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1. Many art projects that incorporate pedagogy as a medium seem to be a reaction/
response to institutionalized Education – particularly museum education- functioning as 
a sort of institutional critique. Do you agree with this statement? And if so, what are the 
concrete aspects of educational methodologies that are being critiqued?

ADAM LERNER
It is difficult to make adult museum education a living, creative experience because the 
energy of discovery has already happened prior to the encounter between educator and 
visitor.  

There are so many aspects of museum education and each has its own problems.

The lecture format. There can be eloquence, and thereby inspiration, in the lecture approach 
but it is rare. Often volunteers give gallery talks and they rarely convey the wisdom that 
comes with intensive research and knowledge. On the other hand, most researchers are 
more interested in their areas of research than in the issues that have a more public interest. 
Educators tend to be trained in a school of thought deriving from a 1960s democratic ethos 
that repudiates authority. That also means that there tends to be a lack of wisdom, insight, 
and inspiration associated with strong conviction. There are deep and complicated gender 
implications here because education tends to be a female dominated field and the 
eloquence of public speaking tends to bias towards masculinity. 

It is also a problem that museums are caught between a traditional practice of professional 
oratory and a contemporary practice of mediated content. We no longer have many great 
public speakers but museums don’t want to edit the speakers they do have. The result is that 
museums have simply imported the academic model of the lecture format, which is usually not 
very interesting for the general public. Would a radio broadcast ever let a content expert 
speak to its listeners for 60 minutes straight, with not editorial process? Never. Yet, museums 
do this all the time.

The gallery interpretation format. There is a strong tendency toward in-gallery activities based 
on what I believe is a mistaken idea that the multiple intelligences thesis should be applied to 
museum gallery. Do movie theaters need to engage visitors’ multiple intelligences to people 
to feel engaged at the movies? No. On the other hand, purists and curators are simply 
allergic to any elements that disrupt the boutique quality of the gallery. That is generally 
snobbishness.

Museums these days are struggling with their voice. In effort to be more welcoming to visitors, 
they have shied away from the authority and didacticism of a curatorial voice, but they tend to 
sound false when they try to adopt an informal voice. This is partly because the effort is half-
hearted. The exhibition is titled “Masterpieces from the Louvre” and the text on the wall asks 
you “Why do you think the girl in this painting is smiling?” You can’t have it both ways. You 
can’t play on people’s desires for edification and self-improvement through learning the 
masterworks and also make it feel like a conversation with grandma or a text message. 
Museums cling to their ancestral language of cultural uplift, even as they are desperate to try 
to speak in the language of a new era.
 
Efforts to find alternatives to the stodgy museum voice are not just half-hearted, they also 
tend to be deeply misguided. The question “Why do you think the girl in this painting is 
smiling?” refers to a recent trend of posing questions to visitors, of leaving things open-
ended. First of all, no one seems to realize that asking a question is exactly as authoritative 
as providing an answer. Talk to any police suspect who has been asked: can you describe 
your whereabouts Tuesday night? Open-ended, or not, authority is authority, whether it asks 
the question or answers it. However, the important reason that this approach is misguided is 



that it suggests an unwillingness to have an authorial voice at all. Museums talk about 
becoming town squares, instead of temples. What in the world is enjoyable about a town 
square? It makes me think of my dreaded neighborhood association meetings. I recently 
heard a museum director trumpet YouTube as a model. Clearly she has not spent much time 
browsing on YouTube or she would have already died of boredom. 

Everything that’s wrong with museum education is located in the fact that it is called 
education. When we listen to an interesting radio program, do we call it education? When we 
read a fascinating magazine article or a book, do we call that education? It seems we only 
use the term education, when the thing in question is not considered a creative product, that 
is, something that is not produced for our enjoyment. Museums are not good producers 
because they fail to recognize that they are producers at all. The Lab at Belmar’s approach 
to museum education cannot be described as education. If museums want to be creative 
places, they will embrace their role as creative producers of both live experiences and 
recorded media.

MARK ALLEN 
I don't see artists working in the area putting forward an institutional critique of museum 
education programs. I view the rise of these pedagogical projects as a natural outgrowth of 
the vastly expanded field of inquiry currently pursued by artists in the last 20 years. With other 
source materials and disciplines come other kinds of methodologies and experimentation with 
pedagogy seems to be part of that. In the case of my work at Machine Project, I see it based 
on the following set of proposals:

1. Pedagogy as a site of pleasure and play
2. A rejection of the model of public education increasingly based on standardization of 
knowledge
3. The use of an art context as a discursive space for knowledge of all kinds
4. Education and learning as a central and participatory part of the social life of a community

TOM FINKELPEARL
Please excuse the grand generalizations in this answer! In the American context, I don't think 
that pedagogical art projects are necessarily created in reaction to institutional education, 
and certainly don't think that they are created in reaction to museum education.  I would 
contend that, starting in the late 1960s many artists were seeking alternatives to a 
commercial art world, commercial society, and the growing hyper-individualism in the USA, 
and some found inspiration in radical pedagogy.  By the late 1970s authors like Paulo Freire 
were showing up in a lot of artists’ studios. But there has been tension between 
straightforward educational projects and art from the start.  For example, it is instructive to see 
how different Allan Kaprow's motivations were from those of Herbert Kohl when they 
collaborated on a project in the Berkeley Public School system in 1969 -- "Project Other 
Ways." From reports I have read, Kohl's goals were directly pedagogical -- opening minds, 
raising critical and political consciousness, etc. -- while Kaprow's were more oriented to 
creating non-conventional relations or experiences without a particular political or social goal.  
One could say that Kaprow was creating some sort of implicit critique of conventional 
education, but in a substantially different manner than Kohl, who was an educator and well 
known critic of institutional educational practices.  Of course educational art projects often 
end up being sponsored by museum education departments, and there is often friction in 
terms of technique and motivation, but I don't think that the artists set out to critique those 
practices.

CLAIRE BISHOP 
The research I have done has shown that the impulses for pedagogic formats in 
contemporary art are extremely varied. Some are responding to changes in institutionalised 
pedagogy, but others are responding to the exigencies of a local situation, to working 
through (and compensating for) their own experiences of education, to being an auto-didact 



(this is a particularly strong motivation)… along with other motivations involving ‘social 
sculpture’ and rethinking audience engagement. 

DOMINIC WILLSDON
This category of art practices that adopt certain forms and strategies of education--let’s call it 
art-as-education.  Education curators in museums are increasingly programming art-as-
education projects.  Are these projects a critique of Museum Education?  No, I don’t think so.  
Or, at least, only in the sense of delimiting a category.

Education Curators are looking to redefine the scope of what they do. Their traditional role of 
mediating between legitimated knowledge and an imagined general public is dissolving (now 
that Art History is no longer the sole, or even primary, knowledge base either for new art 
practice or the public encounter with art, and the general public is more visibly fragmented). 
They find themselves with the job, not of mediating, but of creating platforms, occasions, 
situations for an educational experience (or an experience of education) to take place.  
Institutional art spaces have become some of the most visible, even spectacular, theatres of 
informal education and educational expectation in public view.  

Museums are highly regulated spaces, but their educational agenda is, at present, relatively 
unscripted. If there’s even going to be a single, new educational function for museums, I 
don’t think it has emerged yet.  The current practice of programming artists’ projects that take 
the form of education is, for the Education Curators, a way of trying to find the outlines of a 
new role.

These projects are possible, in institutional terms, because: they resemble Education and 
Public Programs; of the relative autonomy that goes with the secondary status of Education 
Curators; they tend not to involve blue-chip artists; they are not object-based, and are 
therefore largely outside the museum-collector-gallerist system. If there is a moment of 
Institutional Critique, it may be aimed at this system.  

For Museum Education this might be less a matter of Institutional Critique and more a matter 
of Sculpture in the Expanded Field.  Very loosely, this is something like Education in the 
Expanded Field.  I can almost imagine a grid of research/not-research, teaching/not-teaching.

The object of critique is (or, at least, I think, can be) education at large.  I think there is an 
analogy with Media Arts.  Just as media artists have used the (institutional, discursive) space 
of art to explore cinematic, televisual and online experience at a critical distance from cinema, 
TV and the Web, so other artists have explored educational experience at a critical distance 
from the established structures and practices of educational institutions.

Missing from our questionaire is the question of what education at large can learn from art-as-
education.  In most contemporary contexts, education is instrumentalised.  It is rendered as 
training.  There may be a few contexts (and art institutions might be one of them) in which it 
would be possible to work critically against that state of affairs, and to examine the 
contribution of art practice to understanding the current possibilities and limits of education as 
a vehicle for social hope.  

BERNARDO ORTIZ
If I where prompted to answer quickly I would say that “institutionalized education” is actually 
responsible for using pedagogy as medium. It instrumentalizes pedagogical practices in a 
way that they become mere tools that can be used and dropped without thinking that much 
about them; thus transforming the critical possibilities of these practices into something that is 
normally called “edutainment.”

There is something implicit in the word medium, I think, that has to be avoided. The way a 
medium tries to erase itself from the picture that it presents. This is certainly not something 



new. But it is something worth repeating since a museum has the nasty habit of rendering 
itself invisible. 

I’m thinking about the implications of treating pedagogy as a medium --specifically in a 
museum setting. Would it render itself invisible? Would it help in giving the illusion that the 
museum is transparent? Would it just become a new set of tools that replace the old ones, 
but then leave the structure intact --or secure it even more?

Rhetorical questions no doubt. Perhaps the trouble lies in the word medium. It gives the 
illusion of some kind of practicality, as if it where a matter of technology, of something used 
and then put aside. But pedagogy should be considered for what it is: a practice. There are 
pedagogical tools, of course, but what one does with them is not a mere mediation --it is a 
political action. I think about my own context, again. The way certain practices there, that may 
seem purely academic elsewhere, can become a way of making politics: translation, for 
example, or historical investigation, or publication, etc. The fact that they seem purely 
academic elsewhere is symptomatic of the inner workings of institutional control. 

A more accurate framework needs to be constructed around pedagogical practices. One that 
considers not only the information that flows through the tools of pedagogy, but that 
incorporates the questions of how it does flow and what it does with that flux. In that sense 
the performative power, and thus the critical edge, of pedagogy can be harnessed.

PHILLIP VAN DEN BOSSCHE 
I only agree to a certain degree, but it would take some time to 
explain all the subtle details and not fall into a black/white 
discussion. The following aspects are important to consider:

1) the worldwide peer pressure (after 911) and how this is 
contradicts the individual position of the artist (making it 
possible  for him/ her to use humor and stay skeptical).

2) the difference between museum education in Europe and the United 
States - the different moments (and methods) in time when museums in 
Europe and the US started to develop educational programs.

3) the way the institutional discourse of museums (branding) became 
more important than the discourse of the artist and/ or of the 
exhibition.

4) the fact that a lot of artists since the early sixties worked out 
educational aspects in close relation to their practice without using 
the word 'art education' (Jef Geys).

JESSICA GOGAN
Thank you for the opportunity to muse on all this. Interestingly for me, I found myself 
struggling somewhat with the questions. Perhaps because while I am concerned with 
situating and exploring art and educational practices within the field, I find myself more drawn 
and think it ultimately more useful to simultaneously explore this work within a larger 
contemporary context. For example, seeing this work within emerging paradigms and parallels 
of practice in diverse fields such as health, human rights, socio-political geography and 
education—all of which emphasize an amplified engagement with the patient-individual-
learner-citizen in his or her context. It seems important for any critical inquiry to reflect on the 
underpinnings of these emerging art and educational practices and their parallels and 
possibilities within a larger systemic complexity. So in reflecting on the first question, I would 
rather suggest that the current shifts or turns in art and educational practice are part of a 
larger continuum of institutional critique in general, of notions and possibilities of authorship, 
and of formalist contexts and approaches.  In many spheres throughout the 20th century, 



whether education, economics or art practice, there is a dislocation of focus from facts, 
products, or art objects and the single creator, to process, experience, and co-authorship.  In 
an artistic context, initiating with the Constructivists (artists and education theorists) and 
particularly since the 1960s, much art points to an engagement with the processes of 
mapping and shifting from object to space, practice and relationality. Similarly as the Dadaists 
and 60s artists rebelled against the perceived alienation of art and life, I think the current 
shifts in practice can also be seen in this context. However in contrast to 60s radicalism, 
current practices embrace a more ethical consciousness, and as Bourriaud suggests, are less 
oppositional and more congenial approaches, by discovering “new assemblages, possible 
relations between distinct units and alliances struck up between different partners.”  

Also, I should note that I understand “art projects that incorporate pedagogy as a medium” to 
mean art projects that use participatory practices that emphasize experience, encounters or 
relationality often with specific ethical and socio-cultural intents. The critique embodied in 
these practices seems to strive to emphasize a shift in how we understand knowledge to a 
notion of knowledge-creation as the participatory process itself.

In this regard, one of my greatest concerns with situating or evaluating this work is that we 
are only beginning to articulate it and in many cases lack critical information and 
understanding in order to critique these practices. Current critical and presentation formats 
seem inadequate to truly capture and critique practices and works that emphasize experience 
and process. Here, we often miss a richer exploration of art’s experiential dimension, the 
nature of participatory process and socio-cultural impact that is an essential part of the artistic 
proposal or the work. We need the tools and formats to gather new knowledge on this work in 
order to begin to situate it. 

OLASCOAGA/ALBA
There is a wider search from artistic practice that motivates the incorporation of pedagogical 
thought, which refers to the need of a critical position regarding studio/object-based practice 
and the parameters for art distribution related to it, and places itself in a direct relationship 
with specific communities, dialogical or socially engaged works. These practices may not 
always be reacting specifically to museum education, but to more complex or wider aspects of 
art production, distribution and consumption, questioning the artist’s role and the need to 
participate from his/her own community.

In Mexico’s recent history, from the beginning of the 90s, there are a number of examples of 
artist-initiated projects that emerged as a reaction for the lack of academic programs providing 
institutional structure for contemporary practices, and specially for specialized art education. 
Spaces such as La Quiñonera, Temístocles 44, La Panadería, which were created to satisfy 
a very straightforward need for dialogue, critique and meeting points for contemporary 
practices related to installation and performance, that had no space for exhibition, critique 
and socialization. In later years, other collectively activated projects have been initiated as a 
response to the absence of educational programs for emerging artists. Either completely 
independently or partly supported by institutions, they embody the concerns of the artists that 
create them. 

The following examples may be more similar to artist-run spaces rather than practices using 
pedagogy as a medium; however, they put pedagogical concerns at the center and are to be 
integrated by artistic practice and development in a local context where the specificity of 
museum education, academic programs and artistic education seems to be less clearly 
institutionalized as fields of knowledge and practice:

ESAY in Merida, Yucatán, created by Monica Castillo and a group of artists/scholars 
immersed in deep thought and a long creative process of designing theoretical and practice-
based art school programs. La Curtiduría and TAGA, by Demián Flores in Oaxaca, inspired 
and supported by previous IAGO, MACO and CASA projects by Francisco Toledo. Seminario 
de Medios Múltiples, by artist José Miguel González Casanova, and an in-process 



educational space by artist Yoshua Okon and Eduardo Abaroa, among others. 

SERGIO BESSA
In general “institutional critique” seems to be the goal of many contemporary artworks whether 
informed by education theory or not.

WENDY WOON
I think the projects are motivated by varied intentions rather than simply a critique of museum 
education. Often they stem from an institutional critique of traditional interpretation of art, 
which although often ascribed to museum education, most often stems from more academic 
constraints of art history and theory, which heavily influence the way some interpret art 
through their scholarly publications and exhibitions in museums.  The critique is often 
concerned with the limitations of interpretation in the service of academic knowledge 
production rather than more nuanced and faceted readings of living artists’ practices. 
 
Like most museum educators, artists understand that the viewer plays an active rather than a 
passive/receptive role in constructing meanings with art.   Duchamp’s quote speaks to this: 

“The creative act is not performed by the artist alone. The spectator brings the work in contact 
with the external world, deciphering and interpreting its inner qualifications. And thus adds his 
contribution to the creative act.”

 Museum education suffers from the perception that it follows traditional classroom methods 
and practices.  Although the field of museum education is young, most contemporary 
museum education practice, informed by constructivist theory, underscores a more nuanced 
and fugitive understanding of how the viewer creates meaning with art rather than the 
passive transmission of knowledge from object to viewer more akin to traditional art historical 
models of thinking.  In many ways, artists and museum educators are aligned in this 
understanding of the complexity and participatory nature of interpretation. The performative 
aspects of museum education and creating artwork are also allied.  I think that museum 
education at its best is informed by artists’ practices.  

Some pedagogical art projects seem utopian and often formalize informal practices that 
artists use to foster the development of their work – book clubs, discussion groups, 
interdisciplinary research and exchange.  

The larger questions I have about some pedagogically focused art projects revolve around 
the role of “audience” participation and what the quality of the invitation is.  If it’s an 
institutional invitation, why this select group of people over others, and what does that say 
about the values of the artist or institution? 
 
Many institutions and smaller not-for-profits have invited artists to engage directly with 
audiences for varying reasons – because the artist is interested in working with specific 
audiences, because the institution has a larger agenda to develop under-represented 
audiences such as those who have not participated in the museum before, and groups that 
do not see themselves reflected in the collections or staff.  The make-up of artists exhibiting 
was typical concerns in the 90s.   Identity politics reflected in curatorial practice of the time 
also drove many of these artist-led projects with under represented audiences.  

Some of the projects are more focused on direct engagement through exchange and art-
making with varied audiences, recognizing that the production of art is as much process as 
product, and interpretation is not left only to the authority of the artist, critics or art historians. 
The larger ethical issues that rise to the surface are: Is the audience simply the fodder to 
create the project? In essence, is it being used to make the art project?  Are there perceived 
benefits for those participating and are they what those participating would perceive as the 
benefits or is this an idealized notion of “the good” that art should do?  Authorship? Respect 
for the participants weighs heavily for me in many of these projects.   These issues arise 
because the artist functions within a very tightly defined “art world.”  Another issue is projects 



that suggest some sense of “democracy” yet in truth mimic the elitism of academia.  

FIA BACKSTROM
No, I don't think these projects necessarily regard institutional critique, or are "critical" in the 
sense of being against.  I do think issues of education and the forms and ideologies imbued 
therein are at the core. Pedagogy is a useful tool when it comes to taking on relationships of 
power, methodology, and transmission of knowledge.

SERPENTINE GALLERY 
Sally Tallant
I agree with this statement to some extent. The area that has most commonly been adopted 
at least in terms of structure is public programmes. Recent artists and curatorial projects such 
as the Serpentine Gallery’s Park Nights and Marathon series, Night School at the Museum 
(Anton Vidolke), Manifesta6 (unrealised art school), and the lecture itself which has been a 
long standing tool for artists such as Robert Morris, Martha Rosler, Maria Pask, and Mark 
Leckey. In these situations it could be said that the lecture is a format for performance and 
relates more to a history of performance than it does to that of pedagogy.

In terms of methodologies that are being critiqued it is more complicated to pin-point. 
Education has played a role within institutions where non-traditional practices have found a 
space. Performance, time-based and event-based practice, collaborative and site-related 
commissions as well as work that prompts political questions and requires contextual 
negotiation or actualisation, have all been facilitated through these programmes. So, rather 
than offering a critique I see this as producing a different kind of knowledge and experience. 
The new institutionalism proposed in the early 90s collapses the traditional hierarchies 
between departments and now it is more possible to develop programming strands that utilise 
the spaces and expertise of all departments.

Janna Graham
I don’t think that these initiatives are a response to museum education at all.  The emphasis 
on pedagogy seems rather more in line with utopian gestures that continue on from the 
avant-garde project of collapsing boundaries between art and life. This combined with an 
overall exhaustion with the degree to which institutions of art and education (whether they 
are museums, biennials, or art schools) have become increasingly corporate and spectacle 
oriented. Not quite satisfied with the relational offered in terms of an experience economy, or 
simply an ‘aesthetic’, artists, as they often have in the past, are looking for alternative forms 
of practicing art with others.
There was also a turn to pedagogy in many theoretical contexts that coincided with this turn 
in artistic work: Gayatri Spivak in recent years has published work on her literacy pedagogy 
after many years of silence on the topic, Ranciere’s Ignorant Schoolmaster was translated 
into English and became a major text on readings lists, and people have started re-reading or 
reading Freire for the first time…

I agree with Sally that their relationship to museum education is more akin to mimicry in terms 
of form i.e. by adopting public programming models (and sometimes the least developed of 
these in our field i.e. the lecture), etc. but it is also parasitic.  For example, art contexts 
provide funding and contexts for meeting publics that are useful if you are interested in 
engaging people in work. Their difference from institutional critique is that they don’t take the 
institution as the object of their critique but are perhaps rather more interested the 
development of a set of critical reading tools for the world.

2. What is to be learned by institutions from artist-instigated pedagogical projects?

CLAIRE BISHOP
To think independently and imaginatively about a context and its audience. The last thing we 



need is institutions copying artists’ pedagogic projects as a simple replacement for copying 
inherited formats of art education. What artists can teach institutions is by example only: how 
to think out of the box and devise new rules for the game, if not new games entirely.

BERNARDO ORTIZ
One could think about the word performance that I introduced in my previous answer. All 
pedagogical acts are performative. They don’t just present a discourse, they re-present it. Act 
it out. To acknowledge this performative dimension of pedagogy might steer an institution to 
realize that it too has a performative dimension in the sense that everyone that interacts with 
an institution (its executives, employees, public, critics, etc.) is involved in some sort of (very 
serious) role-playing. That it is a game doesn’t make it false or inoffensive. On the contrary: if 
an institution realizes that it is playing a (very serious) game, it can be more critical of itself.

Perhaps this is getting closer to that new framework that I suggested. I think of a short essay 
I read a few months ago. In it a philosopher, Giorgio Agamben, proposes the importance of 
re-instating the critical dimension of play, its capacity to undo power.  “Profanation” he calls it, 
and values the way it goes beyond the process of secularization, stripping not only the cult-
value of a thing but rendering it literally powerless through play. Artist-instigated pedagogical 
projects just might do that to institutions. By altering the way a part of the institution works, 
the whole might realize that it is, after all, a (very serious) game, and consequently find 
different ways of playing it. In doing so power relations are changed, roles are inverted, and 
the stability of the institution is challenged performatively, not just discursively. 

ADAM LERNER
Nothing specific, I hope. The worst thing is for a museum to try to be some thing it is not. It is 
possible for museums to learn something generally from artist projects. They can learn the 
value of allowing yourself to have a definitive personality, of letting yourself alienate some 
people in order to be more interesting to others. However, I also think that museums can 
learn just as much from certain bars, hotels, DIY and indie culture.

MARK ALLEN
As artists’ practices overlap with educational programming, it becomes clear that the division 
between the curatorial departments and educational departments of institutions is artificial 
and reinforces certain hierarchies of value for different forms of cultural production. Artist-
instigated pedagogical projects tend to emphasize the discursive mode over the validation 
and canonization which typifies the classic mode of the museum. They open up the museum 
to other kinds of practices.

JESSICA GOGAN
As in my response to the first question I understand “pedagogical” as art projects that use 
participatory practices that emphasize experience, encounters or relationality often with 
specific ethical and socio-cultural intent. What is critically important is to situate the artistic 
practice, intention and “the work of art” in a larger context of a collective construction of 
knowledge. The learning is and should be a learning “with” or a “being with” as Friere’s 
existential learning suggests. In this sense the artist is learner and participant along with 
institution-viewer-citizen. Creative art practices and material thinking can challenge and open 
up institutional practice enabling the possibility of the museum as creative and ethical site. 
Simultaneously artists’ work can be enriched by a greater understanding of viewers-learners-
citizens, by other emerging practices from diverse fields, and educational as well. 

As contemporary artists reinvent their practice, so too must art museums, to avoid becoming a 
21st century “sepulcher for works of art,” recalling Theodor Adorno’s critique.  As valued 
barometres of taste and sites of symbolic material culture, art museums have a unique 
opportunity together with artists and diverse individuals to put forward a more dynamic 
mediation role, as instigator, organizer, stage, and vantage point, where today’s complexities 
can be both performed and critiqued.  It seems vital that both artists and art museums need 



to respond to a 21st century post-postmodern-aware context where it is no longer possible to 
make or present art without participating in creating, challenging or reinforcing taxonomies 
and ideologies. What new roles and approaches are possible? 

From an institutional perspective these emerging art practices challenge the very essence of 
museum work. How viable is a redefinition of art museum work inspired by emerging artistic, 
ethical and socio-cultural practices? What would an art museum as vested in collecting 
experiences as objects look like? 

OLASCOAGA/ALBA
To what motives, needs, concerns, interests, objectives, do artists respond? 
To what motives, needs, concerns, interests, objectives, do institutions respond? How and 
what do they engage with?
Which forms do these responses embody, and how do they shape the relationships and 
communication established within the projects and their participants?

Aspects to be learned:
Subjective concerns that create particular forms of dialogue and connection with the 
audience as co-workers in a one-to-one basis, where hierarchical dispositions are subverted 
and differ radically from a relationship generated by any institution and an individual, and the 
political implications this involves. 
Multi-layered, organic, horizontal, complex, sensitive networking creative and conceptual 
process. 
Community building, group-based identity rather than vertical, hierarchical, authority and 
paternalist providing.
A critical potential that responds to succinct meaning, rather than to a more political, general, 
systemic concern. 
A critical potential that embodies and embraces values beyond the comfort-zones of the 
politically correct, and emphasizes the presence of the cultural abject.

SERGIO BESSA
I think at the basis is the need for audience participation. But I am not sure this is necessarily 
a gain.

WENDY WOON
My hope is that with serious consideration these practices open up dialogue about the 
relationship of art, interpretation and the viewer and evolve into a more informed and complex 
notion of the public aspects of “creating, exhibiting and interpreting” works of art and the role 
of curators, critics, theorists, artists, and museum educators.

FIA BACKSTROM
Thoughts on providing content and the frame: As each project is different, it is important to 
uphold a dynamic response which takes into account the differences and opens up a fluid 
exchange between both positions. There is a tricky hovering between learning and 
appropriating in the question, since forms of resistance or voicing relationships and conditions 
for what they are very quickly get co-opted into a the larger corporate structure as a tool to 
market that very institution and to avoid uncomfortable or embarrassing situations. I would 
say to learn to stay with it, to stave off, to not be too keen to "learn" from it... and let meaning 
be a part of the production.

SERPENTINE GALLERY 
Sally Tallant
Often when a project is instigated by artists a different set of questions is posed – more along 
the lines of “How shall we realise this?” as opposed to “Why are we (or should we be) doing 
this?” Also the support of the curatorial team across the institution can mean that the work is 
given better visibility and is positioned as a core activity for the institution rather than annexed 
as often happens with education projects.



Janna Graham
If they are listening, institutions also learn that the disciplinary and departmental hierarchies 
are questioned by these practices as they require more interdisciplinary skill sets (often 
valourising those historically associated with educators).

3. How can pedagogical methodologies whose goal is to understand audience 
responses benefit art practice (if at all)?

MARK ALLEN 
Can art as pedagogy become self-reflexive in some way? Is it possible for these practices to 
provide education and a critique of education simultaneously? I'm interested in projects which 
maintain utopian aspirations while acting within the sphere of immediate possibility and 
practicality.

BERNARDO ORTIZ
The importance of play and the performative dimension of pedagogy must go both ways. I 
am loathe to the idea that art, just by being called ‘art’ is automatically a means of 
transformation, as if there was some magical property inscribed on the word. At the same time 
that it challenges the stability of the institutional, play also questions the role of the artist and 
its relation to the public.  If what is meant by understanding audiences and studying their 
responses is some sort of administrative task carried out by means of statistics and surveys, 
there is not much to be learned there. But if it means letting the interaction implicit in a 
pedagogical performance transform the work, then what has been said about the institutional 
would also be true for the artist. In that sense a pedagogical practice becomes a political 
position. It is rooted in thought and discourse but entails an actual transformation of spaces 
and people. 

PHILLIP VAN DEN BOSSCHE
This could be an interesting dialogue and one of the differences 
between Europe and the US. There are a lot more studies available (from a 
longer period of time) in the US than in Europe. 

OLASCOAGA/ALBA
To design a structure that may help to articulate continuity. 
To exercise the location of the mediator’s role and its function beyond spectacle.
To incorporate participants in an activated way.
To question an artist’s role in society, and his/her position regarding complex social mapping.
To establish objectives that may help guiding artistic process to desired ends (or not).
However, from this perspective, art practices may still consider the importance of subjective 
positioning, and subversive search, for a more complex construction of meaning that avoids 
the risk of becoming instrumentalized programs of collectivity. 

SERGIO BESSA
I feel a bit skeptical as I believe art is not a process that can be regulated like any other 
discipline. In the past, artists envisioned the future; now we see the opposite: artists want to 
know for sure how to best please (or shock or ???) the audience.
 
FIA BACKSTROM
It is one of many useful formats, which one could slide in and out of depending on the need 
of a current project. Art pedagogy also stands as a defining interface of what art can be in 
relation to an institutional audience, which is an extremely important experience to take into 
account. There is already a platform of an audience which is there to "learn", and this 
readiness is very interesting as opposed to a regular visitor.

4.  Conventional pedagogy has set goals and parameters toward its audience. What are 
the benefits/downfalls in establishing similar structure to art projects that engage in 
similar practices? 



 
GRANT KESTER
We’d need to begin by problematizing the term “pedagogy,” or at least coming up with a 
working definition of the term. I would suggest that “conventional” pedagogy has little 
relevance for most contemporary art practices, especially those that involve collaborative 
exchange and learning (Tania Bruguera’s Catedra Arte de Conducta in Cuba, Mapa Teatro’s 
work in Bogata, the Rural Studio in Alabama, Temescal Amity Works in Oakland, Can Masdeu 
in Barcelona, etc.). A more relevant source of influence, inspiration and differentiation would 
come from the tradition of “radical” or “critical” pedagogy that grew out of Paulo Freire’s writing 
(with US-based proponents including bell hooks, Henry Giroux and Peter McLaren), as well as 
the work of Ivan Illich and Augusto Boal. In this tradition conventional pedagogy is identified 
with a “banking” style of education in which the teacher possesses an a priori wisdom that is 
“deposited” in the student’s consciousness. A radical pedagogy would involve forms of 
participatory learning that destabilize the hierarchy between teacher and student (or artist/
audience, for our purposes). This would also lead to the interrelationship between 
experimental pedagogy and the discourse of pragmatism (Mead and especially Dewey). 
There are, as well, other traditions of alternative pedagogy within the arts that extend back to 
Joseph Beuys, the Situationist “Free University,” Black Mountain School, Vkhutemas, etc. 

ADAM LERNER
We had a (half-jokey) saying at The Lab at Belmar: “We just want to do something interesting. 
If the audience gets something out of it, god bless ‘em.” Of course, that attitude has 
enormous gravitational energy and the audiences love it. The goal of a creative endeavor is 
to do something interesting. The goal can’t be: we want the audience to learn this or that. 
Then it becomes a stultifying process, where the energy has already occurred prior to the 
visitor’s arrival. On the other hand, it is necessary to have a reason why you want to be 
interesting. That should be the broader institutional goal: we want to become a part of the 
lives of our visitors’ lives.

PHILLIP VAN DEN BOSSCHE 
It could be important within this question to discuss the role of the 
artist: is he/ she initiator of a project or is the education department setting out a project and 
looking for the appropriate artist to realize the project. Both are possible, if there is a 
transparent dialogue with the public.

MARK ALLEN 
Art practices which engage in pedagogy tend to be more experiential, digressive, and less 
results-oriented. There is seldom a specific curriculum in the way there might be in formal 
educational programs. In fact, many art schools do not use traditional grading structure (A-F), 
because it seems inadequate as a meter of evaluation.

At Machine our programming is based in the intrinsic pleasures of learning and information, 
instead of predetermined extrinsic goals of skill or acquisition of knowledge. We are invested 
in education for the sake of knowledge, not what one can do with that knowledge. This is 
similar to the tradition of the liberal arts model, except that this engagement with education 
allows for a certain fluidity in duration and depth of research, and additionally, lacks a 
structure for institutional validation.

As an open ended practice, the goals and parameters of the practice are allowed to remain 
emergent. Learning about what goals and parameters might be is one of the main topics of 
exploration.  This opens a space for new trajectories and methods of inquiry to develop in 
manners which are simply not affirmed by traditional academia.

CLAIRE BISHOP
My instinct is that it would be the kiss of death to impose goals (learning outcomes, 
assessment criteria, etc) on artistic pedagogic projects.  However, many of the latter can 
produce frustration among institutionalised educators: the apparently superficial use of 
pedagogic formats (seminars, lectures, reading rooms, etc); an ambiguous blurring between 



students and viewers; a lack of clearly defined goal, outcome or expertise (often deriving from 
the fact that the artist is an auto-didact).  Add to this the compromises that ensue when 
education (an essentially closed process) is made to fit the requirements of art’s open and 
supposedly ‘universal’ accessibility, and you begin to suspect that – despite prevalent trends 
– education and art have less and less in common.  

TOM FINKELPEARL
The sorts of goals set by education departments must be avoided in educational-art projects.  
Evaluation and benchmarks are becoming a destructive force in American museums -- the 
same sort of mindset that has brought us "no child left behind." In certain cases, we have 
been interested in creating social network maps to evaluate projects sponsored by the 
Queens Museum -- but these were social projects that included art.  We have never set 
"goals and parameters toward the audience" for art projects.  Don't get me wrong, I am not 
nearly as hostile to "instrumentalization" as many critics, but I am very hostile to the sorts of 
evaluation that I have seen imposed on museums by technocrat grant officers at 
foundations.  

SERGIO BESSA
I personally think there is too much of the artist’s anxiety at play in this process, as well as the 
anxiety of the educator in securing an outcome, in guaranteeing a successful experience.

OLASCOAGA/ALBA
Benefits: to consolidate work by enhancing structure, methodology; to potentialize mediation 
practices and the use of group work and its outcomes; alignment of process and objectives.
Downfall: Extreme didactic approach, systematic development as opposed to the organic 
development and sensibility of creative process, loss of subjective and critical potential and its 
shaping all together with non-logical procedures of a collective process. 

BERNARDO ORTIZ 
That is precisely the sort of instrumental pedagogy that becomes just a way of reinstating the 
institutional apparatus. I think of a translation I made a few weeks ago: The Emancipated 
Spectator by Jacques Rancière. I had trouble with a word “abrutissement”-- literally to become 
a brute --an ass, an ox. In English it was translated as “stultification” --cause to loose 
enthusiasm or initiative, especially as a result of a tedious or restrictive routine. In the Spanish 
edition of The Ignorant Schoolmaster, the word was translated as “atontamiento” --to stupify. 
Both “atontamiento” and ‘stultification’ fail to capture the image implied in “abrutissement”, to 
transform oneself into a beast of burden--an ass, for example. What surprised me was that 
the Spanish translator of the Ignorant Schoolmaster didn’t use the exact equivalent for the 
French word: “embrutecimiento”. In his context the word “bruto” was very much used to instate 
a class division and a racial division; “pueblo bruto” (brute populace) --for example. It was 
used both by left and right wing politicians to point out what was lacking in the people, and to 
justify the programs devised to solve that problem.

What is brilliant about Rancière’s insight is the fact that it revolves around concrete actions 
that tear apart the division between the one who knows and the one who doesn’t know--the 
process of emancipation. In that sense pedagogical actions can be political actions that 
empower both the teacher and the student, so to speak. It is not a matter of the ideological 
content of the action, but of the way the action is conceived and the relations (human, 
metaphorical, aesthetical) that it enables. In The Emancipated Spectator, Rancière tells of 
the way he realized this. He was researching workers’ movements in XIX century France, 
when he came across a few letters that detailed what a group of workers did in their free time. 
That they used their free time to be something other than what was expected from them was, 
for Rancière, something far more revolutionary than the ideologies they were involved with. It 
was because it meant that they took control of their place in society. “By becoming 
spectators”, says Rancière, “they overthrew the given distribution of the sensible, which had it 
that those who work  have no time left to stroll and look at random, that the members of a 
collective body have no time to be “individuals.” This is what emancipation means: the blurring 



of the opposition between those who look and those who act, between those who are 
individuals and those who are members of a collective body.”

 WENDY WOON
I think that goals and parameters can be cumbersome for these projects and become too 
inwardly focused and limiting.  Discussion of reasonable expectations and ethical 
considerations however I think could be very helpful to engage in before, during and after 
projects as way of moving our understanding of these emerging practices forward.  

FIA BACKSTROM
Art is not a goal-oriented or rule-regulated practice in the classic sense, rather the opposite, 
so as far as goals and parameters go, I guess investigate and destroy rather than establish.

SERPENTINE GALLERY 
Janna Graham 
I think it’s sad when art projects adopt the strategies of conventional pedagogy. It’s much 
more interesting when they take up critical pedagogical histories.

5. How can we characterize the kind of participation that takes place in a work with a 
core pedagogical component? 

CLAIRE BISHOP
Without subjecting the work to tedious, bureaucratised modes of standardised assessment 
criteria, we can’t.  And as long as this work exists in a liminal space – comparable to Lygia 
Clark’s hybrid forms of art and therapy – I think that’s fine. 

ADAM LERNER
Participation is falsely described as physical or verbal engagement, but it is also intellectual 
and emotional engagement. I aim for the type of participation that people might feel at a 
great rock and roll show. People feel like they are a part of something marvelous. They are 
energized and come home feeling inspired. Intellectually, they completed the dialectical 
process internally and are ready to continue it in their own lives and work.

PHILLIP VAN DEN BOSSCHE 
Again an interesting question and all depends on the communication and contextualisation.  
An education department can and should work out projects, even without artists, and 
challenge an exhibition or an individual work of art or the body of work of one or more artists.

OLASCOAGA/ALBA
As one that seeks for a dialogue-based construction of meaning. That stimulates the 
collective building of knowledge. As active and constructive participation, engaging towards 
the active and transformative distribution of knowledge, as opposed to its accumulation. 
As an artistic creation that is vital, connected to the need of subjective potential relationships 
with the world and not as an instrumentalized practice or a predetermined pattern to consume 
information and cultural products. 

DOMINIC WILLSDON 
I would want to include in this category (of art-as-education) work that is not participatory.  I 
don’t think of it as a subset of participatory art or or Social Practice, or as having a necessary 
connection to Relational Aesthetics.

BERNARDO ORTIZ 
If one where to construct the new framework that I was hoping for in the first question, one 
should start by reconsidering the notion of authorship involved in pedagogical work. The way 
the work of art circulates through institutional and even some independent circuits depend in 
no small way on the notion of an author that gives birth, so to speak, to the work. This is 
especially difficult when the construction of the piece is the result of a pedagogical 
relationship. That is precisely the trouble with the idea of pedagogy as a medium for certain 



art practices. Suppose something is “a work of art that uses pedagogy as a medium”. Then 
that something becomes the artist’s work and the people involved in the action become the 
materials used by the artist. That is precisely the problem with much of the participatory 
artwork made today. The political discourse that gives form to the work is, in many cases, in 
open contradiction with the political discourse implied in the way it circulates publicly. And 
most of the time the trouble with this public circulation has to do with the way that the people 
who participate are recognized. I’m not concerned with the cynical artist that can see that 
contradiction, he or she would be consistent. What concerns him is the inability or the refusal 
to see the contradiction. What happens when an artist works with a community and that work 
becomes a source of income for him or her and not for the community? Whose work is it? 

MARK ALLEN 
I don't think the mode of participation can be characterized in any specific way. Activities 
including a pedagogical component might range from one-time lectures and hands-on 
workshops, to discussion groups or long-running "schools", to volunteers working on large 
scale projects or engaging in a hands-on project. 

Many people I've spoken to in this area have expressed interest in the lateral learning that 
might take place among participants, and how knowledge is shared in a loosely networked 
manner rather than absorbed through a top-down model. These works frequently function 
within a peer-to-peer social structure, in which the roles of teacher and student are frequently 
passed back and forth.

I question if many of the activities are qualitatively different from what might be happening in 
a forward thinking educational program. Instead, these actions are characterized by using a 
different framework to talk about what is taking place. The social context of the art space 
creates a meaning of it different from that in a college; this is similar to what Bourriand 
discusses in "Relational Aesthetics." 

GRANT KESTER
All art is pedagogical, to the extent that it seeks to inform, inspire or enlighten the viewer. The 
question is, how is this experience enacted or produced for the viewer? The original meaning 
of pedagogy is literally “to lead the child”. Herein lies one of the key tensions within the 
modernist avant-garde, based on the opposition between dominance and subordination, 
blindness and insight, ignorance and revelation. The child-like viewer (possessing an 
undeveloped consciousness) is led by the artist to grasp the fuller complexity of the sensual 
or natural world, identity, etc. It’s important to bear in mind the continuing centrality of 
Friedrich Schiller (most recently via Ranciere) for mainstream art theory. In Schiller we 
encounter an adjudicatory apparatus that positions the philistine viewer (the ‘rabble’ who are 
incapable of properly appreciating advanced art) as impious or immoral (slaves to the easy 
seductions of romance novels and ghost stories), and art as the instrument of their salvation. 
The artist, possessing a god-like ability to transcend the debilitating influence of banal 
popular literature and an increasingly materialist society, is able to ameliorate the blinkered 
ignorance of the multitudes through the process of “aesthetic education.” The work of art 
trains us for social interactions that we aren’t yet prepared for in real life by accustoming us to 
the undecideability of all knowledge. For Schiller any actual social or political change is 
deferred to an indefinite and idealized future, when the aesthetic will have finally completed 
its civilizing mission. 

FIA BACKSTROM
This question is too big to answer, but to me personally the space of tension between the 
perversity of the pedagogical and the erosion of meaning.

SERPENTINE GALLERY 
This changes according to the specific context and content so it is hard to be generic. 

6. In what way was the relationship drawn between performance art and performative 



pedagogy useful and in which was is it unhelpful to understand this practice?

PHILLIP VAN DEN BOSSCHE 
Are we taking about perfomative art with or without an audience? Participation could be an 
interesting way to circle around this question: performative pedagogy where the participating 
public is performing, the performance of an artist in dialogue with a participating public, 
performative pedagogy without the physical interference of the artist (or even without a 
worked out scenario from 
the artist - see Jef Geys).

MARK ALLEN 
I don't know, would love to hear more about this from other participants.

BERNARDO ORTIZ 
More than performance art in particular, it is the performative character of the pedagogical act 
which is useful to grasp. In L’Université sans condition, Derrida outlines the implications of the 
performative dimension of a pedagogical act. The most important was perhaps the fact that 
knowledge became something that was acted out—represented, re-presented. 

I remember a teacher I once knew. He had to talk about that text by Derrida to his students. 
What he did was simple. He drew a very long horizontal line along the blackboard, the whole 
class started to graph the most important points of the text along that line. They had to walk 
up and down the line to plot the whole text. The students realized that they where 
representing the text not only as a collective drawing, but as a performance. They acted as if 
the text was something that had to be re-presented and not just learned. 

There is no transmission of knowledge in the electromagnetic sense of the word, as has been 
the dominant metaphor for the past century. There is a process by which knowledge is acted 
out by the teacher and the students. 

In the case of art practices that rely on this relationship, things are more difficult because the 
whole grammar of the artwork, its dynamics of circulation, and the question of authorship 
become a burden on the act. This is not to say that it is a lost cause, but simply that one has 
to take all those things in consideration.

OLASCOAGA/ALBA
As a relationship that could be helpful to understand both practices if it does have reciprocal 
links. On the one hand, performative pedagogy may contribute to performance art by 
including the consideration of methodologies and dynamics that open the space for a more 
experiential approach to the individual and collective construction of knowledge, subjective 
and critical positions towards our environment and life process. On the other hand, 
performance art as artistic process may enhance the focus of this from an individual 
perspective that values the creation of subjective significance beyond conventions, roles and 
effective functionality within society. 

FIA BACKSTROM
The performance category is vague and ever-changing.  It seems like a bigger container for 
everything called performative.  Frankly I am not sure what falls outside of the performative in 
art - of which the pedagogical performative works a bit like a sub-set. Yes, more distinction 
and specificity always helps one to see things that were previously invisible. The label of 
performance currently is really not helping much, where all is thrown into a mishmash of 
everything.

SERPENTINE GALLERY 
Performance histories have had an enormous influence on the development of programming. 
The collaborative and time-based nature of these interventions demand an approach to 
production that inherently disrupts the status quo of the institution and this agonistic relation 



produces the possibility of rupture, change and reinvention.  

Nicola Lees
The Serpentine Park Nights programme and the Marathon series have historically focused on 
interdisciplinary practices inviting leading academics, philosophers, architects, playwrights, 
poets, theatre directors and actors to participate in both artists lead and collaborative projects 
– perhaps following a long London tradition, i.e. the Independent Group’s exhibitions, 
discussion at the ICA and This is Tomorrow at the Whitechapel Galleries, creating new 
histories beyond this realm. 

7. What is the distinction of approaches between using art as a vehicle to teach art vs. 
using artistic strategies toward creating a better understanding of issues outside art 
(social, political, etc)?

ADAM LERNER
Using art to teach art is useful, especially for children. You never have so deep an 
understanding of an artwork as when you can re-create it. However, this makes art into a 
mere technology of pedagogy. Using artistic strategies gives the pedagogic process a 
creative integrity all its own. It gives it energy that can be a very powerfully attractive force. 
That is the excitement from all innovations in art, the feeling that you are creating the world 
anew.

OLASCOAGA/ALBA
Art as a vehicle to teach art may risk being excessively self-referential, closed, endogamic, a 
hyper-specific field of knowledge. Within educational projects in the academic field, however, 
an artistic approach towards teaching may bring more complex ways to understand and 
support the development of students or participants, as it may be open to explore many 
different ways of addressing the very particular needs and desires of creation and trigger 
focused and sharp research processes to develop it into personal language and its 
possibilities.
From a different perspective, artistic strategies immersed in other fields of knowledge or action 
within the social realm, may help to activate non-conventional logic, order, meaning 
hierarchies, and propose experimental situated events or orders that may subvert social 
constructions and open a space for different ways of understanding whatever the issue may 
be. Artistic approach may, in some cases propose and actually bring to experience organic 
interrelations both collective and individual that draw away from everyday and conventional 
patterns of thinking, acting, living.

PHILLIP VAN DEN BOSSCHE 
Let's look at the sixties and let's ask artists from different 
generations, an art work can be both useful and not useful (both are 
legitimate)

MARK ALLEN 
My work is concerned with using art as a framework for understanding a wide range of issues, 
topics and cultural practices. 

BERNARDO ORTIZ
There is a difference of means and ends, of course. 

WENDY WOON
I think “teaching” is an outdated idea in museums.  I think facilitating experiences that support 
viewers in making connections between art and life (social, political, historical, personal 
contexts), inviting new perspectives through exchange, provoking emotional, creative or 
intellectual responses beyond comfort zones and fostering tolerance for ambiguity is a more 
relevant approach that respects the viewer.  



FIA BACKSTROM
I hope one would do both in the two disciplines: "teach" about art and create some 
understanding or raise some questions. The important distinctions are located in:
1: Economic/labour issues: Who is hiring you, who is your client, are you getting paid, are you 
given health insurance etc. to do this job?
2: What position you take will determine the meaning of your output, i.e. if you say that you 
are an artist, the action will be read against prior work, interviews, texts etc., and if one is a 
museum worker, the action will be read against said museum policies and programming. With 
this the location of personal responsibility changes.
3: To the etymological question, “Is it art or is it education?” it is clear that for someone who 
claims that they are an artist, the output is more likely to be understood as art, whereas 
someone who says they have an educational purpose and is hired by the museum to 
execute pedagogical programs is more likely to have their events interpreted as being part of 
the museum’s programing with less or little relief beyond.  

They very well could be both, sliding in between. Participants from one can be in the other. 
There is no clear cut line, and this line is very important to keep on picking and investigating 
as it is on it that politics on the production of content, agency and responsibility happen.

8. How can pedagogy, through the work of artists, contribute to reinventing gallery and 
museum practices?

PHILLIP VAN DEN BOSSCHE 
This is a tricky one. Sometimes a work of art or an exhibition/collection presentation is better 
without an educational project; sometimes the educational project is part of a work of art; 
sometimes the educational project(s) have a certain degree of autonomy in relation to the 
presentation (a work, an exhibition, collection department).

MARK ALLEN 
Pedagogical art practice emphasizes the museum as a discursive space, a space of 
exploration and investigation where different ideas and cultural practices can be brought 
together.

BERNARDO ORTIZ
If the pedagogical apparatus can upset the grammar of the artwork, its dynamics of 
circulation, and the question of authorship, then a dynamic relationship between art practice 
and museum practice can be put in effect. Such a relationship would be non-hierarchical and 
critical of each other. There is a sort of reverence that the institutional framework has for the 
work of art. I think that this is a terrible misunderstanding of the importance of art. It assumes 
that the work of art is something opaque and subject only to interpretation, thus the 
institution is concerned with what the work means and not with what the work does. This is 
not a rhetorical difference. It constitutes the difference between thinking of art as an object 
(that can be consumed, fetishisized, etc.) and art as something that simply happens. 

ADAM LERNER 
Museums need to be uncreative places in order to make art the creative endeavor. We might 
need to recreate museums. Is it possible to be both a container for art and a creative 
enterprise? Yes, but it is not easy. There are many glorious failures and a few rare 
successes.

This raises the bigger question of art museums actually producing content. The question of 
creating interesting content is a difficult one for an art museum because is runs up against its 
fundamental value system. Art museums are never entirely comfortable with the notion of 
creating content. Basically, it’s the job of artists to create content – um – art. Art museums 
tend to evaluate themselves on their ability to make good judgments in acquiring, displaying, 
caring for and interpreting that content. If the idea of producing content is somewhat foreign, 
the idea of producing content based on what is interesting to the public is especially difficult. 
Art museums like to think that their exhibitions are determined by experts with a higher 



mission than simply public appeal. When Thomas Krens took over the reign at the 
Guggenheim Museum, he was skewered in the media for referring to the museum’s collection 
as its “content”. The implication is that content can change depending on what is most 
effective in bringing in the audiences. In the art museum, curators make decisions based on 
their professional judgments and it’s up to the marketing and public relations departments to 
spin it. To rethink this means that marketing issues are relevant to curatorial and educational 
decisions. Once you admit that the museum has an active role to play in producing 
something interesting then you are breaking down the barriers between curation, education 
and marketing.
 
FIA BACKSTROM
An interesting pedagogy program which challenges art can definitely be one of the 
foundations of a museum's voice to its audience. I would prefer it to be developed and 
modulated dynamically and intimately with the work, and hopefully in collaboration with the 
artist if s/he is alive. The distance many times set between pedagogy and exhibition prohibits 
interesting intersections. Sometimes one wishes a tighter and more open relationship 
between the two. I would be curious to see what could come out of it.

SERPENTINE GALLERY 
Sally Tallant
 The notion of the gallery as a ‘living museum’ proposed by Alexander Dorner, or ‘fun 
palace’ (Cedric Price) proposes the space of the gallery and museum as one that embraces 
experience and learning. Recent curatorial discussions have focused on ‘new institutionalism’. 
Characterised by open-endedness and dialogue, and leading to events-based and process-
based work, it utilises some of the strategies inherent in the ways in which many 
contemporary artists make work. Since the 1990s many artists and curators have embraced 
the idea of creating flexible platforms for presenting work, extending the institution and its 
functions and absorbing institutional critique proposed in the 1970s. The ‘new institution’ 
places equal emphasis on all programmes and creates spaces and modes of display that 
reflect this, including archives, reading rooms, residency schemes, talks and events as well as 
exhibitions. 

The implications for the gallery as a platform for experimentation and a laboratory for learning 
have been embraced by curators and artists alike and education and learning are at the 
heart of this process of reinvention. What new institutionalism demands is an integrated 
approach to programming and the integration of programming teams so that education, 
exhibitions, performance, and public programmes are conceived as part of a programme of 
activity rather than the more traditional and territorial departmentalisation of these areas of 
work. This interdisciplinary approach engages a wide framework of timescales and the 
flexibility to work across strands of programming. 

Janna Graham 
I’d say it depends on the pedagogy they are using. Pedagogy – or Education – sits on a kind 
of turning point. On the one hand it can be used to disturb the very rigid performance 
distinction between ‘institution of art’ and ‘world’, by inviting a much wider range of people to 
become involved, and troubling more reified dynamics between institutions, and those that 
take place amongst staff of arts institutions (i.e. towards the democratisation of culture), or to 
centre cultural institutions, their expertise, and their capacity to provide expert knowledge and 
experience products (i.e. towards Cultural Democracy).

9. In the activist realm, in what ways can artistic/pedagogical projects impact an 
audience that straightforward activism can not? Why is it important (if at all) to keep 
these practices within the artistic realm? 
 
GRANT KESTER
This is a difficult question to answer without beginning with a discussion of semantics. What 
exactly is an artistic “realm”? Does this refer to a physical space? A set of institutions? A 



discursive system? A particular mode of knowledge? And what is “straightforward” activism? 
The recent action at the UN racism conference in Geneva in which protestors, dressed as 
clowns, threw their fake red noses at Mahmoud Ahmadinejad? A member of the Yes Men 
posing as a representative of Dow Chemicals admitting responsibility for the Bhopal disaster 
on national TV? The Clandestine Insurgent Clown Army? The escraches of H.I.J.O.S and 
Grupo Etcetera? I would suggest that we are living in a moment during which the borders 
between “art” and “activism” (as well as many other adjacent or parallel cultural practices, such 
as participatory planning, ethnography, radical social work, and environmental science) are 
being re-negotiated. 

TOM FINKELPEARL
Artistic/pedagogical projects have an unusual possibility to examine the teacher/student 
relationship -- which is one of the most contentious realms of cooperative/interactive art -- and 
therefore one of the more interesting in my mind.  I don't think it is important to keep this 
practice within the "artistic realm" as this sort of dualism tends to be unproductive.

SERGIO BESSA
I am not convinced art-pedagogical projects are more successful than grass- roots activism.

OLASCOAGA/ALBA
Activism and art seem to work with and for different objectives. However, the possibility to 
contribute to and take from each other could be best understood from each perspective, 
which would open questions to whether the other field can help by broadening, criticizing, 
questioning the limits and possibilities of the other. Art that seeks to activate social situations 
may well learn from activists’ commitment, strategy, processes of research and understanding 
of specific communities and ways to involve and mediate. On the other hand, activist actions 
that work towards making visible non-official claims or impact the consciousness and attention 
of society towards specific situations from a critical perspective may as well learn from ways of 
representation and critical communication with the use of language (visual, spatial, body, etc) 
within the public sphere.

PHILLIP VAN DEN BOSSCHE 
"Don’t fuck up somebody's day, but fuck up somebody's life." (uncensored quote from 
Lawrence Weiner)

How are these current practices indebted to institutional critique and relational aesthetics, 
and how do they contrast?

The question is if there is an aspect of institutional critique in relational aesthetics (after the 
first and fascinating experiences in Europe in the beginning of the nineties).

MARK ALLEN 
Art practices engaging activist aims cover a spectrum from rigorously results-based to highly 
speculative and discursive. I think the question is not are there specific practices that should 
be kept inside or outside the artistic realm, rather the artistic realm is one of several methods 
for analyzing or activating these practices. Any activity in question can be viewed as activism 
or aesthetics depending on what analytical framework you want to apply.

The position of whether the piece is viewed as activism or art might vary relative to whether 
you consider yourself audience or participant. People participating in the piece may view it as 
activism, audience may view it as art, depends on the subject position. 

I do feel that it is important to allow at least some of these projects to exist in the artistic 
realm, which affords them a larger space of quixotic / poetic / philosophical possibility outside 
of a results-based framework for evaluation based on qualities of political efficacy.

BERNARDO ORTIZ
I would insist on discussing the importance of the performative aspect of pedagogy and the 



way that it opens up the possibility of a self-critical relationship with the discourse that it is re-
presenting. 

ADAM LERNER
I don’t think it is important to keep this practice in the artistic realm. I think it’s spread as part 
of an artification of the world.

FIA BACKSTROM
Art is art, activism is activism, with very different purposes vis a vis content production (see 2). 
The relationship between art and audience is another experience. Who is activism supposed 
to target? I am not even sure if they can be called an audience. Art discusses content in 
relation to visual issues, and activism deals with reality and the impact of it pragmatically - not 
necessarily more reality based. There really is very little overlap in purpose, activity and 
thinking. There is an asymmetrical relationship between the two--art fetishizes anything 
activist, left-wing political, which is not going the other direction. Whether the purpose of art is 
to change the world or not would take another book length of discussion, however the 
difference between the fantasies of efficiency in relation to respective acts looks very 
different.

SERPENTINE GALLERY 
Where these practices have political efficacy (which is not always/often often the case), they 
do so when they sit at the very border between the political and the aesthetic, each 
disturbing the other. For example, we are right now working with the sound collective Ultra-red 
(on a critical investigation of migration and curriculum on the Edgware Road), who both are 
and collaborate with organisers and activists in the struggles for fair housing, against racism 
and in relation to HIV/AIDS, using aesthetic tactics as well as the spaces of art, calling into 
question the rehearsed modes of organising particular struggles and allowing people involved 
in movements to understand their work in a different light, and also asking questions of the 
arts spaces themselves. 

10. How are these current practices indebted to institutional critique and relational 
aesthetics, and how do they contrast?

MARK ALLEN 
Institutional critique at the core was a project about exposing the underlying frameworks of 
power and ideology embedded in cultural institutions. I think in our current time people are 
fairly sophisticated about the unsavory influences on museums and are less interested in 
pointing them out to other people. That said, the level of criticality possessed by most 
contemporary audiences as a result of the institutional critique legacy allows art pedagogical 
projects to operate with a level of self-reflexive criticality which might otherwise be difficult to 
discern.

Relational aesthetics is most valuable in its articulation of the social as a material and site of 
aesthetic investigation.  The idea of art as an open space in cultural production, a model for 
other ways of life, and the idea of a collective, socialized experience of art are all valuable 
aspects of the relational aesthetics discourse which have seeped into art pedagogical 
projects. 

Another influential text would be David Graeber's "Fragments of an Anarchist Anthropology."

TOM FINKELPEARL
At least three of us in the group are writing books that I think may cover this question!

BERNARDO ORTIZ
The problem with ‘institutional critique’ or ‘relational aesthetics’ is that they have become 
inscribed as genres in what one might call a sort of collective performance of the institutional. 
In other words, once a certain way of working becomes identified as such, it loses the ability 
to effectively question the institutional framework through which it circulates. It may do so 



discursively but not performatively. 

CLAIRE BISHOP
I think that artistic practices today are only obliquely concerned with institutional critique, the 
institution in this case being education in its broadest sense (as knowledge production, 
control of information) rather than art museums.  The impulse is much more towards the 
creation of a collective social dynamic.  If they respond to Relational Aesthetics it is to the 
extent that its convivial, participatory spaces were often voided of substantial content.  Today 
we see a high degree of intellectual/didactic content and much less attention to aesthetics 
(i.e. physical realisation).  

OLASCOAGA/ALBA
The possibility of creating a critical dialogue and a position towards the Institution. 
Working from, towards, with, or outside of it in ways that activate not only the conceptual and 
political implications but also its physical, social and systemic functioning. 
The taking over of it as spaces for encounter of active and interactive relationships with 
audiences that explode art as a field with more potential than that of consumption.
Contrast may be found in the social engagement they presume and the way this is brought to 
practice.

ADAM LERNER
I think they both arise from a similar trend. I don’t ascribe much historical agency to either 
institutional critique or relational aesthetics.

FIA BACKSTROM
Indebted to both for different reasons. Institutional critique is seen as coming out of a self-
reflexive idea of the image and how to hook that into a current locale, as well as a re-
enactment of the persona of the artist, whereas the notion of the social on site is generally 
presented in work labeled “relational aesthetic”. Seeing pedagogical performative action as 
current work, it necessarily draws on earlier work - art history as an intricate braid. To be 
specific we need to exemplify with specific works.

11. Is there a question or questions that you would like to ask other participants?

MARK ALLEN 
In an ideal world, should the relationship between curatorial and education change in the 
future?  If so, how?

CLAIRE BISHOP
Why has education come to be seen as a privileged site for artistic practice?  
Despite the rise of pedagogic art practices, are the two disciplines (art and education) 
fundamentally incompatible?  

PHILLIP VAN DEN BOSSCHE 
Have we ever been modern?

 Nicholas Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics (Simon Pleasance & Fronza Woods with the participation of 
Mathieu Copeland, Trans.).  Dijon: Les Presses du réel, 2002, p. 45.
 In Art as Experience, John Dewey noted the difference between a work of art and the work of art (a 
useful distinction in exploring this kind of work, both artistic and institutional): “…the first is physical and 
potential; [the work of art] is active and experienced. It is what the product does, its working.” John 
Dewey, Art as Experience, New York: Perigee, 1934/80. p.162
 Paulo Friere, Education for Crtical Consciouness London/New York: Continuum, 1974/2007. p 102.
 Theodor W. Adorno, “Valery Proust Museum,” in Prisms. (Samuel and Shiery Weber, Trans.). London: 
Neville Spearman, 1967, pp. 173–186; cited in Douglas Crimp, On the Museum’s Ruins. Cambridge/
London: MIT Press, 1993, p. 44.




