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Nowadays, artists are educated to become ‘masters of visual art’. They can even obtain 

a Ph.D. in it, which implies that artistic processes can be valorised through an academic 

title, assuming that this offers guarantees for high-quality training. For now, no one 

knows what practical implications this may have for the field, but academies and 

universities pretend otherwise. What’s more, they often demand that art education 

come up with a bureaucratically digestible educational strategy that only complicates 

matters even more. After all, how does one establish criteria for Masters and Doctorates 

of Art if one cannot even define what contemporary art is? 

It is well-known that this question about art is unanswerable. Martin Heidegger has 

already given an amazingly simple answer to the question of where a work of art comes 

from: works of art have their origin in art. In other words, there is no primal basis that 

can explain why works of art exist. They simply are here because art exists. Heidegger 

seems to suggest that works of art can only be produced because art itself already exists. 

That is its historicity, its Geschichtlichkeit: art is developed in and by a historical 

process that sustains itself by mimetic mechanisms. However, we know that for 

Heidegger this art exists primarily as an ontological, existential thing, an activity that is 

characteristic of the ‘music-making animal’, as Nietzsche has labelled man. Heidegger’s 

tautological reasoning (there are artworks because there is art) is unsatisfactory, because 

we would like a more concrete explanation of the role of art, and of its often contrary, 

difficult and yet irrepressible dynamics, in society. 



There are of course many semiotic, philosophical, and sociological theories that 

illustrate how this works and why certain things have the effect that they have, but the 

question of where art comes from or what purpose it serves has yet to be answered in a 

way that can withstand a hefty dose of philosophical criticism. Some say art should 

serve society; others maintain it should castigate society. Some think it logical that art 

only speaks to a minority; others scream blue murder if it is not immediately 

understandable to everyone. So, if we are to philosophize about art education in general 

terms, we must first humbly bow our heads: none of us is able to put forward any 

sound legitimizations, explanations or principles that apply to everyone. The ground on 

which we walk is far from solid. 

‘So what?’ replies the artist. ‘It works, doesn’t it? I don’t have to know all that, now do 

I? Look at what I’ve made. All you need is your intuition. It works.’ The artist has an 

irrefutable point, as long as we don’t start thinking too much about things like 

Duchamp’s infamous urinal. After all, wasn’t that thrown into the museum precisely to 

provoke a debate about the general/theoretical nature of art? What else appeals to us in 

much post-conceptual art but precisely this critical debate about society? Surely not 

some cultic, ontological or other deeply existential experience? It seems that we have 

strayed quite far from Nietzsche’s call for a heroic art. And yet, even the entire post-

conceptual tradition invokes all sorts of complex associations with our own perceptions, 

principles and worldviews. Otherwise it would not have caused so much debate in the 

past. If art is no longer religio, no longer a binding activity, then surely it still 

is aesthesis(the Greek word for ‘behold’). Ways of seeing, as John Berger used to say, 

can become contributing factors to views of society. This is why art time and again sears 

its wings when it flies into this paradox: wanting to be a maverick and at the same time 



display social responsibility. Artists find themselves alone in the middle of the market 

square, under the pitying looks of busy craftspeople and market vendors. 

Perhaps art ‘works’, simply and incomprehensibly at the same time, precisely because 

we do not know what it is and cannot predict it. Because artists create art, they can 

afford to sidestep the question about its essence: it is clear from what they do. They 

embody its essence in their practice. Even any object that presents itself as anti-art is 

immediately called art. Art, as Duchamp said, is what you show in a space that is so 

designated. This makes art one of those things that is hardest to describe, a concept that 

is open to any interpretation. At the very moment that art, in the wake of the avant-

garde, freed itself from the demand of objectively measurable technique and beauty it 

had only one call left: that of existential sincerity, authenticity or basic research, 

whatever that may be. From that moment on, technique was a resultant of the concept 

the artist had envisioned. This means that since that pivotal moment, technique can also 

mean: abandon all technique. The entire catalogue of techniques from art history 

became optional, without any guarantee of a valuable art production, because valuable 

art production has been defined since modernism as symbolic and semiotically charged 

objects that invite critical reflection on what is being shown. Preciously little is left for 

teachers who would like to educate their students backed by the authority of a 

quantitatively measurable processing of a tradition. 

The endpoint of this evolution is the attitude of Joseph Beuys, who showed us that art is 

simply everything that an artist does. Including putting shit in a can, sleeping beside a 

coyote, sawing a cow in half (Damien Hirst) or displaying a stained bed (Tracy Emin). 

Technique becomes invention, the traces of an existence. Art becomes thinking in 



action, no longer a matter of sensual aesthesis but of reflective insight into our way of 

living in the contemporary world. So far so good, including all the debates this invites. 

Things are quite different, however, when it comes to art education, which aspires to 

teach and define art, and put it in various wordings to which students are then 

subjected. This requires a very well-defined goal, in other words: art education owes it 

to itself to pretend to have a correct definition of art and to know precisely what should 

be taught. Perhaps not so much in the studio itself, where the activity in this sanctum 

already demonstrates what art is: a human method of getting through life by combining 

symbols and materials. It gets much harder when it comes to formulating principles 

and defending our budgets on a bureaucratic level, and especially in dealing with 

evaluation, such an integral part of education: who can say with 100% certainty that a 

particular work of a student is a failure? Or is pointless? Or the work of a genius? What 

are the criteria for this kind of endlessly repeated verdict? These are poignant questions, 

usually answered with our fingers crossed, as best we can, and often while losing sleep 

over painful deliberations. 

After all, combining the words ‘art’ and ‘education’ is a bit like comparing apples and 

oranges. Deliberations in art education are perhaps the most painful ones in the entire 

field of education. Our terms, definitions, and values change constantly, and it is no use 

to try and pin them down once and for all. But as art education, like all education, has 

to comply with generalized educational principles, we are faced with a very practical 

problem: we have to comply with educational models that are forced upon us in terms 

of social purpose, functionality and benefit. How do we capture such a complex activity 

as making art in normative evaluations that will decide the fates of the adolescents who 

have put their lot in our hands? And how are we to define final attainment levels if we 



do not even have clear starting terms, as we saw earlier? And how do we avoid the 

danger of unrightfully laying claim to the future of young people and of forms of art 

that we don’t even know yet, by defending, explaining, promoting, et cetera 

contemporary art — or any art, for that matter? Isn’t its unpredictability the very raison 

d’être of art? Isn’t art the epitome of experimental thinking based on existing patterns, 

or, to put it fashionably: Isn’t art the epitome of serendipity? 

The philosopher Kant already gave a sound definition of the creative process: it 

is purposiveness without purpose, meaning that it mobilizes all rational and emotional 

human thinking and therefore constitutes purposive and hence conscious and 

enlightened behaviour. However, the paradox is that it doesn’t know beforehand where 

this purposive behaviour will lead to. With art, this enlightenment leads to a new, 

unsuspected darkness full of tempting meanings, luring us like Eurydice in the 

underworld. Art is the constantly repeated death of classical meaning and at the same 

time it is the resurrection of Lazarus — with a whole new semiotics. 

This first, fairly innocent question as to the nature of art and the nature of education 

already leads to the conclusion that there is nothing for it but to invent standards that 

apply only to art education. Or, to bring it to a head: we have to invent standards for 

something that cannot be standardized, a type of education that incorporates 

serendipity in its didactic methods. Try and explain that to the Department of 

Education, where our budgets are decided. 

The fact that the question about the nature of art cannot be answered not only has 

philosophical implications, but very practical ones as well. Anyone who has ever 

attended a symposium about art education can testify to the confusion of tongues at 



such gatherings. Speakers continuously speak of ‘art’, but never specify which art they 

mean. This leads to perfectly contradictory conclusions: practice, discipline and mimetic 

skills are of the utmost importance, says one person (it turns out he’s referring to 

musicians). No, states another, what we need is free and open thinking. It is of no use to 

bombard young people with examples from the past, as art is creativity and 

imagination; let these people be, only make suggestions — if at all — and just let them 

carry on (this person teaches conceptually-oriented sculptors). A third takes to the floor 

and proclaims that artists should have at least two years of rigorous technical training 

before being allowed to do something with the technical basis they have acquired (this 

person teaches video-makers and photographers). It is obvious: everyone who speaks 

about artists always refers to the type of artists they themselves teach and are familiar 

with, and then simply extrapolate their view to the entire field. Hence the Babel-like 

confusion and the horrendous futility of most symposiums about art. Meanwhile both 

education administrators and the Department of Education cry out in exasperation: 

with engineers, all this works flawlessly; why are these artists giving us such a hard 

time? 

A flummoxed school bureaucrat once asked me what, in the end, I provided my 

students with. A diploma and a personality crisis, I replied. She didn’t haul me before a 

disciplinary board, but actually I’m quite serious: after twenty years of thinking, 

discussing, looking at work, and telling myself how painful, unpredictable but also 

fascinating it is to see students evolve from blank high school teenagers into adolescents 

burning with ideas and intentions, I can do little more than give them my blessing, hope 

things will work out for them (as they have only just started) and especially advise 

them to keep thinking about the permanent crisis situation that creativity is. 



Really, things would already be much clearer if we would frankly say: none of us really 

know what art is, so let’s not speak about it anymore in general terms, but only in terms 

of our actual activities. When asked pressingly by his superiors about what exactly he 

envisioned doing with his students next year — preferably by filling out the appropriate 

form in black ink to facilitate photocopying — a poetically inclined teacher of sculpture 

answered by tearing a page from his pocket diary, on which he wrote with a pencil 

stump: we work with earth, water, air and fire. Nietzsche himself could not have put it 

better. This teacher hoped that this would keep the meddling authorities at bay for a 

while and that he would not be pestered by people who wanted to convert art into 

quantifiable units. It didn’t work for very long, though. Early retirement. 

What to do then, when they ask us for the umpteenth time what we are going to do next 

year, how much it is going to cost, which principles we use for evaluation, and other 

similar questions that are neither here nor there when it comes to art? Some may say: 

just tell them what you’re doing, very practically. All the rest, to borrow a phrase from 

Wittgenstein, are things that we cannot speak of. But perhaps this is where the greatest 

danger lies: that we leave art to the realm of the indefinable and retreat to our own 

small territory, doing our own thing. 

And there we are faced with another pitfall, that of the defensive attitude and 

particularity: painters, filmmakers, actors, they all inhabit their own planet, 

understanding only each other, doing things that are specifically linked to their material 

and their own art historical tradition. And please, let’s not bother these young people 

too much with all this pep talk about interdisciplinarity and art philosophy — that sort 

of self-protective argument. Although I personally do believe that some respite from the 

world of ideas is of vital importance to students at certain times, we shouldn’t take this 



to extremes. Many academic studios use the focus on their own practical activities as an 

excuse to isolate themselves from problematic current events in art. Here too we must 

find a balance: we mustn’t hysterically chase the dernier cri, but neither must we foster 

nostalgia for old-fashioned craftsmanship, as we still see so often at weekend 

academies. On the one hand there is the tendency towards craftsmanship, more easily 

translatable into facts and figures, on the other hand there is the utopian call for the 

philosophical meaning, unpredictability and interdisciplinarity of art. The term 

interdisciplinarity itself is however more sophisticated than its practice: to many people 

nowadays, working in an interdisciplinary way means little more than mixing 

everything up and hoping for the miracle of originality. It usually ends in going to the 

pub or some such agreeable activity. 

However, neither originality nor meaning are easily achieved. What to do then? Does 

art elude us as soon as we try to define it? This elusiveness of art, often coquettishly 

used as an argument nowadays, causes chronic difficulties for art education. As soon as 

definitions are put forward, the mayhem starts and territorial lines are drawn. Since the 

Bologna agreements, the academies have become culture enterprises, each with their 

own budget, and every discipline wants a piece of the cake instead of creating a haven 

for thinking, living, and, especially, postponing things. What’s more, the problems 

accumulate: art is associated with culture, with cultural work (or even regarded as 

upgraded community work) and is held hostage by a post-modern sociology that keeps 

telling it that it is free, that there are no criteria, that anything goes, but also burdens it 

with ridiculous public expectations: that art is for everyone, that it should be radically 

accessible, also and especially for ‘stragglers’. In short, we hold this unknown entity, 



art, hostage with all sorts of wild expectations and if the picture doesn’t ‘compute’ we 

blame art for it. 

As anyone involved in art education knows, talent doesn’t have any democratic 

scruples. This is already a problematic issue, making it very different from other 

disciplines. The more that free creativity is required, the bigger the chance that 

democratic education with an egalitarian structure becomes impossible. Art education’s 

aim is not to elevate stragglers, nor does it wish to fetishize loudmouths. Development, 

insight, and results are too complex to predict. This in itself is a rather painful, if not 

ludicrous situation that does however have the peculiar quality of producing 

inexhaustible amounts of energy. Caught between the two poles of these paradoxes and 

constantly oscillating between changing meanings, art in education is like a hunted, 

panicky animal, alternately expected to do tricks, lay dead, be the poster child for the 

PR department, or it gets smacked in the face because it is too expensive a pet. In short, 

our educational practice makes such contradictory demands on art that by now it is 

eligible for a protective campaign by animal rights organizations. A campaign with the 

slogan: for God’s sake, leave the poor beast alone. 

As far back as 6 February 1872, in one of his lectures on education, Nietzsche pointed to 

the mediocrity of the teaching staff as the main cause of all these problems. He felt that 

people who taught art should not first and foremost be educators, or people tamers, but 

rather be thoughtful artists themselves. This may sound good, but we all know that a 

few modest educators can be most beneficial to the development of innocent students 

with grand theories. This type of democratic and even humbling education of course 

did not suit the tempestuous Nietzsche: it only diminished people by teaching them art 

as a therapeutic activity and he himself dreamt of art as a stormy revolutionary process 



that was mindful of the tragedy of the human condition by making it almost physically 

palpable to society. Nietzsche swept away any attempt to domesticate art, stating that it 

had only one task: to transcend the meaninglessness of life by a daring gesture. Anyone 

who would dare to say something like that nowadays would immediately be dismissed 

as an elitist jerk. We have wandered far astray here from the terms used by educational 

institutes to define their task. They speak of learning a profession, acquiring skills, 

finishing assignments, keeping up one’s end of the bargain, getting a job — in fact, the 

entire range of qualities respectable citizens are supposed to possess. I sometimes visit 

academic studios where one can cut the tension with a knife because students are 

mentally exhausted by the contradictory demands ‘Be original!’ and ‘Obey!’ Many 

teachers don’t even realize how perverse and psychologically damaging it is to hold 

students in such a stranglehold of indecision. 

And yet there is little we can do but humbly acknowledge the fact that in art education 

we make paradoxical demands. On the one hand we are confronting students with a 

romantic wish list: creative power, imagination, creativity, originality, and even genius, 

while on the other hand undoing this formless demand — when it comes to juries and 

evaluations — by confronting them with exactly the historical opposite, the wish list of 

classicism: finish your work, look before you leap, comply with rules and regulations, 

honour your predecessors, and don’t be silly. 

Why must we act in such a painfully paradoxical way? Because art itself is that 

paradoxical. It demands discipline, asceticism, and a certain logic, but also complete 

freedom. Even more: its completely unspecified nature produces its own form of 

discipline, a personal asceticism which all students have to discover for themselves. 

Those who can think through these working conditions intelligently and critically are 



already well on their way to becoming a master, in my opinion, for one rarely meets 

individuals who have managed to overcome this paradox in a practical way. What we 

should do therefore is create working conditions that guarantee both maximum 

concentration and maximum mental freedom. An almost impossible task that is at odds 

with the demand for end goals, qualifications, competition between art academies, the 

courting of media and all sorts of repressive bureaucratic excesses. Yet we do know that 

the famous decrees about education indeed leave room for rewriting art education in a 

more dynamic, open, easy, and client-oriented way. A couple of years ago the new 

magic word was ‘modules’, which meant block classes in the form of seminars, 

preferably led by guest teachers with some VIP value, so that some of the glory from 

their famous faces would rub off on the organizing ‘emporium’. We will go modular or 

perish, apparently. Modules have the advantage that students can shop around and 

choose either your seminar or mine, but the downside is that some educators will 

continue to jealously guard partitions to make sure that students don’t get off too easily 

by choosing a study career that consists of jumping from one fun seminar to the next as 

soon as the going gets a little bit tough. To this objection I would reply: why would you 

want to stop students who adopt this strategy? Shopping as avoidance behaviour will 

not keep them from the inner emptiness they are trying to escape. Learning to deal with 

art is to a great extent learning to deal with human experience and with oneself. If there 

is one specific thing about art education, it is that one day every student will have to 

stare straight into the mirror of his or her own ambitions. Those ambitions are vague, 

often narcissistic (and why not, nothing wrong with that per se), but this mainly means 

that the students themselves don’t know what they are looking for either. In fact, they 

are searching for meaning that is much more sensitive than looking for a profession. To 

put it in an old-fashioned way, they want to turn their souls into a profession, but they 



pay a high price for this: total personal commitment. For that reason alone, I now 

believe that training to become a master in the arts is one of the most tricky, delicate, 

and perhaps most personality-threatening courses in the entire educational field. Art 

students are almost inevitably confronted with questions about the how, the why and 

the whereto of the thing they have so diligently or timidly conceived. They actually 

should regard their studies as a painful process of self-discovery, a search for reasons 

where reasons can hardly be given, and if there are reasons, these often destroy the 

meaning of the activity. And yet year in, year out, I myself have seen how students, at 

least the real searchers among them, have to go through very painful self-analyses in 

which intimate existential motives go hand-in-hand with all sorts of theories from art 

history. The relationship between empathy and logic is a permanently strained one. 

This is the specific intellectuality of the student who is evolving both intuitively and 

rationally. 

We often ask a lot of art students, sometimes even more than we could handle 

ourselves. There’s nothing wrong with that in itself, but it does require a lot of 

responsibility from us with regard to the intimate dramas we provoke. It requires our 

commitment, guidance, and determination to unhinge these students and then help 

them in rearranging themselves into a workable configuration. It requires from us that 

we take an open enough intellectual position for the students to be able to still conclude 

their serendipity-driven ‘search without purpose’ in some sort of goal-oriented fashion. 

How in God’s name do we explain this to people who stare at computer screens, 

waiting for our budgets, our professional profiles and our employment scores? As to 

the latter: in answering the often pityingly posed question about the percentage of 

employment of students from art schools — often accompanied by vaguely threatening 



budget considerations — we cannot be clear enough. On the one hand we should refuse 

to give such professional guarantees, as we are not training butchers, carpenters, or 

engineers. We cater to a very unpredictable market. On the other hand there is an 

answer that renders unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s: I think that art schools 

today have a very decent score when it comes to their students’ later employment. It’s 

just that this score cannot be calculated in a standard way, because where the students 

end up is quite unpredictable. One student may have studied painting and literature, 

but become a great theatre director — for example, Jan Lauwers. Another may have 

studied to become a window dresser but end up as a successful Wagnerian artist: Jan 

Fabre. A third packs in his study of photography because he is disillusioned, and 

becomes a leading photographer: Dirk Braekman. A fourth studies painting and now 

makes astonishing sculptures: Thierry De Cordier. And the same goes for numerous 

students who may study graphic design and end up in the theatre, study new media 

and suddenly start making wonderful paintings, or train as an actor and end up 

working as a journalist. In the current complex culture market, one simply cannot tell 

what use students may make of their training. Economic serendipity, sure. Mobility 

within the field, sure. 

Against the guild-like model of art institutes I usually oppose my own dream of an art 

school structure: instead of jealously guarded little turfs, we should perhaps first and 

foremost create a kind of central communications studios, where all the teachers and all 

the students who wish to do so may begin or end their day or even spend the entire 

day; a conceptual studio where all cross-references are being practiced through a 

dialogue that starts afresh each day. I sometimes call this a ‘reference studio’, a space 

where we can find out amicably and indiscriminately how to kick-start, for instance, a 



student who makes wonderful photographs but is suddenly completely stuck. A kind 

of pre-modular, philosophical laboratory where anything can be said and is taken 

seriously. Where no starting requirements or end terms loom heavily above the 

searching heads but where light can freely enter. Where one can decide in the morning 

to take students to the museum in the afternoon without having to deal with a lot of red 

tape or repressive surveillance. Where a student may be given an extra month, if 

necessary, or be allowed to change his or her mind three times a year about which 

direction to take. Studios would then become open spaces where any student from any 

discipline can go to any time to find information, learn something, and exchange ideas, 

but also a space where all the colleagues can meet, an extension of the central 

philosophical studio where practice-oriented and theory-oriented people can join forces. 

Unfortunately, many studios still desperately resist such a nomadic school culture. 

As to employment, I can’t help saying that by now we are delivering workers to a sector 

that has seen one of the largest economic booms of the last few decades: the arts and 

cultural sector. Wherever graduates from art education end up, they must always first 

learn to define the criteria for what they intend to do. What we teach them in terms of 

crafts and skills should serve this fundamental question that they have to formulate 

themselves, and not the other way around: first learn the skill and then see what you 

can do with it, a static form of education that no longer fits the present dynamics of the 

artistic field. The first task for art students is to find their own problem and then spend 

half a lifetime trying to find solutions or possible answers. 

Still, didn’t I have a certain art form in mind all the time, one that I have been tacitly 

generalizing? Yes, I must confess. I have been thinking mainly of students of visual art 

who have to find their way nowadays in a hectic industry of images and ideas. I do 



realize that those who wish to become great cello players or pianists may have little use 

for serendipity as an educational principle. But still, but still… Even in training that 

requires stringent forms, a fundamental questioning of the material is of the utmost 

importance, and hence a study trajectory that is as open as possible and does not shrink 

from fundamental philosophical questions. 

Personally, I have taught art agogics for more than a decade at the teacher training 

course of the University College Ghent, Royal Academy of Fine Arts, a course that I 

have often described as a critical deconstruction of merry art goals and associated pep 

talk. By this ‘sabotage’, I mean fighting the inclination of art education to try and 

seamlessly adopt traditional educational techniques and obsolete economic ideas. It is 

not only senseless, but also a gross underestimation of the value of an experimental art 

education that is by nature unpredictable. Let’s not forget how the exact sciences have 

been claiming vehemently for a few generations now that they too have obtained their 

best results through experimental cognition, random theories and serendipity. One only 

has to look at the most common denominators in the philosophy of the last hundred 

and fifty years to demonstrate that unpredictability and serendipity are the most 

striking characteristics of art philosophy. 

Well then, let’s have a little bit more class consciousness when the administrators 

sternly demand all sorts of figures and guarantees from us. Even the creative 

scientists and managers have by now firmly embraced the cognitive model of 

unpredictability. There is nothing wrong with trying to capture unpredictability within 

a structure, however paradoxical this may sound to the Department of Education. 

While both science and economy learn and benefit from creative unpredictability 

models, everywhere in art education we see people still trying hard to capture art 



according to obsolete educational definitions. But they should think just the other way 

around. Serendipity is now the mantra of all contemporary thought, whether it 

concerns economics, science or the arts. This is not where the gap lies. The gap is 

created when the old, not very dynamic and often patronizing version of economically 

based management and bureaucracy raises its head again through rationalization, 

efficiency thinking and optimization fervour in relation to an almost elusive form of 

education. This is where this education collides with so-called innovative ideas about 

purpose, society, and knowledge, wielded by people who want to regulate and predict 

everything. What goes for all fundamental values in society also goes for art education: 

give them the budget and the trust that they need, and leave the rest to them. Precisely 

because they know very well how difficult it is. 

Other than that, art education has the credentials of a contemporary, adapted theory of 

knowledge that neatly concurs with the findings of the latest generation of international 

thinkers. In that sense, art education could do with less modesty and suggest to the 

employability checkers that they could learn something from its experimental cognition, 

instead of being intimidated by them. It is up to art education itself to define open 

educational goals, i.e. open goals without finality. 

It is not art that is faced with a major challenge in the light of education. It is the 

educational bureaucracy that is faced with a major challenge in the light of art. 

Oh yes, what about that first question then, the one I asked at the start of these 

reflections: What is someone who obtains a Ph.D. in visual art? Besides all the other 

things that they are, they are in any case people that mustn’t let themselves be confused 

by the imperatives of popular culture. 


