
 

 

Time to Be Loose 
 

I wrote this text a few days after starting my new job as the head of the Art Institute in Basel. I 

reproduce it here because it is important for me to share these thoughts again, with you, a reader 

that does not want to study art but to know what is going to be different in the future:  

 

“If you’re holding this in your hands, reading, it 

means you are, at least, curious about the Art 

Institute or, perhaps, wondering, ‘What does it 

mean to study art?’ We answer: to study art 

means to be in touch with art, with the 

materials and ideas that constitute it, and with 

an experience of the world that is unlike that 

offered by other studies. To study art means to 

engage as a companion with other artists—

some quite young and some older than that. 

While the Art Institute offers numerous 

opportunities to acquire the skills and 

knowledge necessary in the field of art, it also 

asks you to combine your learning with an 

active and questioning engagement with the 

materials, forms, and relations between media, 

from drawing to digital animation, from 

sculpture to photography, and from 

performance to writing. You enter the Art 

Institute with certain preferences and opinions, 

only to find yourself moving forward with a 

curiosity about how these passions and 

decisions will develop and change in 

conversation with your teachers and peers. 

This development is at the center of the Art 

Institute’s program, the becoming a practicing 

artist occurring in parallel with the becoming a 

curious, aware, and social human being. 

 

The Art Institute asks of you a willingness to 

develop an interest in what you do, what 

others do, and what you do among others. To 

develop an interest in thinking behind, around, 

and ahead. To develop your ability to envision 

forms and ideas that function according to 

logics unfamiliar. To become, thus, a friend of 

the unfamiliar. To inquire not only into the 

nature of form but also into the debates and 

discourses that form and reform within the field 

of art. To take the time to develop your own 

voice within the helpful structure we provide. 

And to accept one thing: that the study of art 

does not provide answers. Rather, the study of 

art moves you towards a better understanding 

of how to ask questions, all the time 

understanding that these questions—and their 

answers—have a public life in which question 

and answer further question questions that 

have already been asked and, perhaps, 

answered, by others. Education at the Art 

Institute occurs in an environment wherein you 

can sense most fully your becoming an artist. 

 

‘What do I need to know?’ you ask. This: that 

an essential part of studying art is continuous 

speculation and experimentation in the field of 

the senses, understanding the mind’s place at 

the center of this work. This is no easy task, 

for your mind must then experiment upon itself 

with equal parts discipline and creativity. You 

must be open to what new contexts of thought 

may provide, or challenge, you with. To be 

open (open to the many catastrophes, failures 

and surprises accompanying the process of 



 

 

testing media, open to the many discourses 

surrounding art practice today) means to be 

constantly engaged in experimentation without 

fear or prejudice, every day, for yourself, and, 

every day, among your artist peers.  

 

The Art Institute is small, rich, dense, and 

warm—a truly human environment. It moves to 

a rhythm combining teacher-led group 

sessions, consisting of discussions and 

presentations of your ideas, with the 

syncopated presence of an increasingly 

numerous group of visiting scholars and artists 

conducting seminars structured around and by 

their own work. The curriculum is composed 

with a strong emphasis on art practice and its 

discussion, asking you to pose broader 

questions concerning the nature of knowledge, 

the politics of the art world, the display of art 

through history, and the forms of social 

performance within the context of art. We base 

our curriculum on the belief that there is no 

divide between practice and theory. Theory is 

merely the ideas you become familiar with 

during your years of study and practice, ideas 

that enliven your development as a practicing 

artist. Art is a process of research that every 

artist understands and undertakes differently. 

Thus, the main task of the Art Institute is to 

nurture this plurality so you can learn how it is 

possible to be socially engaged while 

challenging the given values and forms of 

agreement in the social world.  

 

Art studies today are informed by the myriad 

histories of movements and mass culture, of 

virality, consumerism, information and media, 

of social, economic, and technological 

interactivity, and of how different communities 

and cultures understand the interactions thus 

produced. The student of art must be alert to 

the connections between tradition and 

intuition, between the past, the now, and the 

future. The student of art must see the relation 

between the magical knowledge art provides 

and the episteme science reveals on 

experience, time, light, and being. 

 

The search is for new interactions and new 

ways of connecting and seeing connections. 

How does an artist embrace the increasing 

contagiousness of movements, thoughts, and 

transformations? Though the first instinct of 

the artistic spirit is to seclude and focus 

inward, hide out in the studio and be one’s self 

above all, the awareness that this self (and art 

itself) is produced and defined by the outside 

world must inform the artistic practice.” 

 

This text was written several days after having a long conversation with a friend, also involved in 

art education, though for far longer than myself, who asked me right away: “How are you going to 

define the curricula?” I know, that is “the” question. But I know why I was so happy in coming to the 

Art Institute, a place that has historically refused to give an answer to it. The fact that the institute 

emerged from the School of Applied Arts defined their teaching methods as based on “skill 

classes.” Different from the German or French academies, no masters (female or male) were 

allowed to have a “class.” This made it impossible to entangle the process of learning to a single 

individual or just relate the questions to an specific  media. The video class, the sculpture class, 



 

 

etc. were formed around groups of three teachers and a second group of technical supporters. 

Theory did not, at first, have much of a role, and later on was only a source of pain presenting staff 

and students with “the difference,” separating those who go into practice and those into ideas or 

ideologies. And so, even a year ago, when I arrived, I was facing a small community, fully engaged 

with assisting those who wanted to do art, become artists, but with a very free idea of what that 

means. A first and too fast reaction is to assume that the lack of ideological engagement in framing 

and presenting the questions of art today—or yesterday—to future artists is a bit reactionary, or 

neoromantic, or even irresponsible. But the contrary thought is also possible: it may be a case of 

bold resistance to the fast and growing academicism, to the possibility of defining goals and skills 

in order to capitalize on the time we spend studying art. Reality is between these two poles, 

posing, at least to me, a truly interesting question, which is not about what we exactly learn once in 

an art school but about the nature and the structure of the time once at school in general. Clearly, 

when we talk about teaching we engage with concepts and methodologies that can be defined and 

repeated. The transmission in more classical models was happening through exposure to the 

practice of other artists, the teacher, or through the eloquence of a group able to replace the 

experience of the extraordinariness of an artist with a horizon of current debates and notions key to 

what art is doing today.  

I was thinking that the absence of both poles was the future, even if I was not sure I have the skills 

to face the difficult task to, first, explain to you why I ended up thinking this way, or, second, 

embrace it in a way that will be productive for the future of the community I am now part of.  

 

And so, I came to think of the possibility of learning without a curricula being set, or established in 

an academic way, or expressed through exposure to singular individuals only. After many meetings 

and discussions with the team, it seems that we all agreed that to study or the time one spends at 

study is defined by testing how to “formulate.” To come to terms with material and nonmaterial 

languages, with media and also social performance, seems key to the process of understanding 

the position of one’s understanding of art with the broad contextual situation defined by what we 

call culture but also by the nature of every place. The nature of the Art Institute seems these days 

more important than its culture. That is to explore the mind of the group, the many and very 

complex symmetries that the diverse systems at work in art in a given place and time are 

establishing. Nobody reads over here. Or, well, very few of our students do read in a traditional 

way. They all skip through books, the web; they browse. This could be perceived as a bad habit 

and, without a doubt, it makes it very difficult to find a common background whereby a teacher 

could begin referring to information or references. To push forward a “catch-up” model also seems 

impossible. It would demand exercising pressure in a way that directly conflicts with their 

upbringing. We all know about the compendium culture and how it works in Anglo-Saxon contexts; 

however, they would not even browse through these readers on cultural theory or feminism or 

politics, etc. Looking from these geographical coordinates, it seems that framing questions through 



 

 

“issues” would not get me very far. Do not get me wrong, it would be very misleading to think of 

this group of young art students as uncommitted or unengaged. Far from it. But it is true they are 

situated in a place that it is neither before or after modernism, nor in an “alter-modern” time. It is 

simply that modernity was never expressed in the political, social, or economic system of this 

place. Also, though international, the spirit of the place is shaped by the allure of those coming 

primarily from nonurban areas.  

 

And so we are in the process of developing not a curricula but something that could be called an 

anthropology of our biosphere, of this closed but permeable life system. Let’s put it that way. To 

insist on strict thought or logic—using Bateson’s terms—, to insist on the “tram-line” logic of 

developing strategies in order to foresee what is next or “upcoming,” would be sterile. Not only is 

this briefing of the present and strategizing of the next ideologically very reportable, but also, even 

if we wish to operate in such system, it would be sterile. Somehow I came to think that to spend 

time studying art means basically to build up a double habit of the mind, to produce wild hunches 

and to compel a more formal thinking about these hunches. This is an exercise of actively 

encouraging looseness of thinking and to use this looseness to be able to stand up against the 

rigid concreteness of the new and upcoming as well as the new grids of academicism that are 

flooding the debate on research and art and intelligence with operationalism. I came to think that a 

very interesting class to share would be on breathing. Then we could expand it, sharing some time 

with those that know about plants, or bringing it to the field of gender.  

 

While modernity and its aftermath fosters a compulsion for total communication and total collective 

contemporaneity, it is also constantly generating new projects that repeatedly end in the 

reconquest of radical isolation. Interestingly enough, art and artists participate in these two 

impulses. During the Masters of Art we will, on different occasions, reflect on exactly this need of 

devising languages and functions that defy this “society of total inclusion” by exploring methods of 

development to enhance our consciousness, to engage in forms of (self-) isolation that may 

positively affect the art practice, but also that will contribute to connect the questions of 

intelligence, the importance of display and exposure and the self.  

 

Each artwork is above all the declaration of another new future that is supposed to come about 

once the work, the process, the performance has been executed. But in order to induce such a 

new future one first has to take a leave of absence for oneself, with which the project has 

transferred its agent into a parallel state of heterogeneous time. This other time frame, in turn, is 

undocked from time as experienced by society: it is desynchronized. This is the time we want to 

explore during studying and we want to do so defining individual and collective exercises in order 

to, on the one hand, critically address our current compulsion for total communication and total 

collective contemporaneity, while, on the other, being able to generate new artistic but also 



 

 

collective languages able to address the reconquest of isolation, of thinking paths that could 

contribute to better understanding the relation of art and intelligence, art and consciousness, and 

the future of experience rather than revolving, only, around the issue of production.  

 


