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“It developed into something more than we'd ever seen before... it was, yeah, a little bit
frightening.”

Capt Eric Moody, on piloting a 747 through a volcanic dust cloud1

“Eruptions which are charged with gas start to froth and expand as they reach the
surface.”

Dr Dougal Jerram, earth scientist at the University of Durham, on the generation of volcanic ash2

“How is art education in the UK now, as far as you’re concerned? …
… I think it’s ceased to exist.”

Jon Thompson, interviewed by John Reardon3

As I write this (let’s establish my subjectivity from the outset) in northern England in April 2010,
two things dominate the news media around me.  European aviation has been grounded on an
unprecedented scale by a vast cloud of volcanic ash drifting south from Iceland.  And the media
are wildly talking up the significance of a TV election debate in which three men in suits mouth
platitudes about fairness and future prosperity and how they can be achieved despite record
levels of debt and economic stagnation.  With these surprisingly apposite events in the
background I am writing here about art education in a two-fold context.  This essay is part of
Corridor 8’s ‘Borderlands’ edition, concerned with peripheries, remoteness and activities outside
of the cultural comfort zone.  It will also be used in an attempt to generate debate at Corridor 8’s
symposium on art educational alternatives during the 2010 Liverpool Biennial.

To write about art education at this moment is, depending on ones perspective, to tap into the
zeitgeist or to make yet another pointless intervention into a current but endlessly circular
debate.  An Art School for the 21st Century, the Anaphiel Foundation’s series of round-table
discussions; Art School - Propositions for the 21st Century published by MIT Press; Manifesta 6, Notes
For an Art School; e-Flux Journal 14, Education Actualized; Nova Scotia College of Art and Design’s
Rethinking the Contemporary Art School; John Reardon and David Mollin’s Ch-Ch-Ch-Changes, Artists
Talk About Teaching; and most recently Deschooling Society, a debate on art and education hosted
by the Serpentine and Hayward Galleries, incidentally demonstrating how the art world is able
to immediately accommodate any ‘educational turn’ in contemporary art practice as yet another
mannerist curiosity to be curated and absorbed.  All these are just a few of the plethora of
recent conferences, debates and publications forming the expanding froth emerging from the
volcano of art education in crisis.



The crisis has its roots in a combination of political and cultural causes: arguments over how
European art schools should respond to the Bologna Declaration’s process for an integrated,
Europe-wide modular and unitised structure for undergraduate and postgraduate art education;
the increasing marginalisation of art education within the managerialist culture and commodified
structure of Anglo-American universities and their increasingly global influence; the
academicisation of art education driven by research-driven funding models; qualification inflation
and the introduction of art practice-based PhDs; a consumerist culture amongst students
generated by ever-higher educational fees; the challenge to traditional notions of teaching and
knowledge production presented by open-source information sharing and Web 2.0 literate
students.  All of this and more underlies the agonising, navel-gazing and passionate argument of
the current art education debate.4

But despite the apparently radical and forward-looking rhetoric of “re-thinking” and
“propositions for the 21st century”, it is surprising just how homogenous and conservative most
of the contributions to the debate are.  This is because the currently prominent interest in art
teaching and its future is not really a reflection of attempts to think through and get out of
institutionalised and academically oriented models; rather it is evidence in itself of the prevailing
institutionalisation and ever growing academicism of those who should be doing the thinking
through and getting out.  Art and art schools might be, as the American cultural theorist James
Elkins has described, “marginalised in university life”,5 but they have certainly created their own
cosy corner at the margins, a wannabe avant-garde colonising academic art education, playing
safely at radicalism from within the most conservative of organisations.  A pretense of diversity
in reality demonstrates a conformity and consensus amongst the same old self-reinforcing elite
of opinion formers about where contemporary art is ‘at’.  And since they all see themselves as
where it’s at, it must of course be where they are.  And where they are is deeply rooted in the
institutionalised art world, amongst the glitterati of global academia and the international
exhibition merry-go-round. That’s why they’re invited to participate in the conversation.

Almost all of the contributors to the various debates and publications listed earlier are a part of,
speaking from and embedded in an institutional position.  They reflect the vested interests of
those whose career focus is within the institutions of the art world and its related academia.
For example, the artists interviewed about their teaching by John Reardon,6 ranging
alphabetically from John Armleder to Erwin Wurm, (and incidentally, almost all male)
predominantly reinforce an egocentric focus on the ‘successful’ artist as authority, guide and
role model for their students.  One of the few exceptions is Jon Thompson, whose relatively
radical position is nonetheless based mostly on a backward glance at Harry Thubron’s legacy, his
own time at Goldsmith’s and a nostalgia for the polytechnics.  Differently ideologically
positioned, but equally entrenched in an academically institutionalised critical orthodoxy is the
example of the recent e-Flux journal on art education, guest edited by Irit Rogoff and full of the
kind of impenetrable language of cultural theory that always reminds me of Harrison Ford’s
reaction to George Lucas’s early Star Wars scripts: “You can type this stuff, but you can’t speak
it!”.7

All too often, any discussion of alternative futures and new solutions falls victim to the ever-
widening professionalisation of art, culture and education precisely because all the debate is
carried on between institution-dependent professionals desperate to maintain their own
relevance.  The ideas and innovations they propound - many of which are actually already
happening in the margins beyond their narrow institutional purview - only appear radical and
new because they are uttered within the deeply conservative surrounds of the academy.  There
is a nostalgia frequently manifest in this debate for the 1960’s and 70’s, increasingly now from a
generation who have no personal memory of the time, but it has been stripped of its radicalism



and embraced as mere style.  When Ivan Illich talked of de-schooling society8 for example, or
Paul Goodman of compulsory schooling as mis-education,9 they meant it.  Their targets were
institutions of every kind: what Jenny Diski has recently called “the divisive and divided
fortresses of knowledge itself”.10  The appropriation of such ideas as some kind of radical-chic
by the very institutions themselves is a deeply postmodern irony.

One possible response to what many view as the untenable situation of art education within an
increasingly bureaucratic university system is to consider the establishment of new art schools
independent of the universities and their apparatus of state control.  One of the more articulate
recent proposals of this kind came from the art critic and commentator J J Charlesworth,
beginning his argument by suggesting that, “perhaps the heretical question should be raised:
given that the fee paying commercialisation of higher education is now the accepted norm, might
it not be time to relocate art education to the relative independence of the private sector, free
of the dead weight of QAAs, RAEs and managerial salaries?  Having assiduously commercialised
education over the last decade, perhaps the government should not be surprised if some risk-
taking artists who care about art education set up shop.  Should we now be thinking of a new
wave of unaligned art schools, unaccredited, financially independent, with reputations built by
the quality of their staff, rather than their balance sheet?  Surely someone can do the job better
- and cheaper - than current provision.”11  But, aside from the considerable practical obstacles
to such a development, it is hard not to envisage such independent and free-market art schools,
once out of the university frying pan, succumbing rapidly to the fire of an alternative form of
institutionalisation within the cultural and critical orthodoxies of the contemporary art world.

As long ago as 1959 the poet Kenneth Rexroth described American universities as “fog
factories”, and academic institutions around the world have generated plenty more fog since
then.12  And, to return to my earlier metaphor, the expanding froth emerging from the volcano
of art education in crisis is in danger of congealing into an ash cloud that obscures the energy
and optimism of young artists and grounds their flights of imagination.

The zeitgeist debate about art education doesn’t often enough hinge on the notion of possibility;
it would be wiser and more productive if it had far less to say about what needs to be done and
much more about what can be done, and it is often so self-absorbed that it fails to notice what
actually is being done already.

There is an unexpected optimism to be found in Jon Thompson’s pessimistic assertion that art
education in the UK has “ceased to exist”.13  In so far as that is true, maybe we are better off
without it, and there are many energetic artists more than capable of filling the void.  Artists
themselves are central to identifying the new opportunities that exist in the changing
relationship between art and education, and many of them are engaging in collective and
participatory pedagogical experiments in how art can be understood and discussed.  They are
exploring, re-imagining and deploying diverse projects comprising laboratories, discursive
platforms, temporary schools and other performative and participatory models for exchanging
knowledge and ideas.  Space for learning, development and experiment is still what many
aspiring young artists need, so there is a gap that needs to be filled, but many are recognising
that the time has come to look beyond the confines of academia for alternatives.  The cost of
art education is increasingly central to the problem: why should the many who are financially
excluded be so, and why should those who can afford it choose to do so?  Formal art education
in the universities has long claimed that it prepares students for the ‘real world’.  Maybe it will
wake up to its failings when huge numbers of those students recognise that they would be
better off staying in that world, rather than taking a very expensive break from it during which
they will learn little and be offered false hope for their prospects when they return.



So, time for a personal and somewhat parochial anecdote.  I recently took part in a forum in
Leeds aimed, perhaps over-optimistically, at shaping a visual arts framework for the city for the
next ten years.  It brought together artists, curators, educators, writers, students, arts
professionals, local authority officers, city planners, economists, marketing and tourism agencies
and private developers.  Asked to identify weaknesses in the city’s art scene and its profile, one
of the ‘arts professionals’ expressed the view that a major problem for Leeds was being home to
far too much DIY activity by artists.  Whilst this caused consternation to some, it proved a
surprisingly popular opinion among many.  Doing it yourself is of course always a threat to the
self-image if not the livelihood of those who think they are an indispensable part of doing it for
you, whether as teachers, curators or institutional organisers and administrators who at the
very least are insistent that you need their help to do anything of value.  Such people, because
they like to think of themselves as professionals, always identify any kind of DIY culture with
amateurism.

Doing it yourself in this context does not necessarily either imply or result in amateurishness.14

It is a rejection of professionalisation but not of professionalism; an assertion of spirit, energy
and determination amongst artists who recognise that the best things happen beyond the reach
of the dead hand of institutional bureaucracy and professionalised culture.  The apparent
conundrum of DIY cultural activity and professionalism is well illustrated in the example of the
young New York artists’ collective the Bruce High Quality Foundation.15  Their DIY ‘university’
has the slogan “Professional Problems - Amateur Solutions”, reminiscent in spirit of the similarly
tongue-in-cheek motto of the 60’s art, film and performance collective Ant Farm, “Short on
Theory - Long on Joy”.  The ‘amateur’ solutions they embrace are amateur only in the sense of
the potential they assert for optimistic and creative people working together to escape the
constraints of institutional accreditation and make a culture of the highest quality independent of
professionalised structures.  It is such modest, started-from-scratch ventures leading to
ambitious pro-activity that provide a model for those who are frustrated by the constraints and
inadequacies of our current art school system to find new possibilities for creating alternatives.
Such alternatives are increasingly being willed into existence by artists energetically investigating
new ideas and determined to be creative in improvising positive responses to the frustrations of
institutionalised experience.  Not least of these frustrations in our obscenely calculating culture
are the institutionally professionalised standards and measurements of ‘success’ and the
relentless pressure to achieve them.  Art education worthy of the name should provide students
with “the freedom to act imperiously, to change direction willfully and to fail abjectly”.16  This
freedom is at the heart of any significant model of art practice.

One of the attractions and benefits of activity like this is the extent to which it encourages and
arguably is even dependent on the values of co-operation, collaboration and mutual trust.
Institutionalised practice, especially in education, promotes ego-oriented models of the artist in
which a focus on individuation has been normalised beyond question.  Art as social process and
collective production are largely omitted from art education, not least because of the challenge
they pose to conventional strategies for assessment.  (The determination to measure, assess and
reward is something, thoroughly outmoded and pointless though it is, that most soi-disant
‘radical’ art teachers - and indeed students - cling to vehemently.)  Collaboration is rarely
presented as a viable method, even though it is simply a fact of most creativity and cultural
production worth knowing about.

There is no doubt that developments in the technology of communication are enabling this kind
of collaboration on an expanding scale and providing ever more pressing challenges to
traditional approaches to art education.  High levels of interactivity in accessing information;



collectively constructed shared experiences; hybrid group identities; the individual as willing
participant in group activity; the power of the network over the power of place; the internet as
the only inter-continental space not policed by immigration policy; progressive globalisation
providing new opportunities for revaluing collective knowledge and the agency of local
communities; collaborative knowledge generation and sharing as a model for education: all these
are experiences that come naturally and comfortably to a Web 2.0-literate generation.  In the
face of this, models that presuppose privileged knowledge that has to be transmitted from the
teacher-master to the student-ingenues, and the homogenous, standardised, repetitive, fear-
driven education and phony assessment regimes that derive from them, are thankfully unlikely to
survive for long.

This is a world in which artists and art students are keenly aware of having or not having access.
They recognize that access is power and power is agency - to create an event, to make
something happen, to court and hold public attention.  It is also a world in which technology
enables fluidity, lightness, speed and simplicity and is generating a culture of rapid reflexive
scanning of the noise, chaos and chance of events and ideas across artistic, cultural and temporal
contexts.  Young artists understand that they are the medium: artist hackers can improvise, cut-
and-paste, remix and re-shape the world around them as long as they have something to say and
the nerve to say it.   This is not to argue for an exaggerated view of the artist’s role in society,
just to recognize that where resourcefulness and resilience meet an ability to dream, often at
the margins and in the cultural borderlands, there is room for optimism.
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