Creating and sustaining an effective learning environment in the field of visual art

The artist is the 'watcher who stands at the crossroads of all other discourses.' (R. Barthes, Leçon)
 

This paper will consider the issue of creating and sustaining an effective learning environment for the study of visual art within a broader learning context. It will take the form of a general discussion of the key issues, followed by a specific case-study involving art education within a higher education establishment. 

In recent years, there has been much debate on the desirability of a 'separate' education for artists, provided by an independent art school, as has generally been the case since the nineteenth century. Most recently this has emerged in Ireland in arguments over whether or not the National College of Art and Design (NCAD) should merge with the largest Irish University - University College, Dublin (UCD). This would entail a move from the Art School's present Dublin city-centre location to the outlying suburb of Belfield, and as such threatens to dislocate NCAD from the hub of cultural activity. The suggested move has caused great consternation amongst the artistic community. The case against a merger has been fuelled by an Irish Times article, written by Professor Katherine Crouane, which described the 'apocalypse' of Winchester College of Art, subsequent to its incorporation by the University of Southampton.

This paper argues that despite the perceived disadvantages arising from such an institutional merger, the idea should not be rejected out of hand, and that positive benefits could accrue.  Subject 'apartheid' has little to recommend it in the present educational climate which favours an inter or trans-disciplinary approach to both learning and research. 

The 'separationists' claim that a merger represents too much of a concession to market forces, with survival made contingent on amalgamation, and a compromise of educational principles. Art education has a long history of independent learning in dedicated art schools, catering for its specific needs. It is argued that art education does not fit into the mode of conventional class-room based learning, and to prosper requires an independent studio-centred learning environment. The learning process is seen as essentially linear and cumulative, unsuited to the fragmented modular structuring now common to many other subject disciplines. There are clearly other advantages to independence, not least having control over one's own budgeting. However in purely educational terms, I would argue that the balance of advantage has now swung more towards amalgamation.

Take the case of Waterford School of Art, founded in 1852 as an independent art college, and later subsumed into the Waterford Institute of Technology (WIT) in 1969. The study of the visual arts now takes place within the broader ambience of a School of Arts and Humanities. More than this however, art education is now also usefully positioned alongside science, architecture and other diverse disciplines, within the institute as a whole. This provides new possibilities for productive symbiosis between disciplines, and as such a more effective and sustainable learning environment. An example of this has been the development of 'arts for health', in which the life-enhancing qualities of art are brought into the field of healthcare. The champion of the interest of artists in Ireland, the Arts Council, has welcomed this development for the expansion of artistic opportunities it now offers to art graduates.

There are also more fundamental educational reasons for the amalgamation of the visual arts with other subjects. A multi-disciplinary environment now offers a distinct advantage for the study of art according to the tenets of postmodern thinking, which values pluralistic over unitary solutions. In response to such a cultural ethos, the nature of art education has necessarily changed. It has moved from an emphasis on learning traditional skills and techniques towards embracing new media and more flexible approaches to creativity. Since the demise of Modernist strictures in the art world, there has been a trend away from 'pure' painting and sculpture, towards alternative modes of artistic practice, as any viewer of the Turner Prize competition will be aware. Such art now tends towards multi/inter and trans-disciplinary mixes of visual art, music, dance, theatre and film expressed through 'live' art performance and new-media installations. The art critic Hal Foster in his essay 'Subversive Signs' observes that now the 'artist becomes a manipulator of signs more than a producer of art objects.' 
 If this is the case, then learning to be a 'manipulator of signs' can best be facilitated by a multi-disciplinary learning environment, such as that of WIT. 

Now that most of the old independent Irish art schools such as Cork and Limerick, as well as Waterford, have been absorbed into the institute of technology structure, those arguing for continued autonomy could be accused of acting like King Canute. The march of progress requires new structures to arise to provide for new thinking as shown in that great art educational experiment that took place in Germany, almost a hundred years ago - the Bauhaus. In his founding manifesto, Walter Gropius called for a new unity of the arts that would break down the restrictive barriers between them. It seems a small step to extend that interface to a broader multi-disciplinary educational environment. 

Contemporary art practice itself has also become more fluid in its settings, moving from traditional practice locations, such as the art academy and artists’ studios, to community spaces and more recently virtual realities. The question is how the academy can respond to and prepare artists for this increasingly flexible practice environment, whilst ensuring a high level of academic standards and establishing a set of good practice guidelines. These issues are currently debated in connection with research through art practice, a new area of inquiry and an opportunity to re-define and enrich the experience of higher art education.

The role of research, both to generate new knowledge and to inform teaching, is becoming an important aspect of contemporary art education. One recent significant factor in sustaining art courses has been the origination and development of a research methodology appropriate to this particular field, ‘practice-based’ or ‘practice-led’ research. As early as 1988, Cornock noted the common ground between the process of art-making and the research process,
 but the distinction of art research from art practice has subsequently proved problematic as explored in a number of conferences.
 The current interest in trans-disciplinary approaches to research might prove to be useful to artists, and again these are best catered for in a multi-disciplinary educational environment. Whilst the 'isolated' researcher in the independent art school is largely restricted to 'reflection on practice', the 'affilliated' researcher has a choice of methodologies from which to select the most appropriate. Further, s/he has the added stimulus of contact with researchers from a variety of other disciplines and the possibility of synthesising approaches, one of the known factors in promoting creativity.

It has also been claimed by an eminent art historian that ‘Universities can contribute all sorts of unexpected resources for artists.’
 Amongst such are the provision of systematic theoretical instruction and a degree of rigour and dependability.  Where artistic activity seeks to be recognised as research, the back-up of a larger academic structure may be helpful, with other disciplines providing reference points for the definition of art as research.

The claim that artistic activity can be perceived as a form of research is butressed by an examination of the development of artistic knowledge from the enlightenment onwards. The historical position of art within the academy has been outlined by Sullivan.
 He cites the ideas of the Enlightenment and the subsequent advent of rational philosophies and the empirical sciences as a turning point for the role of the artist in society.
 Artists came into conflict with the new desire for order and classification prominent in the sciences. However, a questioning approach to art practice spawned treatises on aesthetics and art history to an extent previously unknown. Art and the creative process itself became the subject of scientific inquiry.  

A codification of artistic knowledge resulted from an institutionalised approach to art education. Individual masters no longer apprenticed young talented artists, but a now familiar form of educational institution provided the setting for training, theorised by “master teachers“. With art education concentrating on technical skills, artists assumed a supporting role in scientific inquiry, illustrating, recording and analysing as well as classifying new discoveries through illustration.
 

With the beginning of the nineteenth century, scientific enquiry and rationality began to be questioned in their ability to provide an absolute truth. Art was seen as an intuitively acquired practice that cannot be taught nor learnt, thereby placing more emphasis on the individual artist. With the arrival of new ways of seeing, and representation becoming less important in the course of twentieth century developments, art began to fulfil new, rather more conceptual functions, to the extent that current contemporary visual art practice has been theorised as a form of research. It often engages with methods and philosophies from other disciplines.

The current research of one of the authors of this paper takes the format of a PhD in Art through practice, investigating the role of the artist in interpreting archaeological finds. Art practitioners can contribute to the archaeologist's understanding in two ways; firstly through their artistic training, which includes a heightened mode of visual and haptic perception and therefore may yield observations that elude the untrained eye. Secondly, artists are not only “watchers at the crossroads”, but active creators of new knowledge, and work that holds new meaning, makes new connections, or stimulates the audience's own creativity.

The medium through which research takes place in art differs from others in that it is visual. Although text plays a major role in communicating the findings to a non-visual audience, the investigation of the research question itself is conducted through visual means, through drawing and sculpture. This means that the knowledge contained in the work also differs from written text. It can be non-linear, its perception is parallel, not pre-organised, and often intuitive rather than consciously constructed. Therefore the visual medium may contain findings which are more difficult or impossible to express through written text. Recall the unwillingness of many artists or mathematicians to explain their work.

It is important for artists to engage with other disciplines such as the natural sciences, to uncover possible parallels in expression in order to re-define the function of art in an academic context. The move away from pure painting and sculpture in academic art has led to artists becoming more conceptual. However, for undergraduates it becomes more difficult to see a perspective in the art-world, which is still driven by market forces, which prefer traditional media, and are highly dependent on fashion and publicity. It is necessary to create spaces where artists are free to explore their connection with other disciplines in order to further expand the boundaries of artistic expression.

As research conducted in the arts through practice informs undergraduate teaching, it motivates an ongoing evolution of new teaching and learning practices. Sustainability in a learning environment depends on this constant evolution and re-evaluation of current practices. Critical facilities are developed – the course environment evolves from purely vocational skills training to a forum for critical research and informed practice.

Art within a third-level context in turn can contribute through its flexibility and the constant flux of new ideas to a vibrant research and educational environment. Visual research addresses questions in many fields, not just the arts but also social and scientific fields, breaks down boundaries between disciplines and makes new connections, thus raising opportunities for collaboration between disciplines and new ways of conducting research.
 

Visual arts research could be considered as particularly constructive in raising questions about the nature of knowledge itself, the way we process information, both visual and verbal, and the way we interpret cultural activity and artefacts. Fluidity and uncertainty so familiar to art practitioners may be valuable attributes to other researchers and students, as they force us to be flexible and open-minded, and to constantly adapt our methodologies and theory in order to fully explore a specific field of research. 

In summary, this paper has argued that the full potential for studying art is best achieved in a multi-disciplinary environment, rather than 'in a vacuum'. Within the former, and particularly in close proximity to the sciences, there is potential for collaboration on groundbreaking interdisciplinary projects. Visual art can then become a key agent of communication between different areas of research.
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