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Abstract

Vernon Howard maintains that while practitioners and teachers tend to be occupied with uses of knowledge such as, “what it is like”, “knowing what it is”, “what to do or think about in doing” to enhance performance and results, learning theorists are concerned to broach such questions as, “what native capacities (or abilities) are required for learned skills”? “how are particular skills learned”? “how do different skills interact”?, “how are skills “hierachized”? (1982, p.190).  The paradox of the study on which this paper is based is that the artist to artist/teacher (A -> A/T) relation is confounded by the answers given to such questions by both practitioners and learning theorists.  This paper questions just what is it that can be imported from the ‘artist’, necessary as this is for contemporary artist education, and under what terms?  In the triangulation and subsequent analysis of the data emergent from the research on which this paper is based the beliefs and desires of the artist/teacher respondents are derived from a number of both overt and covert sources, ensuring that the behavioural disposition of the respondents are invoked from a range of perspectives.
The field frequently represents the disciplines of the visual arts and design as examples of the way in which practitioners rely on critical thinking strategies to advance their practice.  Indeed, it is often the case that artists and designers refer to their practice in exactly these terms, implying that critical thinking strategies, besides being generalizable, actually lie at the heart of practice in these disciplines.  It is also widely understood that artists who teach in university art schools and colleges believe that they convey strategies, such as critical thinking, to their students almost by a process of osmosis, simply on the basis of “that’s what artists do”.

Questions such as “what it is like”, “knowing what it is”, “what to do or think about in doing” are some of the issues that one assumes should lie at the heart of the art school curriculum, given the claims that artists and designers make about the role of critical thinking in the artistic and design process.  However, whether there are dispositions of thought that characterise practice in the visual arts and design that are teachable and whether these dispositions equate with notions of the generalizability of critical thinking per se are questions that deserve investigation.  As a way of doing this, the conceptual framework that underpins the teaching of art in schools, universities and colleges is examined in this paper from the point of view of the artist teacher.  Thus the relation between teaching and artistic practice provides the focus of the discussion, in the context of the critical thinking processes that underpin the practice of artists who teach.  The associated question about whether art can be taught is examined alongside the equally contentious issue concerning the way in which this is and should be undertaken.  The investigation is focussed by the realisation that the fit between what artists do, say and think, and models of art as a discipline, is exceedingly poor.  The practical reasoning underlying curriculum discourse about art as a discipline is independent of the evidence of artistic practice, therefore it could be argued that the two forms of reasoning ought to be kept separate.

Understanding what it is that constitutes artistic practice needs to be based upon research into what it is that artists do.  This research can be philosophical but it also needs to be historical/empirical since artists do different things in different times and cultures.  The research on which this paper is based reviews the relation between artistic practice and teaching practice as revealed in the beliefs of two respondents A and B, both of whom have established careers as distinguished practitioners and artist academics.  One outcome of the research revealed that the fit between what artists do, say and think in their work, and the way in which they teach, is not clear-cut and it is suggested that artists who teach find and employ few pedagogical resources within their own practice.  This is a bold claim when contrasted against the legacy of the atelier system and the pedagogical assumptions and university art school employment policy it disputes.  These assumptions survive intact having weathered their transition into the abbreviated ‘unit’ structure of contemporary western universities.  Despite the entrenched belief that it is their artistic practice that informs their pedagogy, the apparent tendency for artists to ‘unintentionally’ reproduce their own characteristic style in the work of their student/apprentices, and the symbolic capital invested in the concept of the artist as teacher, this paper discusses evidence that the instructional relations between student and artist teacher can be driven by art educational convention rather than by the formalised reproduction of the artist’s own practical experiences.

The impact of the university art department on artist/teachers, student/artists, art education and the art world in general needs to be considered in the context of the sites and discourses of artistic learning.  The way in which artist/teachers represent their own values and beliefs about the practice of art, shaped during their university training, is a key issue in this discussion.  As students, artists take from their university studies attitudes and beliefs about art as a practice that are often deeply embedded in beaux-arts philosophies.  Thus the construction of “professional subjectivity”, the primary discourse of modernism, sits paradoxically alongside these educationally embedded beaux-arts notions of what art is.  It can be argued, on the basis of research on which this paper is based, that artists who teach at university art schools frequently defer to their own art educational experiences and to their formative experience of the art school when it comes to the pedagogical representation of their own artistic practice.  Paradoxically, however, they also claim that there is a kind of “mystical” property to the way in which students absorb the “essence” of creativity that exists in the studios of art and design campus.

Similarly, the question, “what is it that do artists do”? is often addressed from widely differing viewpoints.  Indeed, artists themselves find difficulty in reaching agreement about this proposition.  James Elkins’(2001) view that art cannot be taught can be juxtaposed against Howard Singerman’s (2003) observation that lecturers in contemporary art schools teach by demonstrating how they participate in the art world, or by discussing how others do it; the art world, according to this view, can be taught in lieu of teaching about art practice.

It has emerged that in many key areas the teaching practice of respondents A and B is often driven by art educational conventions, or, by prevailing models of teaching and learning, rather than by the values that under-pin their own practice, even when there is often no inter-subjective agreement amongst educators about what should constitute the art school curriculum.  An interesting example of this phenomenon is found in the area of the identification and transmission of basic skills and core knowledge from artist/teacher to student.  Peter Dormer’s views concerning the lack of skills and fundamental knowledge learnt by students enrolled in foundation level courses in British art schools in the 60’s and 70’s, is pertinent to this discussion since, as he points out, their teachers were either not versed in the requisite skills, or they had taken an ideological position against teaching them (1997, p.3).  Dormer goes on to say that some of the crafts, including painting and sculpture, have been redefined in their content, aspirations and in how they are taught by theories of education that emphasise the importance of learning through finding out for oneself.  He writes; “…in the enthusiasm for questioning rules and throwing away formulas an assumption is made that has never been justified empirically, even though it is widely held ideologically – the assumption being that rules, formulas and instruction are necessarily restrictive upon creativity”(p.220-221).  Dormer’s point that learning a skill is not the same as being an expert, and that being an expert in a body of art or craft knowledge means “living” that knowledge is especially pertinent to this discussion, since there is a widely held view, promulgated by many university-based artist academics and students, that the conceptual framework that underpins an artwork is of primary importance in the realisation of a work, and that one learns skills and techniques only when they are required, not for their own sake.  In addition, the subjective basis of such artmaking often has the status of holy writ; the view that ‘it is because I say it is’ denies the fundamental role of knowledge and skills in defining a discipline.

The 1986 NSW Visual Arts Syllabus, a mandatory document used by all schools in the 80’s unashamedly represented content exclusively in terms of behaviours; the acronym PROME referred to the behaviours of perceiving, responding, organising, manipulating and evaluating.  References to the disciplines of art history, art theory, art criticism and, indeed, art making occurred only incidentally.  In this example behaviours have supplanted the body of knowledge that defines the discipline of the visual arts, and becomes the core content of the curriculum.

Even though Dormer acknowledges that “individualism” has a role to play in the practice of artmaking, he believes that this approach must be viewed with circumspection in pedagogical settings (p.220).  In the case of the syllabus referred to above, the role of the individual student in expressing herself or himself through individual art making activities becomes paramount, at the expense of the knowledge that defines the discipline of the visual arts.  Even though the respondents to this study, A and B, acknowledge the fundamental role of artistic skills, knowledge and related theories in teaching and learning about art, in practice they, too, tend to defer to the concept of individualism when it comes to overseeing the work generated by their pupils; work that more often than not reflects narrow, culturally grounded interests.  In this respect, A and B appear to be influenced by the ‘child centered’, subjective approaches to art making adopted by the field of art education in the 70’s, 80’s and 90’s.

 In Why Art Cannot be Taught, (2001), James Elkins also refers to the issue of the “core curriculum” in art schools when he writes that the content of what is taught is changed as quickly as possible to reflect each change in the fashion’s of the art world (p.56).  He believes that related to this issue is the belief, founded in what Dewey called “the case of Child v. Curriculum”, of whether or not the students’ interests should determine the methods and content of instruction.  He says that the Child v. Curriculum argument is especially relevant to university art schools because teachers sometimes scramble to adjust what is taught to fit the special requirements and interests of art students.  Indeed, because many students have been taught according to this approach (often spoken of in the same context as ‘visual culture’, that is, the prevailing culture of the student, to the extent that imagery of Bart Simpson displaces work by Anslem Keifer or Jacques-Louis David), in their secondary schooling, they expect that their interests will be similarly addressed in their university art school education.   Respondent B reports in some detail about the debate that “raged” in the art school where he taught concerning the content of the ‘core curriculum’ and the place of so-called ‘visual culture’ (USI p.47).  Elkins writes that studio art taught in most universities in the US is “astonishingly” free of interest in its essential “cultural heritage’, or to put it in more conventional terms, of what should constitute “the canon”.  Instead, what constitutes “the core” vanishes “like last year’s snow”, depending on what is fashionable (p.61).

The critic Robert Hughes derides contemporary university art schools as being little more than crèches, “whose aim was less to transmit the difficult skills of painting and sculpture than to produce ‘fulfilled’ personalities (p.11).  He goes on to write; “…thanks to America’s tedious obsession with the therapeutic, its art schools …tended not to teach (such things as) the disciplined skills of drawing from the live model…because (these institutions) succumbed to the fiction that the values of the so-called academy…were hostile to ‘creativity’…” (p.11).

In yet another view of what should constitute the so-called core curriculum in art schools, Howard Singerman refers to his (lack of) training as a sculptor enrolled in an MFA course when he writes; “I do not have the traditional skills of a sculptor; I cannot carve or cast or weld or model in clay…the question posed to me again and again was not how to sculpt or paint, but what to do as an artist”(my italics) (p.4).  What this implies in relation to this study is that artist academics, such as respondents A and B, can be driven by external art world and educational agendas that rarely reflect their own artistic motives and practice.  B relates that his graduate and final year undergraduate students are encouraged to model their practice on that of professional artists.  For example, visiting artists are invited to speak to students, discussing their practice in the shared language of the artworld; in student seminars the same language is used in reports of favourite artists, where students make clear the relations and positions that are needed in plotting their own artistic practice (SI p.9).  B points out that students are tutored in professional practice, and are required to attend art exhibition openings and other art world events, almost as staged rehearsals for their impending entry as participating artists in the art world (SI p.10).  In other words, students learn to craft the framework of artistic lives, or what Derrida has called, after Kant, the parergon, that “…outside which is called to the inside of the inside in order to constitute it as an inside…the limit between work and the absence of work” (Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting 1987, p.63).  

Both respondents A and B report that there is a tendency for artists who teach at university to be left alone to more-or-less devise their own curriculum, in the belief that their high-level professional standing as artists will, in itself, be sufficient to inform a worthwhile, authentic and enriched teaching and learning environment.  Indeed, most university-based art and design faculties go out of their way to obtain the teaching services of distinguished practitioners.  Besides the obvious marketing benefit that flows from having a well-known artist connected to a faculty, this view is predicated on the belief that the sophisticated skills and knowledge possessed by the distinguished artist academic will be enough, in itself, to ensure the delivery of a highly relevant, quality art education, brought about almost through a process of osmosis.  However, both respondents A and B, in their capacity as, respectively, Head of Department or Dean of Administration report on “disastrous” appointments of distinguished artists to teaching positions within their faculties.  In these cases, the artist either reverted to teaching about art education, rather than reflecting upon their own practice (to the extent that they, themselves, would be incapable of ever making another artwork if they followed the principles that were laid down to their students), or, the artist was hopelessly inarticulate and introverted thereby rendering themselves incapable of communicating even the most basic knowledge to their students (B USI p.17; A USI p.21).  The excerpts from the web pages of most leading university art and design faculties where the professional standing, as distinguished artists, of faculty members attests to the claim that this alone will ensure a high quality education for students.  The truth is that universities, in a highly competitive market, use the high professional standing of artists, unashamedly and pragmatically, as a marketing device. 

To reinforce this point, Singerman’s view that; “most artists are not self-made but graduated…versed in the methodologies of contemporary art…” (p.157), and who are not knowledgeful “across each of the domains” of art, are pertinent.  Singerman believes that the artist, rather than being a “knowledgeful” individual, whose sophisticated level of understanding is primarily governed by her or his ability to recognise and apply understandings and concepts across and within each of the domains of art, is more likely to be driven by market oeuvres.  He writes of the emergence of “simulated art worlds”, where the graduated artist is able to indulge her or his practice, subsidized by university run galleries and spaces.  The refers to the critic Mercedes Matter who castigates art schools for teaching the art world, in lieu of art (p.41).  Both A and B report that tensions that have arisen in their respective faculties about the relative “loading” or relationship between conceptual frameworks (including critical thinking strategies), acquisition of knowledge and skills, theoretical knowledge and professional practice in the curriculum, especially at the foundation level of study.

Peter Dormer writes that the fundamental point about craft knowledge is that the constitutive rules of a craft are only learned by actually doing.  Indeed, he says, they are the activity.  “You cannot understand it or know it until you can do it.  Reading about it is not the same as understanding it” (p.42).  Like Howard, Dormer also refers to Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations (1953) where the philosophical basis of this point is explored.  Dormer explains that Wittgenstein offers a basis for understanding the general nature of craft knowledge in stating that all craft activity is organised activity; it follows rules, conventions and patterns.  The goal of a craft is not the practice of rules for their own sake, according to Wittgenstein, but the successful accomplishment of a task – ideally, new, surprising and wonderful tasks.  Dormer says that the difficulty is to establish just what the organising role of rules is and he acknowledges that is Wittgenstein who helps us to do this (p.60).  He writes that Wittgenstein’s prime concern is with language.  He refers to paragraph 199 of Philosophical Investigations where Wittgenstein writes: “To understand a sentence means to understand a language.  To understand a language means to be a master of technique”(p.61).  Following from this, Dormer goes on to say; “… that as in language, then, so too in craft-based activities; the theory of the activity does not describe the essence of the practice of that activity.  The essence is in the activity itself but that activity is not random, it has an inner coherence which is understood by doing and becoming expert in that activity” (p.62).  Dormer writes that there is no doubt that the relationship of theory to practice is complex and the subtleties will differ from practice to practice; but not to theorize is certainly not to claim that theory is unimportant.  On the contrary, he writes, speculating about general principles that may apply to local practices can lead in the end to laws of nature and speculating about the elements of practice can bring about improvements in that practice (p.62). 

Far from settling this matter, however, the fact that the underlying motives of respondents A and B are shown to be inconsistent with a well formulated view of art, and that this fact relates paradoxically to artists being consulted and employed as experts about art on the basis of their practical achievements, it must be acknowledged there is always a necessary slippage between the reasons given and the motives underlying justifying explanations of any actions taken.  Davidson makes the point as follows:

“The reason [that an]… explanation is … good, it seems to me, is that motives explain an action only if they cause it, and in a very special way.  A person may have certain motives for an act, and yet perform it either by accident or for quite different reasons.  So reasons explain an action only if the reasons are efficacious in the situation.  And even this is not enough; a man’s motives for acting in a certain way may cause him to act in that way without it being the case that those were his reasons for performing the act” (Davidson 1990, p.264).

This study sought to examine questions such as:  Is there a consistency between the philosophy of artistic practice and the causes of the practices of individual artists?  Does the latter have implications for the former?  And does this body of information have anything to add to the concept of art educational practice in the visual arts and both the school and university level.

The educational curriculum in practical areas such as nursing, medicine, and teaching is based on the transmission of conventional practice.  DBAE models and the curriculum offered by contemporary faculties of art and design in universities assume there is a conventional practice to be transmitted in the visual arts and design.  However, this begs the question of what is conventional practice in the visual arts?  Is it what artists conventionally do, or is it the convention of art educational practices?

The concept of conventional practice in the fine arts has been confounded in the twentieth century by the pervading modernist notions of:

· aesthetic uniqueness and the irrelevance of theory to the aesthetic;

· the universal immediacy of aesthetic meaning accessible through the aesthetic experience;

· creative originality and the subjective origination of expressive content;

· the western success of the avant-garde and the progressive rejection of technical values.

Implicit in modernism is the belief that what artists do is felt rather than defined and that education itself is something that the art student must do if merely to serve as a benchmark for establishing the extent of his or her own rebellious artistic identity.

However, trading away conscious intentionality has emerged as one of the dilemmas for the modernists’ representation of artistic practice.  The more intuitive, emotive and expressive, then, the less reflective, conscious and accountable the artist.  Therefore, the more susceptible artistic action is to general theories of behavioural disposition - the more it opposes the conception of an artist who retains unique responsibility for their creative contribution.

The approach to curriculum developed by Gropius and other Bauhaus teachers has had a far-reaching effect on the curriculum of art academies in the US, UK and Australia for well over six decades, and in some institutions is enjoying a renaissance, under the influence of a conservativism that is sweeping universities world wide, in the first years of the new millennium.  When Respondent B speaks of his quest to “define the discipline”, whilst acting in the role of Head of Department, it emerges that he is really referring to a quasi Bauhaus curriculum, along the lines of the colour theory exercises developed by Itten and other Bauhaus instructors.  Ironically, at other times, B adheres to beliefs about ‘creativity’, ‘critical thinking’ and the ‘child-centered curriculum’.  Howard Singerman believes that the university, per se, has “worked to shape a certain version of art as a discipline; it has not caused but it has helped to model and select and enable” (p.210).

Another example of this conservativism is evidenced by a recent public forum (27 September, 2004), entitled Art for Art’s Sake? Training Generation Next, sponsored by The Australia Council for The Arts (the principle Federal Government funding body for the arts in Australia).  Questions posed included:  “How do we educate our artists?, What do we expect from our training institutions?, What kind of artists do they (universities and other art schools) produce?, Is it possible to achieve a balance between the acquisition of technical skills,  the education of intellectually creative thinkers, and giving artist’s the nitty-gritty of basic business know-how?, It seemed possible in the Renaissance but are they up to the task today?”.  Most of these questions (as it transpired) were predicated on a belief, held by the organisers of the forum, that Australian art schools were simply not up to the task of providing an adequate and relevant education for future generations of artists.  The reference to the Renaissance, as an example of exemplary art training, almost beggars belief in the context of notions of “contemporary relevance”.  Whilst a focus on values and judgements was central to Renaissance art teaching, other aspects of art teaching that held sway during this period would be inappropriate in a contemporary setting.   Carl Goldstein, whose views about the training of artists were canvassed earlier, could have been referring to the kinds of questions posed by this forum when he writes that many art teachers today “…continue to think in terms of the old opposition between tradition and modernism and opt for the first, which they interpret, paradoxically, according to the second, in a fashion, similar, say, of the Bauhaus: in other words, the traditional figure and works composed with it are emptied of content and treated as, or as consisting of, so many formal elements and devices, both, of course, respecting the appearance of the actual figure in space…” (p.298).  He points out that in art teaching, whether it is of abstraction or figuration, “…the lineage from the Renaissance to the present day would seem to be unbroken; art is, and forever will be, what it has been up until now.  The assumption, in other words, is the central one of the Renaissance and academic traditions: the continuing validity of values and of judgements (my italics) based on them…”.   He concludes by asking readers two questions; “…about to enter not only a new century but a new millennium, can we say that we are clear about what art is and what role we expect it to play in our lives and in our society?  Are we clear enough about these crucial issues to say that art should be taught in one way and that way only?” (p.299).

Howard Singerman poses different questions to those asked by the organisers of the forum referred to in the previous passages, and proffers different answers to those put forward by Goldstein when he writes; “… the failure of the MFA lies, not in any decline in art or crisis in culture, but in the lives of individual students who are neither disciplined or skilled…still, as Anthony Giddons has suggested, each deskilling is also a re-tooling, and as Bruce Robbins has argued concerning the humanities in the university, the professionalisation of intellectuals in the university must be understood outside a narrative of loss and decline” (p.211).  In other words, rather than bemoaning the loss of “skills”, and yearning for a return to the Renaissance, in a way similar to that put forward by the organisers of the Australia Council forum, Singerman is suggesting that we need to look at the issue in other, more authentic ways, rather than by perpetuating myths about what it is that artists actually do.  He refers to Bourdieu’s view that; “In this present stage of the artistic field, there is no room for naivety…never has the very structure of the field been present so practically in every act of production”.  Singerman agues that this consciousness of the field is what is now taught as art, and that this teaching has allowed for the production of a critical and self-aware art practice.   Here, he writes, “the flattened bounded visual field of the Bauhaus has become the professional field, the field in which one positions oneself in relation.  The practice of art is now a historical and historicized practice, but it cannot be dismissed as just a marking of professional place.  Rather, it is a “reading’ of that place…the work of art as a historical practice can be what Thierry de Duve has called an “interpretant”, filled with all the historical meanings of the field of conditions in which the fact of its existence resonates” (p.212).   Singerman goes on to refer to de Duve’s view that; “…the field that has been formed by the past in its relation to the conditions of work in the present insists upon the artist; it both makes demands on and creates him”, or as Bourdieu observes; “The production of a work which is always part of its own commentary” is also always the artist “working on himself as an artist” (p.212).

Singerman goes on to make the point that the university and its practices are woven into the economic, social, and signifying structures of the “real” world.  He says that the university is a site in the world, whether it is located in New York or London.  He writes: “…telling the story of the artist in it (the university) has been for me one way of insisting precisely on the worldliness of recent art practice, its shaping by, and belonging to, social and economic and institutional histories” (p.212).  Later, Singerman writes of the artist in the university as being particularly aware of his or her place in the narrative of modern art, and he argues for awareness itself as a specifically professional knowledge.  However, the triangulated data pertaining to the beliefs about art held by both respondents to this study do not necessarily bear out Singerman’s views on this issue.  For example, it emerges that respondent B’s teaching practice tends to bear out his beliefs about teaching art and not his beliefs about art, and the triangulation of emergent data in respect of respondent A’s art teaching practice reveals a similar tendency for her own values about art not to impinge upon her teaching about art.  For example, the connotative meaning of “teaching in an art school”, as a folk term, means for A variously:-  a way for an artist to maintain dialogue with the field (a socio/cultural motive); a difficulty for an artist, since teaching absorbs one’s own creativity, (a subjective/ psychological motive); a benefit for an artist because it affords ready access to resources (a pragmatic reason); and, as a way for an artist to gain recognition by the field (a kind of socio/cultural legitimisation).  Respondent A does not even mention her artistic values, and the way in which teaching may enable her to “pass on” these values to her students.  This is not to say that for this artist her artistic values do not impinge upon her teaching; what it does say is that there are many other reality manifolds operating in this particular instance, and that these equally shape her motives and beliefs in relation to this included/cover term.  Her beliefs, as well, are veiled, and are therefore not able to shape her explicit intentions as revealed in her uninterpreted responses.  Significantly, the role of each of the domains of art, and their interrelatedness does not even warrant discussion as a consequential issue in this context.

If we were to rely upon these two artists to provide a philosophically and psychologically true account of the practice of art making, especially in relation to the interrelatedness of the domains, we would be confounded by a complexity of beliefs that could not be coherently translated into curriculum content.  This leads to the proposition, as Wollheim, Howard, Brown and others suggest, that it may be more productive to look to other ways of representing artistic motives, rather than by the empirical characterisation of practices in the field.

The objective of this study has been to systematically uncover and reveal the myths that have served to perpetuate entrenched interpretations of artistic practice that have informed the curriculum of schools and universities for over three decades. 
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