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Mitigate: - to cause to become less harsh or hostile;
- to alleviate or make less painful;
- to reduce the blame or responsibility for.

Unmitigated: - not diminished in severity (e.g. ‘unmitigated by any hope of relief’);
- out-and-out; downright (e.g. ‘an unmitigated disaster’).

Art school

It is a convention of academic and critical writing that the self is excluded from the text. Writing
is done in the third person, formal language is preferred to that of everyday speech and the
pretence of distanced objectivity pervades. Such formality is avoided here, not least because my
subjectivity is central to the case I want to make: I am writing about people I know, about
experiences that I have been a part of, and from an unashamedly partisan position on art
education in relation to what I believe in, work for and want to advocate. I refer both specifically
and generically to the circumstances of the artists for and about whom I am writing, Harry
Meadley, Iona Smith and Alex Farrar. Avoiding the parochial and the anecdotal, I nonetheless
want to allude to their particular experience in a specific set of circumstances. I generalise from
it because that experience is symptomatic, emblematic even, of a much wider experience of the
malaise of contemporary art education. Throughout I will frequently use the somewhat
anachronistic term ‘art school’. I use it because it signifies an approach to learning and teaching
in the creative arts that still means something not only to the people who study and work in
such places, but also retains a currency in the wider culture. In reality there is no such thing any
longer in Britain though, because the few independent art schools that remain have been
thoroughly absorbed into the highly regulated superstructure of British higher education and the
vast majority, including the one that Farrar, Meadley and Smith attended, are now departments,
schools or faculties within universities, primarily the unwieldy mega-bureaucracies of the so-
called ‘new’ universities derived from former polytechnics.

The rebel

Conventional ideas of ‘education’ when set against avant-garde ideas of ‘art-education’ (which
are now of course the norm since the avant-garde has long since congealed into an orthodoxy)
are fundamentally at odds. In most disciplines you go to school or university to learn a set of
skills that are readily identifiable, subject to a consensus regarding their usefulness, and within
which the knowledge gained is measurable. In contradistinction, you go to art school with a pre-
formed idea, well established in popular culture, of the artist as bohemian rebel and of art as
some kind of oppositional activity. And when you get there, crucially, unlike in most other
disciplines, no one is going to teach you how to do it. The expectation is that you will
‘experiment’, using your ‘creativity’, and the outcomes of this will be subject to a critique that all
too often will veer wildly between rejection of your naivety and clumsiness to praise for



conforming to a norm that is not yours, usually accompanied by suggestions as to what and
whom you should ‘look at’.

Art teaching at its most charlatan but all too commonplace involves the so-called teacher
advising you, in effect, that what you have made is reminiscent of the work of A, B or C, so you
should go away and look at them, or that (perhaps even worse) what your teachers perceive,
often wrongly, to be the ideas behind your work have been theorised or philosophised about by
X, Y or Z, so you should go away and read them. Faced with students working with
photography, for example, lecturers will - like Pavlovian dogs - recommend reading Walter
Benjamin’s The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, most failing to put that essay in
the context of its origin (a German Jew writing seventy years ago in the face of the Nazis’
aestheticisation of politics), even fewer knowing that the accurate translation of the title is the
much more nuanced The Work of Art in the Age of its Technical Reproducibility, and none at all
recognising that it might be entirely irrelevant to the students’ real concerns. Understandable
moves twenty years ago to question or avoid the reinforcement of a traditional canon of
Western art history have left the hapless art student now wading through a deluge of post-
structuralism and cultural theory that has become the new canon in what Nicholson Baker has
called “the twisted dead scholarship of theory”.1 Only in art schools, where careers aboard the
‘critical studies’ gravy train depend on it, does anyone still think this stuff is necessary for most
aspiring artists to grapple with. One can only hope for more art students and teachers who
might adopt the slogan of the Californian art and architecture collective Ant Farm, formed in the
late-sixties: ‘Short On Theory, Long On Joy’.

Manacled by freedom

Given that no one is going to tell you what to do, or indeed teach you how to do anything, but
instead give you the intimidating freedom to do anything you want – just as long as it looks like
what your teachers think is art, students are encouraged, required even, to see themselves as
artists rather than art students by virtue of a constant demand to see their task as being to
make art. You are placed in the empty white box of a studio space and left to your own devices
to fill it with ‘art’ – if there is nothing on the walls, then ipso facto as far as your tutors are
concerned you are not doing any ‘work’. You look at whatever models of art you might have
recourse to and then when you have made something in your little white box you are subjected
to a form of so-called teaching that consists of little more than your tutors’ (un)critical
judgement as to whether it actually is art, and if so whether or not, according to their
predilections and prejudices, it is ‘good’ art. This is freedom as a prison cell.

Faced with this conundrum, Meadley, Smith and Farrar have followed a path set by many other
creative, intelligent and critical art students before them: determined to be taken seriously they
have found a need, whilst art students, to pretend that they are not – to front up to the world
as artists, adopting a quasi-professional approach to their activities and locating them as much as
possible outside of the art school/art student domain.

Back in the art school this strategy faces you with your next Catch 22: if you achieve some
undeniable success in your ‘outside’ activities you will earn some more or less grudging praise,
but also some resentment on the part of those who see you as a jumped up egotist who should
‘know their place’ as an art student. Telling someone they’re pretentious is a way of warning
them not to get above their station, maintaining the status quo by censoring them. But
pretending can be a productive method for working things out – pretending to be something
you’re not (but might be on the way to being) as a means of defense, escape or
experimentation.2 As Brian Eno reflected on his early career: “I decided to turn the word

‘pretentious’ into a compliment. The common assumption is that there are ‘real’ people and there are
others who are pretending to be something they’re not. There is also an assumption that there’s
something morally wrong with pretending. My assumptions about culture as a place where you can take
psychological risks without incurring physical penalties makes me think that pretending is the most
important thing we do. It’s the way we make our thought experiments, how we find out what it would be
like to be otherwise.”3

Unfortunately not all art school tutors have Eno’s imagination or sensitivity. Their response to
students trying to figure out the world around them, trying to take some agency within their
future in it, can sometimes - perhaps generated by their own bitterness - be an acid of criticism
that is far too corrosive of their students’ energy and spirit.

So they don’t teach you how to do anything, they present you with no curriculum to study, the
only thing you are told to do, at least by implication, is to ‘make art’ – and then there is a high
price to pay for doing what you are told. In this sense the system is actually dependent on
people who don’t do as they are told, providing cannon fodder for the self-appointed teacher-
critics to shoot down in flames; and dependent also on those who try earnestly and fail, enabling
their teacher-mentors to massage their own egos by, as they see it, helping their students to
succeed by emulating them. The possessive description, ‘my’ students, is all too often heard
from such would-be svengalis.

Without a cause

This and the confrontational nature of most of your teaching (‘healthy debate and informed
critique’ your tutors will call it) will, if you are an intelligent and determined student, leave you
in an oppositional position from which it will be an easy step to identify a need to make
oppositional work. But this is ultimately limiting and constrictive because when your activity is
located around critiquing the institution you are in it is all too easy to disregard the extent to
which the institution itself makes this possible, so you are dependent on the feeding hand that
you are biting – even if the hand contains only paltry scraps rather than a hearty meal. So when
after kicking against the pricks, to use a biblical analogy, for three years, you suddenly find
yourself with no pricks to kick against, you are left in a vacuum where the only questions are, as
they always are for any artist: why would you do this?.. what really matters about this work?..
what have you really got to say?.. who are you trying to say it to?.. And anyway, the currency of
apparently transgressive innovation is debased when pronounced criticality and its supposed
frisson of risk are so readily integrated into an expanded economy of attention and
consumption.

Having made their previous books in this series to professionalise themselves by curating
themselves as artists without reference to their status as art students, it is to the credit of
Meadley, Smith and Farrar that now they are using this publication to interrogate their former
status as art students. Now they are no longer students but independently functioning
professionals in the harsh environment of a highly commodified and capitalised art world, they
finally have an opportunity to make sense of their art school’s frequently manifest inability to
work out its own dilemma when confronted by art students who actually do what they are told.

The bonfire of the qualities

Art schools and universities still provide safe haven and well-paid tenure for too many self-
declared but hopeless artists who would be taken seriously nowhere else. There are too many
acerbic critics with too little to offer to make room for a little generosity. This is not to say that



there are not many genuine and committed artist-teachers who do their best for students,
unstintingly offering intellectual and practical support of the highest order. All art schools have
some of these people, and some have a majority. But they are up against it. Higher education is
now unremittingly commodified in response to a society that values acquiring more than
inquiring, which in turn results in an instrumentalism in education that sees it as a means to an
economic end, something to be pursued for where it gets you rather than what it gives you.
Government targets of 50% of school leavers going on to higher education, regardless of its
suitability for them and wilfully blind to the lack of informed choice many of them will have in
where they end up, have only added fuel to this fire. In this climate, marketing strategies and
rhetorical PR conceal pedagogical inadequacy, funding streams determine investment in research
and the survival of whole subject areas, and every kind of resource is subject to ever more
stringent financial constraint. This is a world in which universities are unashamedly businesses,
competing with each other for students as customers in a market economy. Most art courses
have expanded to accommodate a rising number of students and are now thoroughly invested in
keeping these numbers high in an attempt to remain viable. Inevitably this has reduced the
amount of one-to-one dialogue between tutors and students at exactly the time it is ever more
necessary because so many more students are arriving with little real understanding of why they
are there or what they really want to do. There was never a golden age to hark back to, but it is
fair to suggest that thirty years ago almost everyone who went to an art school did so because
they thought it was the kind of inventive and unconventional place in which they might have the
space to find out about and be themselves, and where they might be given both the free rein
and the skills to express and articulate themselves creatively. Such students still go to art school
but now they find themselves in a highly regulated university structure that cannot really provide
such a space, and surrounded by peers who are at university for no better reason than that they
have been led to believe that university is the place to go, regardless of which one or what you
do there just as long as you come out with a degree at the end. This is a tough place for
intelligent, energetic and passionate teachers to try to maintain the values of an art school
approach that doesn’t fit and isn’t valued.

An historical aside

The older generation of art school teachers, generally the decision-makers, those in the
positions of most influence and remuneration (or incidentally in other cases those who have
managed to find a relatively undisturbed niche in which to hide away from any responsibility,
taking the money and not running) are doubly responsible for their collusion in the current state
of affairs. They are part of a generation (I’m one too), born in the increasingly prosperous fifties
and early-sixties, liberally educated in the sixties and early-seventies, attending university or art
school with the security of a full maintenance grant and then able to drift into relatively easily
obtainable academic jobs. They were the beneficiaries of the all too brief period of British
history when relative economic prosperity coincided with a politics, however flawed, of social
justice and optimism – a period ended all too violently by the arrival of Thatcher in 1979 whose
market-driven revolution has only been reinforced by the neo-Thatcherites of ‘New’ Labour
who succeeded her. The debt-burdened, anxiety-ridden and under-educated generation of
students in the bureaucratic and costly processing plants currently masquerading as universities
in this country deserve but all too often don’t get the respect or understanding they deserve
from the generation who had it so much better than them.

More alive, more fun

The space that a worthwhile art school would offer is a space of dialogue, a place for people to
generate, share and debate ideas. The things that provoke those ideas and the things that might

be made in response to them are fundamental, but the site of their creation and manufacture is
as likely to be outside the walls of the art school as within, and arguably will be of more social
value as ‘art’ if it is. “I'm less interested in what art is than in what isn't art yet. What really interests
me is how you move stuff into the area of art that isn't there”, says the influential American artist
and educator John Baldessari. He’d be sympathetic to the environmental artist Fritz Haeg who
says: “When I visit art students to discuss their work I am often guided to a studio full of stuff. I try to
demarcate the border between art and ‘not art’ in the room. Once they have identified what we should
be looking at and talking about, my eye is inevitably drawn to the ‘not art’ side of the room, which often
seems more alive, more fun.”4

Baldessari has suggested that art education might as well take place “sitting on a log” as in a
studio or anywhere else because “it’s a people-oriented activity”.5 By all the accounts of those who
have been taught by Baldessari, he has always treated students like peers and not a lower form
of intelligence, and he sees his primary role as to provide them with generous and non-
hierarchical conversation. He has never worried about how an idea will fit into a given historical
moment or social situation. As he has said, “If it doesn’t fit it’s probably worth pursuing”. He just
makes things and believes in them, and encourages students to so the same. Not enough art
school teachers share Baldessari’s recognition that teaching is (or should be) a creative act, and
as such can be just as much a part of an art practice as anything else. Such an open, generous
and sociable attitude envisages an approach to art education located in contemporary society
itself, in how and what we communicate, and in what happens to us in the process of that
communication, highlighting the relationship between the production, transmission and
reception of art, and emphasising the artist's role as a communicator, collaborator and facilitator
as much as a maker. The issue is not what is made or how, but one of what might be at stake in
its making and showing, what use or debate it might trigger. What we need more of, as Hilary
Koob-Sassen asserts, is “a culture of proposal rather than a state of conviction.”6 What is
problematic in too much current art education is precisely the lack of problematics that art
schools generate.

Just make stuff

Whether the increasingly stultifying climate of British higher education is ever going to be a
place where problematics around cultural production can be generated in an atmosphere of
generosity, experimentation and energetic production is an open question. As is the extent to
which students will continue to be willing to pay to engage with anything that falls so short of
this ideal as most of what they currently get does. The £30,000 debt model of art education is
untenable for most and will soon become so for the rest when they realise how little they’re
getting for their money. The education young artists are paying so much for is too often mired
in irrelevance, pushing them into critical redundancy on the one hand and professional
mediocrity on the other. The rank and cynical opportunism of the increasingly commercialised
university sector is generating an overflow of BA, MA and even PhD-bearing would-be artists
who have been alienated by a false war between blind romanticism and blind professionalisation,
alienated from the real and better potential that art could give them.  Bob and Roberta Smith’s
advice is, “if you’re interested in being an artist don’t go to art school, just make stuff and sell it”,7 and
Sophie Calle often reminds people that she was never an art student, claiming that “the first time
I entered a contemporary art museum was to show in it”.8 But for those who lack the confident
barrow-boy front of Bob and Roberta or the privileged connections of Calle, this might be less
than helpful. A 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 perhaps the time has come to look
beyond the confines of academia for alternatives.



Art schools have succumbed to over-determined and controlled academic structures but
outside of the university environment any small group with a good idea can still benefit from the
fact that the art world is in many ways one of the least regulated occupational spheres on the
planet. As a consequence it remains unusually susceptible, on a local level at least, to being
altered and improved by the actions of a few good people. There are many young people, inside
and outside the art school system, who have the spirit, energy and determination of artists like
Smith, Farrar and Meadley, and there are many older, more experienced or established artists
who share their optimism and commitment to a creative culture. They need spaces beyond the
reach of the dead hand of bureaucracy to maintain the values and opportunities that a genuine
art education would still espouse, and I believe such spaces, both actual and metaphorical, are
still there to be imagined and found.

The idea of the thing if not the thing itself

One aspect of a possible model might be the unaccredited, free art school that the young New
York artists’ collective known as the Bruce High Quality Foundation have recently set up in a
downtown Manhattan space.9 They guard their anonymity fiercely but the Bruces’ are a band of
artists, some of whom became friends while undergraduates at Cooper Union in the late-
nineties, when Hans Haacke was still teaching there. They have made a site-specific film, Isle of
the Dead that charts the death and zombie-dominated resurrection of the art world, and in
Public Sculpture Tackle, a continuing work begun in 2007 and documented in video, one of the
Bruces hurls himself against, clambers up or hangs from various pieces of public sculpture
around Manhattan, outfitted in quasi-Matthew Barney football gear. In July 2008 four of the
Bruces’ gave a lecture-performance called Explaining Pictures to a Dead Bull at the Harris
Lieberman Gallery. The title paid homage to Joseph Beuys’s famous performance, How to Explain
Pictures to a Dead Hare whilst addressing a post-boom, dead-bull art universe. It mapped out the
links between contemporary art, the market and the art school system that churns out MFA’s
who are burdened by debt but largely naïve about the workings of the art world. It ended with
the question: “How can we imagine a sustainable alternative to professionalized art education?” The
Bruce High Quality Foundation University is one such imagining. As they say, “we aren’t granting
degrees or certificates, we aren’t claiming to prepare anyone to become another piece of human capital.
That’s simply not a lens on life that needs any more looking through.” The university’s first course is
currently meeting weekly, and is titled BYOU (Bring Your Own University). Whoever shows up
will have a hand in the formation of the University, which is being made up as it goes along, in
line with its motto, ‘Professional Problems - Amateur Solutions’. Whether BHQFU can become ‘the
thing itself’ remains to be seen, but even as ‘the idea of the thing’ it strikes a blow where one is
seriously needed, against the big business of art schools.

In this and other examples of modest, started-from-scratch ventures that lead to ambitious pro-
activity, lies an inspiration for those who are frustrated by the constraints and inadequacies of
our current art school system but remain open to new possibilities for creating alternatives.
There is no reason to believe that, with artists of Meadley, Smith and Farrar’s generation
creatively improvising positive responses to the frustrations of their own art school experience
and energetically investigating new ideas and colonizing new ground, such alternatives cannot be
willed into existence.
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