language and project of the high university: ‘The schools, both private and
public, have proved remarkably receptive to the creation of whole new
formats, new divisions in their curricula, devoted to essentially experimental
art research.’26 The project of art is the promise of the university — to advance
knowledge, to further the disciplinary �eld and its questions.

An older, established department entrusted and encrusted with métier-
based undergraduate teaching, UCLA wasn’t included in Peter Frank’s 1979
short list of the most experimental schools, Cal Arts, and the UCs at San Diego
and Irvine. As it happens, a 1977 departmental review had already compared
the UCLA program and its faculty with Irvine, and the program at UC Davis,
and found it lacking. While the review committee praised the UCLA faculty’s
teaching and commitment — ‘there seems to be no question that the PSGA
[painting, sculpture, graphic arts] faculty as a group take their responsibilities
as teachers with the greatest seriousness’ — it was no longer clear how those
should count:

To the extent that the quality of the faculty is to be judged from its
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reputation outside the university, the matter takes on a different
light … Traditional scholarly departments, after all, are not exempt from
this kind of criterion, based on the quality of journals and university
presses that sponsor their publications and of the critical reception their
books encounter … the criterion established by important gallery and
museum exhibitions (one-man or group) cannot be entirely dismissed;
and by this criterion the UCLA ladder faculty is not comparable to, say,
that of Irvine or Davis.27

Conducted out of chronological turn and at a higher level than originally
planned, the university’s review of the department of art was in part a
response by the administration to the resignation of Richard Diebenkorn, the
department’s failed attempt to establish a national reputation. Diebenkorn had
been, quite calculatedly, a star hire; his appointment in 1966 coincided with the
opening of the new Dickson Art Center, and was announced by the chancellor
himself. Hired over the heads of the department by William Melnitz, the
founding dean of the school of �ne arts, and Frederick Wight, who succeeded
Longman as chair, Diebenkorn requested the absolute minimum of committee
assignments and administrative work, relief from scheduled undergraduate
teaching, and to be allowed to teach graduates almost exclusively. Under
collegial pressure, he didn’t press the privileges he had negotiated with the
dean’s and chancellor’s of�ces until the early 1970s, and resigned in 1973 over
the department’s animosity and mistrust; as the departmental review put it,
‘the regular faculty [do] not treat … unusual distinction with particular gen-
erosity.’ Still, ‘however laudable its motives, the administration can be charged
with inadequate consultation in a recent matter involving an appointment with
the result that the PSGA faculty did not know the special terms of the
appointment and both the individual involved and his colleagues were victims
of a failure of communication.’28

Despite that nod toward civility and shared responsibility, the review was
particularly harsh on the senior studio faculty, which was, by 1977, quite top
heavy: 10 of the 11 total ‘ladder’ faculty were full professors; half of them had
been hired by Gibson Danes. Its concerns throughout were with the image of
the UCLA department and its faculty to the art world in Los Angeles and
nationally: ‘There is a widespread feeling in the art community that the senior
faculty [are] hostile or indifferent to movements of the past 30 years and they
are con�dently waiting for the day when the clock will be turned back.’ The
older faculty consciously ignore ‘recent developments in art, such as video and
performance art, public art, minimal art, conceptual art, etc., and … the gradu-
ate students look to them [the department’s ‘temporary appointments’] more
than to the senior staff to provide a fresh current of ideas. The philosophy of
the tenure group is, as one observer put it, “expressive” rather than
“analytical.”’29 The departmental report’s list of what the senior faculty cannot
teach is a curiously naive one; it’s not in chronological order, it mixes genres,
media, and historical styles or movements. But the fact that these movements
and developments must be spoken to, that the university and its faculty must
somehow address it, clearly posits the art world as its research object, or at the
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very least, the present in which it should operate. (It also suggests that the
university cannot refuse on the basis of content; its ideological debts are to the
ideas of progress and time and a certain version of the enlightenment as
professionalized self-awareness.) These are researches, part of what the UCLA
faculty would themselves soon label ‘new forms and concepts.’ The non-
tenured, visiting faculty, which would soon include Chris Burden, who was
hired as a visiting lecturer in 1978, might not have looked like university
scientists, but the report’s distinction between the ‘expressive’ philosophy of
the older faculty and the younger faculty’s ‘analytical’ approach might have
read with particular effect for the department’s outside faculty reviewers. The
difference between an older expressionism tied to the 1950s and the caricature
of the artist unable to speak or unwilling to de�ne, and the minimal or
conceptual artist whose work, as Michael Fried put it, occupies a position that
can be put into words, is a difference that was linked early on the project of art
as university research. ‘Can there be any doubt that training in the University
has contributed to the cool, impersonal wave in the art of the sixties?’ asked
Harold Rosenberg in 1970. ‘In the classroom … it is normal to formulate
consciously what one is doing and to be able to explain it to others.’30

It’s dif�cult to imagine any longer a case against ‘national recognition’ or
‘visibility’ or the teaching of the newest names and practices, but if this
discussion of the weight and measure of the research university in the art
department seems like so much ancient history, it is still possible to see its
traces in maps of Los Angeles, or of the art world it projects internationally.
Recently, Michael Ovitz’s Los Angeles-based Creative Artists Agency an-
nounced a scholarship plan for promising and ambitious seniors graduating
from the Los Angeles Uni�ed School District in the following way:

We set out to identify great work being created in Los Angeles by
graduates and current students of Los Angeles-area art colleges. No one
had paid suf�cient homage to the role Southern California art schools
had played in the growth of Los Angeles into an international art center.
So we resolved to use CAA’s [Creative Artists Agency’s] headquarters in
Beverly Hills to showcase a collection of work by emerging artists and
teachers associated with those schools … These scholarships will com-
mence for the upcoming 2000–2001 school year at the University of
California at Los Angeles, Art Center College of Design, California
Institute of the Arts, the University of California at Irvine and Otis
College of Art and Design.

As laudable as the scholarship program is, its announcement is quite telling; it
offers a remarkably clear map of the art world and where it is not. There are,
for the record, currently 11 MFA programs from Santa Barbara to San Diego;
17 schools that offer a Bachelor of Arts or Bachelor of Fine Arts degree; and 21
area community colleges that offer associate degrees in studio. Among the
programs not targeted by the Creative Artists Agency scholarships — nor, one
supposes, responsible for projecting Los Angeles internationally — are south-
ern California’s two largest MFA programs, at Cal State Long Beach and Cal
State Fullerton. Cal State Los Angeles offers the MFA, as well, and it and Long
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Beach have the area’s only remaining art education programs. Success in the
Creative Artists Agency’s statement has a speci�c meaning; it doesn’t include
those art schools that train teachers for Los Angeles Uni�ed, nor does it include
returning to the neighborhood to teach or make work. That would be too local,
and local has, I’ve argued, long been a troubling word — a code word — in the
discourse that surrounds the professional training of artists. The Creative
Artists Agency’s scholarships are pointed toward a more visible target —
visibility, perhaps — and the high research university and the professionalized
art school, whose practices and purviews are national, even international,
rather than local and particular. Bounded not by locale but by a �eld of
visibility that spreads internationally, as it links scholars and researchers and
curators and critics and artists, the research university art department situates
its project and its products just where the Creative Artists Agency writers have
pointed when they write of those art schools that have projected Los Angeles
art internationally, made Los Angeles into an international center. As Kandin-
sky pronounced from the Bauhaus in 1926 — and already fully within the
language of the research university — ‘without any exaggeration it may be
suggested that any broadly based science of art must have an international
character.’31

Assignments

I have perhaps gone a long way around to make the case that the art world has
become the research object of the art department of the high university, and
that it has been for some time. I could have used a remark from Longman’s
student Ray Parker, writing around the time Gibson Danes was hired at UCLA,
about the art world, and about the way names work within it. ‘Schools can
teach all about art,’ he wrote in the College Art Journal in 1953, but ‘art escapes
the formulation of standards and methods … [it] matches neither preparation
nor expectation.’32 This is a commonplace, but also a particular historical
marker; rather than meaning craft skills, art becomes over and over again
across the 19th and 20th centuries the very name of what cannot be taught,
what is not knowledge. In its place Parker offers the new university art
departments an alternative knowledge, a discipline that can be taught and
learned; in lieu of art, ‘the art-world can be understood and taught as a subject.’
But, he warned, ‘the art-world idea, taken for granted in schools, in�ates the
value of the artist as a �gure.’33 That was Diebenkorn’s problem at UCLA: he
was a �gure; but Parker’s point is well taken since it is just such �gures that
are the content of teaching, the knowledge that needs to be transmitted.
Figures, or I would want to say, names are the currency of the art world —
what is current about you, especially if you are a curator or a critic, is your list
of names. And for some time now names have been what we teach in art
schools, they are what is passed back and forth in the crit or studio visit; they
are what we talk about to each other, what we explain, judge, continue, teach.

It seems to me worth noting — to use an example I have used before — that
the ‘teasers’ on the front covers of Art in America or (since March of 1997)
Artforum are short lists of names, most often only surnames: ‘Whitman,
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Kandinsky, Heizer, Jonas, Whiteread’ read the cover of the July 1995 Art in
America. In contrast the September 1995 issue of American Artist, a magazine for
which the MFA is not required, led with ‘Interior & Landscapes in Oil,’
‘Getting the Most from Gouache,’ and “‘Painting” with Fabric.’34 Artists (as
opposed quite speci�cally to art understood as any particular separable skill or
technique) are both the subject and the object of graduate teaching, they are
both what is taught, and who is taught to — the object of the art school is to
make artists, to make more artists. When I used this example in Art Subjects, I
understood that it pointed toward a professional �eld, a �eld of practice where
proper names occupied positions, but I also imagined it pointed to history and
a historicized practice, a thickened or deep �eld. I used a combination,
admittedly odd, of Pierre Bourdieu and Thierry de Duve, to make this point,
to both situate a �eld and to thicken it: ‘In the present stage of the artistic �eld
there is no room for naivety,’ I quoted Bourdieu. ‘Never has the very structure
of the �eld been present so practically in every act of production.’35 The strong
work of art understands and recasts that �eld, de Duve suggested; it is, he
wrote, ‘an “interpretant,” �lled with all the historical meanings of the �eld of
conditions in which the fact of its existence resonates.’36 Bourdieu turns out to
be righter than de Duve, but unfortunately naivety works now too. The �eld
of names is increasingly thin and its teaching a mode of amnesia rather than
history.

An acquaintance of mine, an artist and critic and now an administrator, told
me of an assignment he gave to his �rst-year MFA students. He asked them to
go to the library and seek out an art magazine from the month and year they
were born, write down the names of 25 artists from the advertisements and
reviews and to bring them back to the seminar. One could take this as an
opening, I suppose, a generous, and perhaps fruitful, way of opening up a
more closely focused history than that of the standard undergraduate survey,
of offering more images and approaches, more material to be worked on and
with, something beyond the names of artists and artworks they already knew.
As it happens, this wasn’t quite what its author intended. His project wasn’t
one of af�rmative history — a making fuller of the past; his intention was
rather more negative and critical: to disenchant the present, to put his students
on warning that most of them 20 years out would be, at best, a name in an
advertisement in a very old art magazine. The present always seems full, as
much as two or three monthly art magazines can hold, a present of possibili-
ties; the past that the assignment points back to is always closing, always
dwindling. History in this sense always has a point, a kind of vanishing point.
It’s very probably true, but it’s not clear to me — and I didn’t think to ask how
or whether he cushions that blow — what to do with that information, that
prognostication. Three choices come to mind as I think about it from a distance;
I’d be curious what his students came up with. Quitting seems an obvious
choice, as does insisting that this lesson is meant for someone else in the class,
someone less talented, less good, less ambitious or aggressive. The third choice
might be to take the assignment and its lesson almost as innocently as I had
done, as a chance to �gure out how and where one is an artist. How, or even
whether, those artists whose names were unknown continue to make work,
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to have exhibitions, to be artists? It raises perhaps the question of living as an
artist, of a daily life, maybe of what Gerhardt Richter called the ‘daily practice
of painting.’

Whichever choice one takes — whether one imagines its point is to make it
clear to art students that the art world is where they work, and indeed what
they work with, or to disabuse them of its enchantments — the lesson quite
clearly points toward and works to delimit and reproduce the art world that is
named on the covers of art magazines and visible in the photograph in the New
York Times Magazine, an art world strung together as and by a system of names.
The art world is, as Ray Parker noted some pages ago, a curious place; it’s easy
enough to say that it is �ctional, imaginary, that it runs on belief. But that
doesn’t make it empty nor can one imagine any longer that artists don’t believe
in it. As a network of discourse and institutions, an accretion of beliefs, a �eld
of positions, an amalgam of historical effects, it is fully ideological in that it
orders and effects real relations, it hovers above and around them, determin-
ing, forecasting. It seems fully adequate, after all, it includes the names and
work you already know, those names you can call to mind, can compare
yourself to, have an opinion about, someone or something you need to learn
and teach. Indeed, teaching it and learning it are crucial, how it is transmitted,
how it is continued. Students are, once again, both its most important product
and its target audience, its believers. One could say, to use a little psychoana-
lytic theory, a theory that might suggest the sort of geometry of desire,
aggressivity, and misrecognition that Parker attempted to plot, that the art
world is always as Freud described the unconscious, ein andere Schauplatz
—that other show place or the place of the Other’s show.

If the art world is in some sense always elsewhere, that does not mean that
its boundaries, its inclusions and exclusions are not felt. Michael Ovitz’s map
might be one quite material, palpable version of how its borders are drawn, but
its effects are felt on both sides of the divide; faculty at Cal State Long Beach
have to know and teach the names that �gure in the New York Times Magazine.
Indeed, the vast majority of art schools are situated curiously in relation to
those boundaries, at once at the border and across it. There is a sense in which
most art schools are too local to be fully held inside the art world; they are
where the art world is seen from, where its borders are �rst mapped as though
from the outside. Students learn how to be artists, how to act and talk and even
live like an artist, if they’re lucky, from their teachers. At the same time,
students in a curious and insistently ambitious way — in both those ways —
continually look over the heads of their teachers: because their teachers are
here, they are precisely not there, in that other scene, or most of them are not.
Students spend a lot of time imagining the space where they won’t be teachers,
where they won’t be in the Midwest — at the University of Iowa perhaps,
where Ray Parker got his MFA in 1947 before moving to New York. Parker
noticed just this only a couple of years out from Iowa that ‘teachers demon-
strate how they participate in the art world, or discuss how others do it … The
teacher distinguishes himself from the student by the authority with which he
acts as a part of the art-world.’37 I felt something similar in the halls at Cal Arts
some three decades later, but it seemed more aggressive, more present. A lot
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of animosity can be held in Parker’s or, in the difference between demonstrat-
ing how one participates, and discussing how others do. At Cal Arts, I wrote,
‘the faculty ranges from involved to detached and bitter, and their proportion-
ate in�uence over students is hinged to their careers outside.’ Those careers, or
the stock they represent, ‘leave their traces on student sign up sheets and
advancement committees.’38

Parker’s description early on, and even mine from the late 1980s, suggests
a space between the school and the art world, a buffer or barrier whose form
might be spatial — the distance of Texas or Illinois or the Cal State system —
or temporal, the ‘�ve years behind the times’ time-lag that schools were given,
or lambasted for, not long ago. For students at UCLA when the New York Times
Magazine article came out, or Andrew Hultkrans’s Artforum piece, the distance
between the art world and the art school had evaporated almost completely;
one was mapped directly over the other: ‘I feel like the walls are transparent
here. I feel lucky that there’s a lot of buzz and I hope good things will come
to me.’39 The stories of curators and dealers at �nal reviews and in the studio
halls at UCLA or Art Center are both legendary and true. The art world makes
its presence felt in the schools not only as desire, as ambition and possibility
and knowledge, but also economically and temporally, as a demand. This was
in part the story that Museum of Contemporary Art (MOCA’s) exhibition
‘Public Offerings’ was intended to tell; it argued not only the increased role and
pro�le of the school as a networking or switching station in an increasingly
globalized art world, but also the increased parade and performance of the
market in the school. Perhaps art schools have replaced art movements, as the
photographer Collier Shorr remarked at a panel at Artists Space not long ago.40

But if they have begun to work as movements have, as interpretive categories
of likeness and enclosure, ways of seeing together, what is joined and held
together is not work by ‘style’ — ‘a promise in every work of art’ and the
record of its ‘confrontation with tradition … the hope that it will be reconciled
thus with the idea of true generality’41 — but careers by institutions or, if that
seems too harsh, by administrations. In that replacement what art schools have
displaced is a kind of discipline, a project of history or a projection of the
historical; legitimation now is left directly to the market, to being grabbed up
precisely when, as one UCLA student remarked in the pages of Artforum,
‘we’re not all going to get grabbed.’42

Visiting at Colorado Boulder in 1955, Rothko complained in a letter back to
New York, the students ‘want me to teach them how to paint abstract
expressionism.’43 However suspect the Colorado students’ demand, or maybe
Rothko’s letter, it’s not clear now that any proper name — John Currin, Ann
Hamilton, Matthew Barney, Renee Greene, Rikrit Tiravanija, Inka Essenhigh,
Jason Rhoades: the list is both sheerly metonymical and potentially endless;
Paul McCarthy, Chris Burden, James Welling, Barbara Kruger, Mary Kelly,
John Baldessari, Nancy Rubins, Charles Ray, Lari Pittman — can �ll the name
of a movement or style, be absorbed or buffered by it, or its claims for historical
priority. There is, in this list of names, or beyond it, no middle term of
movement or medium or project, of something that can be felt to matter or
count between individual interest and its administration; it’s in that empty
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space that October has issued its recent, post-Friedian calls for a return to the
medium, and that Stephen Melville has attempted to spread the category
‘painting’ as a discipline of theory over a broad array of disparate practices, to
make them thinkable and even necessary together, in order to suggest that
there is something shared after school and before gallery af�liation. In the
line-up of names, and along the whitewashed wall of the New York Times
Magazine image, though, theory and medium no longer function; Mary Kelly’s
value is not critical or theoretico-historical (the ‘hero of knowledge,’ as Lyotard
would say). What is important and functional there is not the content of her
work and her commitments, but her ‘national visibility,’ how well her name �ts
with, and compares to, others: ‘Most of all,’ Bill Readings reminds us, ‘excel-
lence serves as the unit of currency within a closed �eld,’44 a �eld without
reference, a �eld with only professionals and only peers.

Perhaps I’m just describing the same tired old thing, the broad breakdown
of the grand legitimating narratives of modernism, or, more locally, what Alan
Sondheim called ‘post-movement art’ in 1977 and, not long after, most people
called ‘pluralism.’ Hal Foster once argued that pluralism in the 1980s art world
was marked by ‘two important indices. One is an art market con�dent in
contemporary art as an investment … The other index is the profusion of art
schools.’45 The market’s involved acquisitiveness needs an array of styles and
names, and the far-�ung schools, too ‘numerous and isolate,’ in Foster’s words,
to hold together a narrative of the most important art of the recent past, of a
shared artistic stake, cannot help but provide it. It’s interesting how well his
description of the alignment of an increasingly involved and consolidated art
market with a broad profusion of art schools and, in them, of individualizing
and idiosyncratic practices matches Readings’s university of excellence. It may
be that they are only standard images of dissolution, of breakdown, but they
read together quite nicely: ‘Excellence responds very well to the needs of
technological capitalism in the production and processing of information, in
that it allows for the increasing integration of all activities into a generalized
market, while permitting a large degree of �exibility and innovation at the local
level.’46 The narrative projects offered by a historically construed medium and
the questions structured by a disciplinary and departmentalized knowledge
were ways of imagining a site and a stake between individual practice and its
administration (and behind that, capital); that space, at least in the present,
seems simply gone.

And I cannot decide how to think about that, about whether or not — to
pose this with all the idiocy that I feel — cultural pluralism and the university
of excellence stand for. The story I’ve just recounted need not have been cast
as a jeremiad; it could have been written as the opening out of difference and
the emergence of other voices in a space without insides and outsides, without
the exclusionary coercions of disciplinary consensus or aesthetic mainstream.
Pluralism and excellence might name the temporary openings, the alliances
and possibilities of interdisciplinary and critical and cultural studies, or the
opportunity to make one’s own work, and to allow and value the work of
Others in a �eld marked out not by coercive consensus or narratives of
progress, but by contestation and circulation. But I keep coming back to the
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intensi�cation of capital within that �eld, the presence and arbitrariness of the
market written in the individuating and mystifying terms of valuation: the art
world’s reinscription of beauty, the university’s excellence. In the art world, or
at least in its academic wing, there are stakes, both intellectual and pro-
fessional, in arguing against pluralism, against the dissolution of medium and
its historical or theoretical purchase: we would like to be able to speak and
publish critically, to imagine that art practice can, through its intentionality and
self-knowledge, open out onto historical forces and shifts beyond fashion.
Maybe. The best I can muster now is to think of pluralism and excellence as
Walter Benjamin did of �lm: ‘its social signi�cance, particularly in its most
positive form, is inconceivable without its destructive, cathartic aspect, that is,
the liquidation of the traditional value of the cultural heritage.’47

My thanks to Katie Mondloch for her help researching the UCLA archives and to
Sande Cohen for his invitation and comments.
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Jan Verwoert

School’s Out!-?
Arguments to challenge or defend the institutional boundaries of the academy

The relation of the academy to the field of art production is difficult to assess. 
First of all the academy is defined by the symbolic boundary that designates the
inside of the institution as a place of education by distinguishing it from the
outside world of uneducated amateurs and mature professionals. Is there any sense
in guarding this symbolic boundary today or is it high time to abolish it? 

The critic of the academy will argue that, as art students produce art
just like any other artists, the dividing line between the inside and outside of the
academy appears to be little more than a virtual boundary. Its only evident function
is the establishment and enforcement of the distinction between those who have
received the legitimation to call themselves artists (now and in the future) and those



60

who are barred from this right. To call this boundary into question means to
challenge the institutional power of the academy to monopolise the right to
legitimise art—and is therefore quite simply the right thing to do. Against this
argument the defender of the academy will hold that the symbolic boundary
between the academy and the outside should indeed be guarded as it in fact
continues to be one of the few untouched barriers that, ideally at least, protects 
art production from the competitive logic of the art market, and gives students 
the right and freedom to develop their practice in experimental ways that are 
not yet constrained by the pressure to serve their work up to the public as a
finished, recognisably branded product. From this point of view, the right 
political move would not be to tear down the boundaries that preserve the freedom
to experiment, but rather to defend them. Both positions have a point. So the
academy can today be understood equally as a monopolist institution of power 
and as one of the few remaining strongholds against the art market.

This contradiction manifests itself in many different forms. 
The fact that the academy offers a refuge from outside pressures, the critic will
claim, is precisely the reason why liberal and conservative academies alike become
safe havens for ageing professors who can indulge in the privileges of their power
without ever having to check the premises of their teaching against the realities 
and criteria of contemporary art production. What then is the academy but a
machine for the reproduction of ignorance that warps the minds of emerging 
artists by feeding them with all the cynicism and defensive narcissism that
flourishes in the brains of stagnated professors? Even if this may be true in 
some cases, the defender of the academy will respond, the strength of the academy 
still lies in the fact that it is only here that different generations of artists can
coexist, learning from and confronting each other, while the outside art world 
either ignores the importance of the generational contract for the sustained
development of art production or reduces it to the market logic of promoting 
new generations like new product ranges. In the age of the biennials, the generation
gap actually seems to have narrowed to two years, as each new show is expected 
to introduce the next set of freshly emerging artists. This is why the academy 
has to be preserved as a place where generations are given the space and time to
emerge and age at a pace that is not dictated by the speed of the market.

Fair enough, the critic will answer, but in the end the very assumption
that the atmosphere and understanding of art production inside the academy is
substantially different from the world outside is flawed. Instead of providing a
genuine alternative to the market, the ideas about making art and being an artist
entertained by people inside the academy are very often just a distorted version 
of the dominant principles of the outside art world, with the effect that much of 
the art made in academies only reflects the desperate desire to approximate the
standards which students believe to be the current status quo of gallery art. 
By the same token, it is at the academy that all the competitive strategies that 
are later put into practice in the market are learned and exercised in the shark-pit 
of the classroom under conditions that might actually be even more severe than
those prevailing in the real world. If that should be so, the defender will retort, 
then this is precisely the reason why academies should first and foremost teach an
awareness of the difference between the academy and the market, and of the
potentials that this implies. And it is precisely this difference that especially the
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outwardly more progressive institutions fail to recognise as they invite active
professionals from the field of contemporary art to familiarise students with its
current status quo. The questionable outcome is that these students then 
emerge from their courses equipped with a ready-made knowledge of the latest
aesthetics and terminologies of critical discourse, but nothing to contribute that
would make a substantial difference within the field—since to make a difference is
something you only learn when you take the time to grasp and confront the
traditions and conventions of art practice and discourse.

Superficial teaching is not acceptable, the critic will agree, but this 
is because in general there is no excuse for bad education. And this is also why 
it is crucial to create open and dynamic structures, for instance, to bring younger
professionals from the field into the academy as they may have valuable experiences
to share and can play the crucial role of an intermediary generation between
students and older professors. Having said all this, I still wonder: Haven’t we 
only been discussing political commonplaces so far? To create the conditions 
for a good art education has always been the primary task of the people who run
institutions, just as the struggle for better conditions has always also been the 
cause of student protests. These conflicts cannot be solved theoretically, they 
have to be fought out practically.

The Academy as a Site of Production Within 
the Expanded Field of Academia …

Instead of pedagogical agendas, the critic continues, we should rather discuss the
more basic question of what the function of the academy could or should be today!
Can we really take it for granted that education is still the one and only purpose 
that the academy is to serve? According to the logic by which the function of 
the institutions within the field of art is conventionally defined and administered,
each institution has a different role to play, of course. Art education is supposed to
take place in the academy, art production in the studio, art presentation and
circulation in the gallery, art collection in the museum and private home, and so on.
If we assume, however, that the assignment of distinct roles to different institu-
tions—following the maxim of ‘divide and rule’—is, in fact, a strategy to consolidate
existing power structures within the art world, should it not be a primary political
goal to question such authoritative definitions of what an institution is supposed 
to be and do?

After all, there is ample evidence that the redefinition of the role of 
the academy is already in full swing. Ever since the conceptual turn in the art
production of the late 1960s, the academy, apart from being a place of education,
has been claimed more and more as a site of art production, presentation,
circulation and collection. The Fluxus performance festivals staged in academies 
in the 1960s are an obvious example. Similarly today, seminar settings provide 
a forum for the screening and discussion of video art and alternative films. 
As their works come to be collected in and circulated through university and
academy libraries, the academic field has become a primary audience for at least
some alternative film and video makers. In general, the definition of conceptually-
based art practices as interventions into critical discourse have brought the field 
of practice much closer to the academic field. When, as Brian O’Doherty has
elaborated, the conceptual work is reduced to an ephemeral gesture, project or
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proposition that challenges and renegotiates conventional definitions of art, 
the primary mode of existence of such a dematerialised work may in fact be its
discussion and documentation in a contemporary academic discourse.1
Consequently (as shown, for instance, in the intense exchange of ideas between 
the producers of the new wave of institutional critique and the critics of the
American magazine October), the symbolic distance between the artistic production
and academic reception of conceptual works can (for better or worse) shrink to 
an intimate circle as artists respond to the theoretical views proposed by academic
writers, whereupon these writers, in turn, update their premises by reviewing the
works the artists have produced in relation to their theories, and so forth. In the
light of these developments, the academy today must be understood not only as an
institution for education, but always also as a site for the production, discussion,
circulation, collection and documentation of contemporary conceptual art practices.

To open up the academy to these new tasks also means to break 
down the boundaries of the institution. As the range of those who become 
affiliated with the academy by joining the academic discourse is expanded to
include all kinds of artists, writers and cultural producers, individual academies
become immersed in the general field of academia. Ideally then, the status of the
single institution is no more than that of one hub among many that channel the
discursive productivity generated by the field as a whole. And although the field 
of academia may often have to rely on individual institutions to host presentations
and discussions, it is, in principle, not fully dependent on these institutions, as it 
can generate its discourse in personal exchanges and informal discussions just 
as well as in public symposia or exhibitions. The basis for the open affiliation of
different producers with the academy is, in turn, not so much an identification 
with the role model of the academic but, on the contrary, a sense that, within the
academy, clear identity profiles are suspended. In the expanded field the academy
thus attracts, especially, those cultural producers who are marginalised within the
field of art production because their professional identity (which may oscillate
between that of an artist, writer, researcher, project maker, etc.), when measured in
conventional categories, is as much in limbo as that of an art student of whom no
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one can say yet if he or she is a future artist or not. In general, work produced in 
the academy is a preparation for future art. The uncertainty of the status of work
done in the academy (which notoriously prompts debates over the question whether
student work should be judged by different criteria than the work of ‘mature’ 
artists) implies a huge potential, as it allows for experimentation with working
models and forms of production that are not sanctioned by conventional standards.
The academy can, therefore, become a site for unsanctioned forms of production
when it is activated as a local support structure for an international discourse 
between marginal cultural producers and intellectuals. In this spirit, the academy
must be transformed into an open platform that offers a viable alternative to the
museum and gallery system through the integration and redefinition of the func-
tions of art education, production, presentation, circulation and documentation.

… Or as a Site of Resistance to the Depreciation of Skills
When you formulate the concept of an expanded field of academia with that much
utopian vigour, the defender of the academy’s boundaries will respond, it may
sound like a good idea. Yet, if you look at the standards of work and discourse 
this expanded field has established so far, things appear in a different light. It still
remains to be discussed whether much of the conceptually-based work that passes
as an intervention into open critical discourse can, at the end of the day, really 
count as a substantial contribution. Often enough, those producers who participate
in the international circuit of marginal artists and academy members have so little
time left to do work as they travel from project to project and tackle issue after
issue that all they can possibly do when they are invited to contribute to a show 
or conference is to hastily gather some available information and stitch it together
around some more or less witty ideas. This has little or nothing to do with the 
in-depth analysis and sustained debate that only becomes possible when people
take the time to develop their skills and positions within the context of a specific
academic discipline or artistic medium. What we see, instead, is the rise of a new
culture of art project-making that is superficial in its content, and in its form 
deeply entangled in the power play of competitive curating, as these projects are
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primarily commissioned to fuel the machine of the global exhibition industry 
and simulate a constant productivity, which purposefully prevents everyone 
involved from ever reflecting on what it is that they really produce.

The submersion of conceptually-based practices in the global
exhibition industry we see today, the defender of the academy’s boundaries will
continue, is in fact the outcome of a tendency Benjamin Buchloh diagnosed early on
as an inherent danger of the dematerialization of art production and deskilling of
art producers pushed through by the Conceptual art of the late 1960s. The radical
dissociation of art from all aspects of a skilled practice within a conventional
medium, Buchloh warned, would in fact make Conceptual art all the more
vulnerable to outside forces that seek to determine the shape and meaning of the
work: ‘In the absence of any specifically visual qualities and due to the manifest lack
of any (artistic) manual competence as a criterion of distinction, all the traditional
criteria of aesthetic judgement—of taste and of connoisseurship—have been
programmatically voided. The result of this is that the definition of the aesthetic
becomes on the one hand a matter of linguistic convention and on the other the
function of both a legal contract and an institutional discourse (a discourse of
power rather than taste).’2 Buchloh concluded that the only form of art that could
withstand co-option was a Conceptual art that engaged itself in institutional
critique and criticised the exhibition industry from the vantage point of a distanced
observer. You could, however, also come to a different conclusion. When the work-
ing model of the flexible but deskilled conceptual producer has been established 
as a global norm, a new strategy of resistance can be to reclaim traditional criteria
of medium-specific art practice and defend the academy as a site where skills can 
be acquired that may strengthen the autonomy of the artist in the face of the new
set of dependencies created through the hasty culture of project-making.

Can the Academy be a Place of Initiation 
Into Practices of Resistance?

But what then, the critic will hold against this, is the difference between the
strategic evaluation of the skills acquired through an academic education which 
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you propose and the neoconservative call for a return to traditional standards? Can
you really distinguish one from the other? Or are you not inadvertently playing into
the hands of retrograde traditionalists when you praise the potentials of a skilled,
medium-specific practice and deny the revolutionary character and liberating effects
of the conceptual turn in the late 1960s? Yes, the defender will agree, it is indeed
essential to make it clear that the strategic re-evaluation of the notion of skilled
practice and academic education in no way betrays the spirit of the initial liberation
of art from its confinement to academic disciplines achieved by Conceptual art.
Still, it should be possible to renegotiate the concept of skills in the spirit of the
critical break with disciplinary power. In fact, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak seeks to
do precisely this in her book ‘Death of a Discipline’.3 In a discussion of the fate and
future of the academic discipline of comparative literature, Spivak confirms her
belief in the political necessity of an undisciplined form of teaching that challenges
the literary canon of colonial modernity. At the same time, she articulates her
discomfort with the deskilling of students who receive their literary training only
on the basis of the advanced interdisciplinary approach of cultural studies and, as a
result, often lack the basic skills of closely reading texts which students enrolled in
traditional courses do acquire. ‘We have forgotten how to read with care,’ she
writes.4 To rehabilitate the ideology of a disciplinary academic education is not an
option. Instead, the question Spivak raises is on the basis of what method or model
the skills of a discipline could be taught in a different spirit within the horizon of
the critical philosophy of interdisciplinary education that cultural studies stands for.

To learn the skill of reading literary texts, Spivak argues, means to 
be initiated into the secrets of a cultural practice that can be a source of resistance
against the administration and commodification of knowledge production if this
process of initiation is carried out under the right conditions. One condition is 
that the skill of reading is not taught as a technique of mastering the language of
literature, but rather as a sensitive practice of ‘entering into the idiom’,5 dedicated
to the disclosure and protection of precisely those aspects of literature that remain
resistant to any form of mastery, due to the sheer specificity of their language. 
In this sense, Spivak writes that, ‘in this era of global capital triumphant, to keep
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responsibility alive in the reading and teaching of the textual’ is a practice of
resistance as it defends those moments within culture that cannot be commodified
and made commensurable.6 Moreover, Spivak stresses, it matters in whose name 
the ceremony of initiation into the idioms of literature is performed. So, the second
condition Spivak formulates is that academic education should be dedicated to a
justified political and ethical cause. As a model for this moment of political and
ethical dedication, Spivak draws on a proposition Virginia Woolf makes at the end
of A Room of One’s Own. Woolf asks her fellow women writers to dedicate their
work to the evocation of the ghost of Shakespeare’s sister, which is to say that 
they should write for a future audience of emancipated women writers and readers
and thereby call it into existence. To ‘work for her’ is the formula Woolf suggests 
for this moment of dedication. The distinctive quality of this formula of dedication
is that it is specific enough to give a clear political perspective to the project of 
a feminist literary practice, while at the same time sufficiently open to avoid
dogmatism. In the context of Spivak’s argument, this formula of dedication
becomes a model to describe the general importance and specific character of the
attitude with which the initiation of prospective intellectuals into the skills of
literary practice is to be carried out. It should take place in the name of a different
future and be dedicated to the cause of making that future possible.

So, the critic will ask, the argument is that the dedication of the process
of initiation into academic skills to a justified cause will transform the nature of the
procedure of teaching and learning those skills from a tedious disciplinary ordeal to
a progressive project? Is this not what also Nietzsche meant when he said that the
right way to go through with a classical disciplinary education was to ‘learn how to
dance in chains’? The reply this idea must provoke from anybody with a free mind
is the question of why chains should be necessary in the first place. Why should
anybody submit themselves to a procedure of initiation when it is clear that such
procedures by definition imply the forceful internalisation of the laws of tradition, 
a violence that can never be justified by the principles of the Enlightenment? No
matter what cause you dedicate the procedure of initiation to, the means can never
be redeemed by idealistic ends because they are inherently brutal. The only true
alternative is to reject outright the academy and the form of disciplinary education
it represents. Here we have got to the bottom of the matter, the defender of the
academy will concede to the critic, because, in the end, the question we will have 
to continue to discuss is whether you can dismantle the disciplinary power of the
academy and put its potentials to a different use, or whether the power structures of
the institution remain too inflexible to allow for such a process of transformation. 
I believe that it is possible, but in the end we will have to see if works out or not.

Notes:
1. On the intimate relation of the conceptual

gesture to the intellectual context of its realisation
O’Doherty writes: ‘It [The gesture] dispatches 
the bull of history with a single thrust. Yet it 
needs that bull, for it shifts perspective suddenly
on a body of assumptions and ideas. […] 
A gesture wises you up. It depends for its effect 
on the context of ideas it changes and joins.’ 
Brian O’Doherty, Inside the White Cube: 
The Ideology of the Gallery Space (San Francisco:
The Lapis Press, 1986), p. 70.

2. Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, ‘Conceptual Art
1962–1969: From the Aesthetic of Administra-
tion to the Critique of Institutions’ in Alexander
Alberro and Blake Stimson, eds., Conceptual Art:
A Critical Anthology (Cambridge, Mass., and
London: The MIT Press, 1999), p. 519.

3 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Death of 
a Discipline (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2003).

4. Ibid., p. 42.
5. Ibid., p. 50.
6. Ibid., p. 101.
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Creative Laboratories in the University
Robert Linsley

It should be obvious that the institutions we work in deform the work that we do; 
obvious but very hard to see in practice. Perhaps the most critically astute have the 
hardest time, simply because success always marks the blind spot.

Howard Singerman has discussed very well the lack of fi t between university art
departments and their framing institutions. As he points out, there is a long established
tradition that claims that art cannot be taught, and many university art teachers 
have managed to assent to this and still build their departments. Ideally, the art
department is a kind of free space that exists on sufferance within the academy. But the
pressure of accountability, the rationalization of teaching results and methods, the
professionalization of the art world and daily submission to bureaucratic forms all break 
down the tenured walls that protect that space. We become academics despite our best 
intentions, and academics become service workers despite all the beautiful rhetoric 
about the humanizing role of education. Naturally, everyone wants to succeed in their 
profession, but academic success is in some profound way antithetical to art, or at least 
what many of us went into art for.

Lately I have found it helpful to take a more openly and deliberately instrumental
approach in my dealings with the university. If I can initiate a new way for an artist to
function within the institution then perhaps I can maintain the creative space both I and
my students need. Instead of meeting the demands of the system, of just trying to
survive within the conditions that exist, maybe I can infl uence those conditions. Of
course my new way is not absolutely new, it is only new within the context of the art
department.

My employer, the University of Waterloo, is very strong in math, computers,
science and engineering. The math department is routinely ranked as one of the top in
North America, even in the world, in the same league as MIT for example. Computer
science started as branch of math, but has gradually become even bigger than the
entire math department. In recent years Microsoft has often hired more graduates from
Waterloo than any other university. Oddly, the university does not understand the need
for a strong art department.

My strategy is to learn from the scientists. I have opened a lab. Just as a scientist
hires post-doctoral students to work in their labs, producing collaborative results and
jointly authored papers, so I set the direction of the research, hire post graduate
students, artists with an MFA, and set them free to develop their work. Naturally I donʼt
direct my researchers as closely as a scientist would, because the goal of course is to
produce independent artists. But that is not the only goal. I also want to develop my 
own work and my own ideas, and I want to learn from my colleagues. I want to be part 
of a larger aesthetic enterprise, not a collaboration exactly but some kind of larger 
project that would give my own work a space to grow into. Because I have a vision of 
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what I want I have been able to raise a lot of research money to do this, even from peer
committees composed of scientists.

What follows is a description of the research program, taken in large part from
the main grant application. In academic terms I am succeeding. I raise research funds, 
I am building a community, I have results in the form of exhibitions and publications by
myself and my fellows; the higher levels of the university are happy, but a bit surprised
that this is happening in Fine Arts. But when I read over my grant application the
language itself tells me how much Iʼve been bent by it all.

New Research in Abstraction

The goal of the research program is to renew the practice and discourse of
abstraction. For the purpose of the research, abstraction can be defi ned as art that
avoids representation or narrative, and instead works with fundamental properties of
time and space.

Since the early eighties at least, the most conservative defi nition of painting has
prevailed, and many painters see themselves not as innovators capable of affecting 
the course of art in general, but as defenders of an historic and specialized tradition. 
But the traditional craft of applying coloured material to a fl at surface is only one of the 
possible technologies of painting. Paintings can fi ll space, or move through time. 
They may also shed their materiality to a greater or lesser degree.

The research will consist of creative work that will explore an expanded conception 
of painting, not limited to traditional craft. In practical terms it may mean work 
with a sculptural or installation aspect, or that uses new materials and technologies, 
but the research is not concerned with style or medium but with whether painting 
can still teach us fundamental truths about ourselves and the world. Young artists 
who have recently completed their education but are not yet established in their 
careers will be invited to take up a postgraduate fellowship at the University of 
Waterloo. They will set their own direction and work independently within the 
parameters of the research. Artists chosen for the fellowship will have a demonstrated 
familiarity with the history of abstract painting, and with the major theoretical debates 
in the fi eld. I will continue my own work alongside the research fellows in a shared 
studio. In concert with myself and in dialogue with a regular series of visiting artists 
and scholars, they will constitute a research community dedicated to the investigation 
of shared topics and the pursuit of shared ambitions. The fellows will not be required 
to make any particular kind of art; they will be encouraged to produce original work 
within a shared discourse and to open new and original possibilities in both practice 
and theory.

The goals of classic modernism have been rendered defi nitively historical by over
twenty years of post-modernist practice and criticism. The proposed research is not a
return to outmoded positions or practices of the past. It will recapture the speculative
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and forward looking spirit of abstraction without adopting any already canonized
modernist approach.

During the late sixties and early seventies the visual arts went through an enormous 
convulsion. Painting was relegated to a secondary, even minor position, and new 
practices took centre stage in contemporary art. For centuries visual art meant 
twodimensional pictures that required a contemplative mode of perception. Today it is 
often an installation of elements that cannot be contemplated from a distance but asks 
the viewer to physically enter the space of the work. This new work breaks down the
distinction between art and everyday experience, and contemplation gives way to the
normal perceptions of daily life, or to more conceptual kinds of knowing, such as the
acquisition of information or the analysis of abstract ideas.

But it has recently become clear that what seemed to be a break with painting was 
in many cases a development and extension of it. Painters asked themselves what 
minimum gesture would be needed to constitute a painting, and this investigation
opened up fundamental questions of perception and knowledge. Those questions are
now presented in the forms of sculpture, installation and conceptual art, but rarely,
if ever, as painting.

The proposed research will investigate how the formal analysis of painting has
become the analysis of fundamental properties of knowledge, perception and
representation, and why the pursuit of those topics, for many artists, necessarily entails
the abandonment of traditional painting. Further, the research will investigate how an
experimental and open-ended practice concerned with the elements of time and space 
relates to scientifi c theories and discourses. This research will take the form of creative 
work produced by the artist/researchers.

Sculptural, installation and conceptual modes that reference painting are newly vital 
areas of activity in contemporary art, and there are many artists now working in the 
zone between sculpture and installation on the one hand, and traditional painting on 
the other. The research program aims to move beyond this already accepted area of 
practice by proposing that painting in the expanded fi eld is an investigation into the
limits of knowledge. It will have two aspects: one investigates two dimensional work, 
the other takes up three dimensional strategies.

When scientists conceptualize a universe of many dimensions, they necessarily
have recourse to two dimensional diagrams and illustrations. That such diagrams are
meant to point to a more complex reality that canʼt actually be represented is one
parallel with the art of painting, which also seeks to describe a three dimensional
universe on a fl at surface. Abstraction is explicitly concerned with the conditions of such 
representation, and with the properties and limits of the plane. In this view, the
celebrated fl atness of classic modernism is both an acknowledgment of a fundamental
feature of any picture, and an obstacle to paintingʼs further development. In fact, we 
can never know that a picture is fl at, only that it looks fl at; fl atness is just as much a
matter of illusion as deep pictorial space. It is axiomatic to this proposal that fl atness 
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and pictorial space can be perceived simultaneously, and one of its goals is to 
determine through experiment, namely through creative practice, how much information 
about space—about the positions and movements of objects—any plane can bear. 
This is a genuinely new development in painting because it breaks with the famously 
infl uential theory of fl atness developed by Clement Greenberg without returning to 
older ideas about pictorial space. This is something that post-modernist painting, for 
all its rejection of Greenbergʼs infl uence, has not been able to do. It also brings art into 
proximity with discussions in theoretical physics.

Physicists have found that the amount of information inside a black hole, that is
to say the number of particles and their positions and speeds, is not proportional to its
volume, but to its surface area. This discovery, called the Bekenstein Bound, suggests
that the surface of a black hole, the so-called “event horizon,” is analogous to the 
picture plane, a surface that also carries limited information about the space behind it. 
It has led to a number of theories in which two dimensional surfaces play a central role. 
This means that the surface on which scientists work out their ideas, the fl at piece of
paper or chalkboard, is in an important way equivalent to the cosmic structures they try 
to analyze. Such unity of material and concept is a fundamental principle of abstract
painting. This proposal marks the fi rst time that these parallels between scientifi c
thinking and art have been noticed. It is important because it does not put the artist in a
secondary position to the scientist, as an illustrator of scientifi c ideas. The intention is
not to raid the popular scientifi c literature for ideas to use in art, but to fi nd a common
conceptual ground between the two activities. As such, the research can take the
relation between art and science to a new level of sophistication.

The fl atness of classic modernist painting is an aspect of a movement toward
literalness which reached one culmination in the sixties in minimalist sculpture. 
The current research is concerned with how painterly features of transparency, colour 
and illusion persist even in sculpture infl uenced by minimalism, and how attention to 
these properties can challenge existing dogmas about both painting and sculpture. 
Some of my own recent work explores ways of projecting illusionistic forms into real 
space, and so deals with these ideas.

It is a critical convention that the traditional functions of painting, such as portraiture 
and narrative, have been taken over by new media such as photography, fi lm and 
video. Further, in the last two decades there has been intense research into the science 
and mechanics of perception with the goal of teaching computers how to see
and render. It is as if the technologies invented in the Renaissance to serve painting
—sciences of perspective and of lighting and shadows, anatomical research, theories 
of colour, studies of the geometry of complex shapes—have found their ultimate
development in the new industries of photo-digitizing and computer animation. 
Today, artists with the manual skills of a Michelangelo can be found applying their 
talents in animation and comic books, but rarely in the realm of advanced contemporary 
art. Meanwhile, art has been utterly transformed by the developments of the sixties, 
and many artists are involved in an open-ended exploration of concrete experience.
The proposed program is basic research, and is not directly concerned with
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applications. It is not concerned with new media, digital media, or new technologies, 
but with the relationship between science and art on a conceptual level. Scientifi c 
theories are images of the universe; in a complementary way, abstract artists explore 
the conditions that enable and limit the formation of any kind of image. Precisely 
because it is not directly concerned with existing applications, this program of research 
has the potential to mark the beginning of a new cycle in the relationship between 
technology and art. It is the furthest explorations of artists that will open up the future of 
technology, not narrow, application based projects. Further, art is not a “soft” humanistic
counterbalance to a hard technological world, but an open-ended fi eld of research with 
the ability to create future needs. The applications that will meet those needs are yet to 
be imagined.

*

So there it is. I canʼt even begin to express my ambivalence. The grayness of academic 
language, the constant need to build in the answers to the anticipated obvious 
questions, the forced self submission—I made the plan, I did the paperwork, I added up 
the money, I channeled the language, I pushed myself into the mold so that my fellows 
could be free.

But now thatʼs been done and the program is running. And in practice itʼs really a lot 
of fun, in fact it is what the university is supposed to be. Iʼve surrounded myself with 
very smart young people, and I can bring the best visitors to work with them and 
myself. I donʼt push my own ideas but I can see in the work produced that on some 
subterranean level we all infl uence each other. Now, if only I had the time to enjoy it.
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