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INVITATION

AGATA SZYMANEK

The classroom, with all its limitations, remains a location of possibility.
In that field of possibility we have the opportunity to labour for freedom,
to demand of ourselves and our comrades, an openness of mind

and heart that allows us to face reality even as we collectively

imagine ways to move beyond boundaries, to transgress.

This is education as the practice of freedom.*

bell hooks

In institutions, learning is often based on group work, but most
of the time this still involves a hierarchical structure. Activities
where people learn from one another by spending time together
and getting to know and understand one another, then exploring
new tools, feelings and spaces together, are an interesting arena.
Thanks to a more open approach to collectivity, we increasingly
alsoinclude non-human entities in our groups. Simply restructur-
ing and expanding the group allows us to discover new, intriguing
starting points for collective learning.

This leads to generating collective knowledge in new ar-
eas. The sheer number of definitions of collective knowledge
and collective knowledge-gathering strategies opens up a very
interesting prospect of collective learning based on diversity.
This perspective operates at different scales and encompasses
an elaborate network of relations.

In this publication, inspired by the question of how collective
learning works across different contexts, I've invited artists, cu-
rators, and educators associated with institutions, organisations
and various initiatives that support collective action to talk to

me about their experience. Thanks to the conversations in this

1 bellhooks, Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom, Rou-
tledge, Taylor & Francis Group, New York—London 1994, p. 207.

volume I was able to learn about different practice-based collec-
tive learning strategies, and it's precisely this practical dimension
that makes them so attractive.

One example are the community residencies organised on
the Vistulariver by Ewa Ciepielewska and Agnieszka Brzezariska.
During a several-week-long river cruise the collective learning
process is activated directly by being in nature, sharing experi-
ences, cooking, resting, and observing the landscape together.
The participants may share a sighting, for example: “You can see
a beaver together. We're on the boat and all of a sudden a frightened
beaver tumbles down the embankment and falls into the river. It was
insane. All of us, all eight of us who were there, will always have this
etched in our collective memories. You can't unsee it. We all have that
experience, the whole crew.”” Here, being together moulds the very
act of perception, creating a shared experience for those who are
therein the moment, and a shared way of looking emerges. Seeing
together thus becomes a form of collective cognition and gives
rise to a collective memory whose quality and emotional depth
is greater thanks to the personal bond forged at that particular
moment.

Since 2024, together with Prof. Jolanta Jastrzab, we have been
running the studio Sztuka w dziataniu (Artin Action) at the Acad-
emy of Fine Arts in Katowice, where we support socially engaged
and participatory projects. The intention underpinning the pres-
ent study was to create a tool that could be used by students, those
working in art education, artists, or anyone else with an interest
in collective work.

The conversations presented here are proof that community
action todayis arich polyphony of practices. The approaches can
differ vastly, accentuate very different aspects of learning or being
inrelationship, but what remains key to all of them is the way they
support attentiveness, mutual listening, and getting to know one
another in the process of sharing an experience.

2 From the conversation with Ewa Ciepielewska.
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Some of the conversations indicate that thisis not an easy task.
Collective action is not an easier alternative to well-established,
hierarchical structures — on the contrary, it requires more time,
understanding, and sensitivity. The process also entails occasion-
al failure, difficult collaborations, or unsuccessful projects — all
of which can cause frustration. As Aneta Rostkowska points out,
collective practices are also sometimes instrumentalised by in-
stitutions, such as grant-giving bodies, which often fail to under-
stand whatis required for good cooperation and whatit actually
looks like. At the same time, well-designed collaborative action
canbe deeply rewarding and take us places we never knew existed.

When considering the contemporary art context at the heart
of Collective Learning Strategies, one cannot fail to notice that
compared to other areas of life, artistic practices are particularly
well adapted to experimenting with different forms of collective
action because they are geared towards sensitivity, openness,
and processuality. Here, art functions as a forum of exchange, not
just a place of individual expression. At the same time, it can be
approached in an interdisciplinary way, as a field that straddles
education, social work and activism; also simply as an opportu-
nity to spend time together or live through something together.
When venturing beyond the art context, the conversations often
shift to fields like law, inmate reintegration, therapy, politics as
well as everyday life and neighbourly relations. It is precisely
thanks to collective practices that art and creative approaches
can penetrate these spheres much more effectively. As as I see
it, all the collective practices described by my interlocutors are
taken up in the hope that what develops in the art context will
spread to other areas of life.

Our publication has a research quality, although the study
itself doesn't have a rigid structure. It's flexible and permeable —
infused with the energy of conversation. I asked my interlocutors
three basic questions related to how collective knowledge can be
generated. First of all, I am interested in the collective learning

strategies my interviewees employ in their artistic, educational
or curatorial practice. I also ask about how they would define
collective knowledge based on their experience. The third key
question is in what direction should we be developing collective
learning methods in the context of the changes occurring in art
institutions, education, and society today. Taken together, these
three questions form the backbone of the study which we then
flesh out together with details regarding the individual practices
of those invited to this project.

The question regarding what type of knowledge we consider to
be mostvaluable sparksreflection on how such knowledge arises
and howitcanbeused. Itis worth emphasising thatin the context
of this study, the value of knowledge is not defined by its univer-
sality or objectivity, but by how readilyit can be deployed to build
connection, broaden horizons, and empower collective agency.

Atthe end of our conversation, Alessandra Saviotti says: “This
is important because it means that knowledge does not follow a hierar-
chy, at least not for me. What you learn by talking to people at the mar-
ket, or speaking with farmers, is as valuable as what you learn at a uni-
versity. For me, it is always a matter of how you use the knowledge.
What do you do with it? Can it lead to something that does not yet
exist? Can you have an epiphany while shopping at the market? For
example, when you see where the tomatoes come from, what does that
tell you? What can you do with that?””

Collective knowledge so defined is not a closed conceptual
system. According to Leigh Biddlecome, collective knowledge

“is not knowledge in the sense of propositional knowledge, but rather
a kind of knowledge about how to communicate multimodally and cre-
ate with a group of people who come with an array of different skill
sets.”* It is rooted in practice, everyday acts of collaboration, ne-
gotiation, and collective decisionmaking. Collective knowledge

is thus embodied and contextual, it emerges in relationship with

3 From the conversation with Alessandra Saviotti.
4 From the conversation with Leigh Biddlecome.
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other people, with the space we spend time in and create in, with
institutions we have dealings with, and with the natural world.

Asked about the definition of collective knowledge, Jolanta
Jastrzab replies: “It's hard to say exactly what it is. I see it as something
that we are continually expanding. We learn from one another, we
look at one another. It's extremely capacious and continually expand-
ing. I like the word 'total'. It's something total, something we gather
and connect, something fluid and open.”

The question of how to work with this knowledge and how to
find common ground invites the search for new collaborative meth-
ods and ways to pass on shared history. Theissue of archiving collec-
tiveknowledge now comes to the fore. Martyna Miller underscores
thatcollective knowledgeis often carried by individualsrather than
documents, which makes it potentially fleeting and ephemeral.
Thus creating a shared archive is tremendously important.

Creative archives, understood as sources of inspiration for
collective undertakings, are studied by Alessandra Saviotti. One
example is the Arte Util Archive; the educational initiatives de-
veloped within the framework of Hacking (Art) Education are
another. The archive so conceived is not just a record but a tool
for actively sustaining communal knowledge. Sara Buraya Boned
talks about the Archivos del Comun project implemented by Mu-
seo Reina Soffa and Red de Conceptualismos del Sur with the sup-
portofthe Foundation for Arts Initiatives (FfAI). Here the archive
is seen as a catalyst of political empowerment and facilitator of re-
flection on common heritage, while emphasising the significance
of joint ownership and the need to counter the appropriation
and monopolisation of memory. Another example is the project
Widok z okna (View From the Window) realised by the DOMIE
collective. Here,local residents were invited tojournal and record
daily events and emotions, both positive and difficult. The project
looked athow an archive can become a platform for relating to one
another and for reflecting on local reality together.

5 From the conversation with Jolanta Jastrzgb.

4

For the purposes of the present study, the word “strategies’
refers to ways of organising and experiencing the learning pro-
cess within a community, but the focus is not on strategies
in the instrumental sense but on practices that shape relations
between participants and inform the collaboration format
and knowledge-sharing. The strategies mentioned by interview-
ees include: sharing happiness, working toward compromise,
stretching time, using the everyday, searching for authenticity,
engaged withdrawal, Narrative Exposure Therapy, or striving
for degrowth.

“AS: Can psychoactivity be a collective learning strategy?

Ewa Ciepielewska: I think that collective action can be psy-
choactive in and of itself, even if you're not using any substances.
In deep altered states, like after taking mushrooms, LSD or even
smoking marijuana, acts of transcending everyday perception to-
gether lead to greater closeness and connection. It's the same in other
situations: when you take part in an activity, or you weather a storm
in the mountains together, or you go through a difficult experience.
It brings people together, one naturally seeks proximity and support.
A need for mutuality, mutual attraction, emerges.”®

In this understanding, a strategy is not a set plan but an open
design that evolves along with context, group dynamics, and
needs. Alessandra Saviotti says: “For me, it is not interesting to
have the idea of a programme or curriculum as a fixed structure
which I could give to the students and they just follow it. It is more
interesting to have a draft or a sketch that the community or group
of people can complete together with me.”” In this vein, strategies
are orientation points that help those participating in a collective
process navigate complex and often unpredictable situations.

When reflecting on the sort of imagination that supports
collective learning, it might be said that collective learning

6 From the conversation with Ewa Ciepielewska.
7 From the conversation with Alessandra Saviotti.

13



14

requires a relational imagination, the ability to see oneself as
part of an interconnected network. This type of imagination is
open to difference and helps us grasp the complexity of the world
around us. It not only operates as alearning and cognitive meth-
od but can also contribute to greater empathy.

The issue of managing collective time is often raised
in the conversations. Unlike results-oriented projects, collective
activities often follow a different rhythm. They require greater
attentiveness and openness to the process, where time must
be stretched in order to make room for relationships, feelings,
and personal change. In this context, deciding how we spend
our time and reflecting on the significance of moments that
outlast specific tasks becomes paramount. As Aneta Rostkowska
says: “I often see how doing something together turns into some-
thing functional: 'an hour on Zoom and see you later'. Those who
do this have no idea that collective work requires totally different
conditions. That people have to have dinner together every once
in a while or just hang out in one room, give it time and talk about
totally unrelated things.”®

At the same time when thinking about the space that comes
into being during collective activities, we are not talking about
a precisely defined and delineated space, but a dynamic field
that emerges in the encounter between participants and thanks
to what they are doing together. It isn't merely a physical place,
but one thatincludes the intention and attentiveness we bring to
it. The organiser of the artistic residency programme in Gyumri,
Armenia, Mary Mikaelyan, says: “We like to think of the space as
something that can be offered to the people who live there, a space
to meet, to be together as neighbours, and to spend time together. It
becomes a kind of community space informed by the presence and in-
itiative of each artist. Sometimes, for example, artists who work with
sound or music come, and the space turns into a music workshop. Kids
might start learning something, like how to play an instrument. If

8 From the conversation with Aneta Rostkowska

an artist works with drawing, the children and others learn how to
express themselves through drawing. So, using different media, and de-
pending on the artist and the occasion, people of different generations
are invited to share the space, to exchange knowledge, skills, and ideas
— and simply to spend time together.”®
Today virtual space also plays an important role. Katie Za-
zenski and Leigh Biddlecome point out that the internet has
become an extension of communal space, a place where different
identities can co-exist. Digital space welcomes those previously
excluded from artistic and collective life. It is a still undefined
area and one that's rapidly evolving, and might in the future
become an ideal place for exploring new forms of community.
“The internet also has this potential of a space where people who
previously lacked access or power to participate can now do so in a dif-
ferent way. It is even more possible to have larger collectives, collective
knowledge, knowledge pools, and spaces for learning through the in-
ternet and this kind of sharing. There is also the space of shadows

— sometimes it is more powerful, more empowering, to be able to work
in the space where there is blur, where there is some veiling. That’s
definitely a component of this, too.”"

A recurring theme is how artistic and educational prac-
tices can impact institutions and how those institutions can
in turn be transformed from the inside. The idea of impacting
art and academic institutions from the inside, as well as using
existing structures to create more inclusive and open venues
finds expression in the conversations with Sara Buraya Boned,
Alessandra Saviotti and Jolanta Jastrzgb. These efforts focus
on renegotiating the rules and expanding the field of possible
activity. In practice this means setting up alternative structures,
for instance ones that include people from outside the institu-
tion, experimental education programmes, or workshops that
promote new modes of cooperation. Such endeavours are not

9 From the conversation with Mary Mikaelyan.
10 From the conversation with Katie Zazenski.
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always free of tension; they require an ability to compromise
and an awareness of limits. Yet it is precisely through negoti-
ation that their transformative potential unfolds, making it
possible to test new ways of working.

SaraBurayaBoned describes workshopsorganised atthe Reina
Sofia Museum by Paula Pin and Laura Benitez, involving building
self-made microscopes using a cheap online camera.

“In the end it became something like a witch club, sharing forbid-
den, non-commercial knowledge related to our bodies, but also to our
subjectivities, affects, and feminist militancy. Within the span of five
days a new collective body was created. It was truly transformative
for all of us. On the final day we were naked, examining one another’s
cervices, collecting cells, and exploring them with the microscopes we
had built together.

We could see our own body’s cells on the screen. This is something
one would never imagine happening inside a museum, within the reg-
ulated space of the white cube. Yet such an experience became possible
when it was grounded in trust and in a temporary autonomous com-
munity that shared both witchcraft and scientific knowledge about
their bodies.” "

Akey problem that also emerges in this context has to do with
new ways of understanding the economy. Alessandra Saviotti's
project DPE — Decentralising Political Economies, realised together
with Poppy Bowers and John Byrne, is an example of this quest.
Using the Arte Util Archive project database, the project showcas-
estools that can help people explore alternative economic models.
Seen through this lens economics is no longer arcane — we can
trace it back to our daily lives.

The emotional economy, i.e. managing energy, passion, en-
gagement but also burnout within the framework of collective
endeavours holds an important place in the publication. When
describing the experience of co-creating DOMIE, Martyna Miller
says: “because this type of work, aside from being unpaid and often

11 From the conversation with Sara Buraya Boned.

very demanding, is very energy-consuming and requires a high degree

of self-awareness, it easily leads to burnout. We know of many different

collective initiatives or spaces that simply ended, for avariety of reasons.
And the knowledge disappeared along with them.” The conversa-
tions suggest that managing your emotions is very important

in collective work and helps us find one another in today's world,
while making us resilient to crises that affect us.

On this note, Leigh Biddlecome and I talk about the crises
around us and about ways of dealing with them. One way to re-
spond is with collective creativity, because given the complexity
of these crises, simple, streamlined solutions no longer work:

“how to make meaning of what is happening. For me, the only way to
do that is through dance, writing, engagement with other art forms,
and ideally through being and creating with other people. If you try to
do it alone all the time, it can feel overwhelming in the face of a crisis.
That is why the idea of collective voice feels essential to me.”"

Working on Collective Learning Strategies has been a very re-
warding process and I am proud to have met these extraordinary
individuals on my pathin art and education. I think that they are
channelling their enthusiasm in the right direction and inspiring
others to develop new, interesting and transformative artistic
activities. My interlocutors are people who are not afraid to ex-
periment. They are open, sensitive to their fellow humans and to
the environment, and in tune with the places they co-create.I am
very grateful to them for accepting my invitation.

In her curatorial work, Kathryn (Katie) Zazenski, the founder
of Fringe Warszawa and Stroboskop gallery, highlights the need
for projects like Community Critique, which create a space of di-
alogue that welcomes people from diverse backgrounds. At
the same time she emphasises the significance of activities that
happened during the pandemic when it was necessary to adapt
art projects to emergency measures, which sparked a search for

12 From the conversation with Martyna Miller.
13 From the conversation with Leigh Biddlecome.
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new formats and venues. Katie also highlights how important
itis to understand group dynamics when doing collective work,
including the role of ego and of the emotions which play an im-
portant part in the collaborative process. As she notes, genuine
engagement in cooperative endeavours requires openness, hon-
esty, and a willingness to be vulnerable.

The conversation with artist Martyna Miller, co-founder
of DOMIE, brings an interesting perspective on ways of creat-
ing a community that might incorporate a non-human body,
such as the body of a building. The DOMIE collective adapted
an abandoned building in $w Marcina streetin Poznas. This type
of approach identifies new sources of knowledge and expands our
understanding of community. In this case, the collective had to
gain administrative and technical knowledge in order to take
care of the building. The initiative also brings an opportunity
to build neighbourly relations with local residents and to create
a shared archive.

The conversation with Aneta Rostkowska, the head of the Tem-
porary Galleryin Cologne, features considerations on the nature
of knowledge, classical and discursive definitions of knowledge,
and the distinction between “knowing that” and “knowing how”.
Aneta Rostkowska spells out her personal perspective on collective
workbased on her curatorial experience as well as her everyday ex-
perience, forinstance sharing aflat. She underscores thatspending
time together outside of formal meetings and goal-oriented effort
isveryimportantin collective work. She also mentions Narrative
Exposure Therapy, an interesting therapeutic modality that may
be used for getting to know each other in the collective process.

Camilo Pachdn, an artist from Bogota, talks about collective
work based on experience he gained while working with different
communities in Columbia, in particular within the framework
of audiovisual and film projects. Film — a medium that by defi-
nition involves collaboration and requires a host of different
competencies — becomes his backdrop for critical reflection

on hierarchical production methods. He asks how the process
of making a film can be made into an even playing field, where
the entire community contributes to the narrative and speaks
in its own voice. At the same time Camilo also introduces an in-
teresting perspective when talking about the art world under-
stood as the art community and about how we could change
our thinking in order to simultaneously take care of our own
art community.

The artist and curator of the residency space Art Basis
in Gyumri, Armenia, Mary Mikaelyan, describes ways of in-
troducing art practices into a local community. The residency
is housed in a residential estate built for people who were left
homeless in the wake of the disastrous earthquake in the Spitak
region in 1988. This makes it a very special setting. Mary talks
about the residents and the connections that form between
the local community and the resident artists, emphasising how
these projects affect the life of the neighbourhood. She points
out that new collective learning strategies come into being every
time and are unique and informed by whatever conditions are
present.

Alessandra Saviotti, curator of UNIDEE Residency Programs
in Cittadellarte — Fondazione Pistoletto in Biella, Italy, alludes
to her educational practice, reflecting on creating open, flexible
curricula and “hacking” art education to make it more inclusive
and relational. We also talk about the concept of the Not-Yet, un-
derstood as the power of art and imagination to create things that
don't yet exist. Alessandra talks about her research on Arte Util

—art conceived so as to bring about real social change.

Sara Buraya Boned, who does her research and social work
at Museo Reina Sofia in Madrid, brings a viewpoint grounded
in institutional practice. The initiatives she is engaged in ex-
plore institutional change driven from the inside and show how
the personal goals of those working to bring the artistic experi-
ence to outsiders can become an integral part of an institution's
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way of operating. She also uses the notion of “unexpected partner”,
i.e. an unexpected, unannounced person or group that becomes
involved in a collaborative project. This type of partner has the po-
tential to transform the space of an institution and open it up to
new forms of collaboration.

The conversation with Ewa Ciepielewska touches on how
experiencing nature and spending time in nature creates oppor-
tunities for community practices. Striving for well-being together
and trying to understand how love and happiness can facilitate
collective learning is an interesting dimension of collective action.
The artist emphasises that feelings and emotional engagement
are crucial to the learning process; they instil the desire to learn
and make us receptive to new ideas. We also talk about how com-
munity practices involving being in nature could be deployed
in the field of inmate resocialisation and reintegration.

With Jolanta Jastrzab we reflect on how an art-therapy-based
group process can facilitate collective learning and how every-
day life can be artified. Jolanta cites examples from her social
work and the research and art therapy projects she has done.
She reflects on how research can be set up to be done collectively
and talks about the role of interdisciplinarity in this process. She
underlines that collective research is a demanding and complex
task predicated on the ability to compromise.

Italk to researcher and facilitator Leigh Biddlecome about cri-
ses and how to identify collective learning strategies in the face
of contemporary political, ecological and social upheavals, as
well as the metacrises affecting various areas of our lives today.
We ponder how different strategies may grow out of working
with the body and observing the body mindfully, as well as from
practices that introduce the body as a source of knowledge into
the space of institutions. Our conversation also touches on au-
thenticity, its role in the process of learning and building rela-
tionships, and the idea of postgrowth, understood as the search
for alternative, sustainable development pathways.

21



KATHRYN
ZAZENSKI

Artist, curator, writer, editor and lecturer
whose practice is centred around cultural
production and community building in in-
dependent, artist-led communities. Since
2018 she has directed the Warsaw-based
independent art space Stroboskop, where
she has produced 50+ exhibitions as well
as critical partnerships with international
artist-led projects. In 2020, Zazenski be-
gan editing and writing for BLOK magazine
where she developed the monthly column
“Off-space Q + A”, featuring artist-led spaces
and projects from the CEE region. In 2021,
she became co-editor-in-chief, which she
co-stewarded until February 2024. The ed-
itorial team formally resigned in April 2024
and together launched MOST magazine,
of which Zazenski is co-founder and co-
editor-in-chief.

In 2022, Zazenski also founded
FRINGE Warszawa, an annual event that
platforms artist-led, grassroots spaces
and projects in Warsaw. Zazenski currently
co-organizes the project with a small team,
who are working to ensure that FRINGE
remains a critical platform for independ-
ent contemporary art in Poland. Zazenski
received her Master of Fine Arts degree
in Sculpture from Cranbrook Academy
of Art (USA) and is a two-time Fulbright
Program scholar in Poland, where she has
lived since 2015.
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Image from the opening of WARSAW=KIN<BERLIN at super bien! One of the two exhibitions co-curated by Elisabeth

Sonneck (super bien!) and Katie Zazenski (Str on the ities of artist-run spaces, the people that
run them, and the communities that are built around them. Each exhibition featured two works by artists or collectives
represented by six artist-run spaces each from Warsaw and Berlin. Berlin, April 2023. Photo: Katie Zazenski.
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GUNIBO

A CONVERSATION
WITH KATHRYN (KATIE)
ZAZENSKI

Your practice as an artist, curator, writer, and editor is deep-
ly rooted in creating and supporting independent cultural
communities. Through your long-term involvement with Stro-
boskop, your editorial work at BLOK Magazine and now MOST
magazine, and the creation of FRINGE Warszawa, you've built
platforms that elevate voices and practices often overlooked
by dominant institutions. Given your experience, how do you
see the role of spaces like Stroboskop in shaping or holding
collective knowledge?

Ithink the goalin everything thatIdo [at Stroboskop] is to make it
aplace for people. A place for people to show and talk about their
work, and for people to see artworks. I think essentially this whole
place is a kind of knowledge-collecting space in some ways. We
don't have this typical production exchange or money exchange.
Our real value lies in what people bring and what people give,
and what people share, because that's all it really is.

Since we're an artist-run space and don’t have or earn money,
we can’t pay the artists we work with, but still, we have value to
exchange. We supportpeople with concept development, curation,
installation, sometimes sourcing materials or solutions, promotion,
and visibility, etc. We give our expertise and our community as a way
ofthanking and supporting the artists who choose towork with us.

Before COVID we were doing in-person meetings that we
were calling Community Crit—like Community Critique. The point
of those meetings was to provide a place where you could meet
other artists or people not only working in but simply interest-
ed in contemporary culture, talk about your practice in a group,
or you could talk about really anything that felt relevant. It
was an open platform for people to feel like they could engage

more with the contemporary art space, whether it be their own,
or the more public art space. Sometimes during our meetings
we had scientists, sometimes musicians. And always, there were
artists. Naturally, when you're presenting your work in front
of a scientist, there's automatically going to be ideas and ques-
tions exchanged that are completely different from what you'd
experience in a more homogeneous bubble.

Thatwas alwaysreally interesting for me —to see how different
ideas would evolve from the random people who would come to
these meetings. Then when COVID happenedin the spring 0f 2020,
when we first wentinto lockdown, we worked together with alocal
organization focused on allotment gardens, and started a project
that we called Spring Fling, of growing mushroomsin abathtubin-
side Stroboskop. This was both a philosophical as well as a physical,
material experiment—we were thinking about the rhizome and how
communities work when our main source of connection is broken.
When we can’t physically be together anymore. How do we still
shareknowledge? How do we still supporteach other and build com-
munityin times when our main way of doing thatis blocked from us?

And so in connection with this project, we created a kind
of online platform modeled after Community Crit, where people
could share whatever they wanted via Facebook and Instagram
Live. We had meetings with artists around the world; there was
an old-school slide projection night by Welsh artist Dafydd Wil-
liams, there was yoga, there was a performance of the online work
The System by American artist Carrie Sijia Wang, one former art-
ist-couple hosted a cooking “show”. Over the course of four hours,
Sarah Pearl and Zachary Titford made gumbo, a typical Southern
dish that Titford grew up with. It was wild.

Do you think collective learning works better when a group
starts with a clear purpose and then builds tools and strat-
egies around it, or can it also grow out of just being open to
any possibility, without a fixed goal?
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These collective activities for learning are so different, and you
can do so many different things to learn together. And it could be,
like, with purpose, without purpose, with a lot of people or with
a small group.

When we say community, I think the general image is often
of a group of people — ten, fifteen, or more. But actually, couldn’t
itbe just more than one? It could be just two people. Exchanging
knowledge is something we do every day, in different ways, like
right now. This conversation is an exchange of knowledge. I feel
like community can be a mindset, or a perspective, it doesn’t
only have to be a physical thing with a clearly defined structure
or goal. It’s a way of being, a way of experiencing the world, of en-
countering other people, a mentality of learning, questioning,
engaging, of remembering that there is consequence and respon-
sibility and opportunity in thinking and acting outside of just for
ourselves. This experience of creating and sharing knowledge
takes the form of community through its scope.

This might be a slightly twisted way of putting it, but I think
an interesting element in all of this is the question: what is
a community? It's a group of people who, theoretically, trust
each other and are vulnerable with each other. That’s a really
critical element. And if you can have a situation where you can
be vulnerable with someone, where you can trust someone, then
that automatically becomes a space of knowledge and of learning
and of building.

In a collective, to work with each other, you have to start by

getting to know one another, or knowing who knows what.
I have to bring my skill set, and that means [ have to want to share
my information. And why would I want to share the information
thatThave? It's either because I care about these people, or [ want
them to succeed, or I want us to succeed together.

I think it’s actually quite fascinating — this border between
the individual and the collective really shapes the success

of collective knowledge. And it’s really difficult! I think the uto-
pian understanding of collective knowledge sharing and genera-
tion somehow implies that the ego or the strong, individualized
sense of self goes away, or kind of melts into the fold of the group.
But in my experience, especially in a critical situation, it often
rather gets intensified! Of course not always, but it is a really
delicate balance. Sometimes we have to have one or two clear
voices that are leading, and sometimes we can’t always wait for
the 75 individuals to cast their vote even though we decided
we would follow a democratic model. I think one of the most
critical things to remember in these spaces is that there needs
to be constant evaluation, both of the self and of the group: do
the goals we set out to achieve still apply, are our strategies
working, if they’re not, how do we shift to work better, etc? It’s

constant learning.

How to deal with that kind of situation?

I'm thinking about one situation in particular where we were
working collectively, butit was very clear that there were certain
agendas, and the spirit wasn't as shared as it was intended to be,
or asitwas pretending to be. So again, it comes down to the goals.
Is this going to be damaging to my individual selfif I participate
in this? And if not, okay. I can go along with it. We can still share
things, we can still learn things. But Imightjustend up learning
different things than I thought I was going to learn.

Maybe it’s because when you collaborate with people you
grow close to that process, you stop controlling your ego so
much. At least you don’t feel the need to pretend anymore.
You just act naturally. There are actually so many skills you
learn through collective learning, also how to express your-
self in a group.

I was just listening to a podcast where they were talking about
how situational power and collectivity are related, and the dif-
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ference between when it's just you and me sitting here in con-
versation, and when that shifts into an us versus them dynamic.

Ashumans, we have this natural tendency to treat everything
subjectively. If you and I were in a room together, suddenly we
would have this kind of shared connection simply because we’re
inthe same room. And thenif all of a sudden, there are two people
on the other side of that wall, you and I now have an allegiance we
didn’t have before. There is an element of space and scale.

The underlying dynamic is that we are constantly forming
groups and constantly categorizing, figuring out where we fit
and where others fit, or don’t fit. And it changes all the time.
One person can be on the inside of a group in one situation
and on the outside in another. It’s contextual and fluid. And I think
that’s a really fascinating component of community.

So going back to your question, about expressing yourself,
I think this is also related to what I mentioned earlier; it’s super
important to constantly be asking questions in these kinds of set-
tings, to be self-critical (and self meaning both the individual self
and the “group” self, the community “self”), because typically,
the group naturally has more power than the individual because
itis the collection of individual power acting together. So if some
voices are not able to be expressed, or are drowned out, that’s
aproblem. And some people are naturally comfortable being vocal
and some are not, so there has to be space to accommodate all
of this but also not to be swallowed up in the negotiation of it.

You mentioned the scale of collectivity, or the scale of knowl-
edge-sharing and communities. How do you imagine learning
collectively at a much bigger scale?

When you mentioned a bigger scale, I immediately thought
of the internet and social media. The last time I was active in my
artpractice, about two years ago, I was working a lot with the in-
ternet, and how it has given power and freedom to people who
were previously unable to participate or be part of collectives

in the physical, place-based world. My bias for along time was to
think from avery privileged, normative experience —an able-bod-
ied, hearing, seeing population, one that shares a common lan-
guage, that has access.

The internet also has this potential of a space where people
who previously lacked access or power to participate can now
do so in a different way. It is even more possible to have larger
collectives, collective knowledge, knowledge pools, and spaces
for learning through the internet and this kind of sharing. There
is also the space of shadows — sometimes it is more powerful,
more empowering, to be able to work in the space where there is
blur, where there is some veiling. That’s definitely a component
of this, too.

What do you think about the idea of more open collectives—for
example post-human collectives, collectives that could include
non-human persons. | think this is a really interesting aspect
because when we include different kinds of beings in a col-
lective, we access completely different forms of knowledge.

Thisis certainly not my area of expertise (!), butIdo thinkin gen-
eral that there is nothing that we can’t learn from. I mean, if we
look at this project I mentioned at the start of COVID, where we
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were looking at mycelium as a way to think about how to be
more resilient as a community who had lost our primary modus
of functioning. There are so many non-human resources that are
absolutely critical. We can think about symbiotic, commensalist,
mutualistic relations that we can observe in different species,
and I think it’s quite expected that these relations are inter-spe-
cies, it’s how a healthy ecosystem works. That’s actually a word
that hasn’t entered our conversation yet but is one that for me is
fundamental, absolutely critical. Acommunity functions within
an ecosystem, and a healthy ecosystem is diverse. We seeitin na-
ture, we see how human-manufactured monocultures are abso-
lutely disastrous —justlook at farming in the US, it’s a completely
dependent system thatrequires massive amounts of intervention
just to have basic production. Of course scale is a massive factor,
too. Butif we look at biodiverse systems, the different organisms
work together in balance to keep the whole system functioning.
Thereis adaptation and resilience, aka knowledge accumulation,
learning. This is critical.

This connects with what you said earlier: when we think
about collectives, we tend to imagine a group of people who
think in similar ways. But people who think differently are
usually not your friends. So the real question becomes: how
do we include those who are different from us?

That’s areally tough one to answer, butI think at the end of the day
itcomes down to being willing and able to compromise. And again,
to be constantly re-evaluating your actions, motives, goals. This is
something that we discuss a lot as an organizing team of FRINGE,
because we have a certain set of values that we want to uphold,
butwe also don’twantto be exclusionary or exclusive. And, the peo-
ple who have joined us might have very different interpretations
of these values, but that doesn’t mean they are wrong. So I guess
the thing is you have to be genuinely open, not just performing it,
or speakingit. Ithasto be authentic, and youhave to be vulnerable.

What could be the future of collective learning?

I think at the end of the day, we need each other, and we need to
be both generous and gentle, hopeful and curious. I'm sure this
sounds naive, but I do believe it. I don’t know if learning is possi-
ble without some level of humility, and I think that's what these

characteristics, or qualities, ultimately signal to.
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Brak Lasu (The Lack of Forest), meeting with the ity (soil profile ing), memorial site at the mound-sculpture

by Lake $pierewnik, near the village of Suszek, Bory Tucholskie, 2022. Photo: Anka Zajkowska.
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Arts in 2022 from the University of the Arts
in Poznan. She is a co-founder of the duo
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CARES

A CONVERSATION
WITH MIARTYNA
MILLER

The artistic and research activities you undertake arise from
a thoroughly interdisciplinary approach that spans visual
arts, film, performance, and community action.® You are
part of DOMIE, a space informed by experimentation and
concern. Your work often focuses on the body, memory, and
nature as catalysts of transformational change. In projects
like Memory Carp, Intimacy of Waters and Sexinsitu you talk
about intimacy, healing and the community experience of the
real, deploying hydro-activism as a strategy. In this context,
I'd like to ask you how you understand collective learning
strategies? What practices and relationships make it pos-
sible to generate knowledge collectively in your projects?

The project Sexinsitu is akind of attempt to create a universe that
is about the sexual experience and how it can be rendered visually
or understood more closely. This wouldn't be possible without the
inputof all the participants. Soit's a type of alternative economy
involving the exchange of goods. I invite someone to something,
and they give me something. Then, based on this gift, we both
obtain some kind of information and we can talk about it.

With regard to generating collective knowledge, this project
has been crucial to me because here I developed ways of working
with the body that didn't exist before. So the participants, who
number about 70 right now, are probably the only people on Earth
to have had this experience. It's a unique repository. It's also an
experiment, because through this process we are learning what

1 For more on DOMIE, see the Radio Kapitat podcast, an interview with Marty-
na Miller and Katarzyna Wojtczak in SZUM magazine: DOMIE — miejsce, do
ktérego dgzymy and the publication Acting Together / Wspétdziatanie (ed. Z.
Nierodzinska, ). Zwierzynski, Galeria Miejska Arsenat, 2022,)

that experience feels like, we are observing whether it's having
an impact on us, whether it's building connection or resonating
with other people, and also where the boundaries of our comfort
zone are.

I believe that art is an amazing tool and site of knowledge
production. I view my own activities as doing art and research.
I have a PhD in fine arts, I am sometimes a lecturer. Setting up
places or situations that occasion deeper reflection on the real
hasbeen part of many of my projects. I have been conducting the
project Brak Lasu (The Lack of Forest) in the Tuchola Forest since
2018, where I'm working with a community whose landscape
hasbeenrendered bare by a hurricane. I have been documenting
this site for years, collecting local stories; with the help of local
organisations I have also created the eco-monument and meeting
place KOPIEC (Mound) — an area staked out in the production
forest,commemorating the losses and featuring aland-artinstal-
lation comprising about a hundred roots of trees uprooted by the
hurricane. I strive to translate the everyday reality of no-forest
into objects and artefacts using matter left behind by the hurri-
cane — wood, plants, and soil from the area which I then return
to the community as exhibitions — another pretext to meet and
reflect together. It's a unique type of archive that will go down in
the history of this place. The project serves as a sort of buffer to
mitigate the impact of change, it's a form of short-term support.
It also recognises the significance of the event in the emotional
and regional realm, but also in relation to global environmental
changes. Finally, it's also a way of establishing connection and
practising exchange and mutuality, which are so important in
my practice.

Meanwhile the project DOMIE arose in response to the lack
of a mutual-support space at the University of the Arts in Poznan.
We didn't like the fact that there was no space for collective work,
nowhere to converse, that there was essentially only a master/
student system in place, where you only talk to your professor
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— usually a man — which was also exclusionary with regard to
feminist art or arts that don't replicate the structure of formal
academic art.

There was only one female professor in my department, and
she was dismissed when I was doing my PhD. And that was sort
of the final straw. Both me and Kasia Wojtczak, with whom I em-
barked on this project, had lived abroad and done collective work
in squats and on the anarchist scene within the framework of
para-educational activities or working with local communities
to prevent exclusion. We just had this feeling that “something's
missing here and we want to create a space where people could
experience reality differently, spend time together, and create
according to their own rules”.

Initially DOMIE was supposed to be an art studio. There were
five of us: myself, Kasia Wojtczak, Magda Starska, Diana Lelonek
and Dawid Misiorny, and together we decided to set it up in an
abandoned building on Dgbrowskiego street in Poznan. Only
some people dropped out even before we got the building... So
only three of us were left at that point (Kasia, Dawid and I), and
then a few months later it was just me and Kasia. To be honest, it
was lots of work. Work where you don't know if things won't get
stuck or stalled somewhere and the whole thing's just going to
be a waste of energy, or if it's going to be amazing in the end. It
was really a big-time experiment. Actually, since the beginning
we've been calling it an experiment in collective self-care.

In hindsight, what made it possible for us to develop the
project and not lose track of the initial idea was our focus on
the building rather than ourselves and what we wanted to do.
The main goal was to prepare the building, to restore life to this
ruin, this forgotten, unwanted and dirty thing. I felt that by
reclaiming the place we could forge some kind of bond, not just
among ourselves —a bond between a group of people and a place,
aneighbourhood, an idea. Some people identified with this call-
ing; they would simply enter the space and find themselves within

DOMIE's orbit. We wanted them to feel ownership of the space
too. This is important to me. I think of DOMIE as a shared re-
source. We like to think about it as a commons. Of course the
building is technically owned by the city, but as a result of neglect
itdoesn't really belong to anyone, and the city has done nothing
to look after it all those years. In some sense it has now taken on
the features of a common good that we are trying to bring to pub-
lic attention and whose story we are trying to tell. We are working
to create our own resource which we can hopefully eventually
rescue from the capitalist logic of city property sales, and to se-
cure the site for creative labour, hanging out together, and doing

things with our neighbours. We deserve to have such a place.

Have you developed any strategies for gathering collective
knowledge?

Collective knowledge, or, generally speaking, strategies, rules,
principles, and practices emerge very slowly because there are
so many variables. For a start, a collective is a community. Every
person contributes a new quality or behaviour. Only after a series
of different experiences can you evaluate them and conclude that,
say, something was better, or “let's go more in this direction”,
“we need to avoid that”, etc. We also need to factor in the group
dynamics which involve constant negotiation. It's continual work,
continual dialogue. Openness to dialogue is a precondition for
being part of a collective. If people rotate, or if the place is only
temporary and keeps changing, then some part of the knowledge
islost. You need to build things again from the ground up, differ-
ently. The problem with collective work is lack of continuity and
reliance on people rather than procedures. This has its charms
but also its consequences; often knowledge is lost if individuals
leave. And because this type of work, aside from being unpaid
and often very demanding, is very energy-consuming and re-
quires a high degree of self-awareness, it easily leads to burnout.
We know of many different collective initiatives or spaces that
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ity during the ing of the concluding the multi-month project Widok z okna

(View From the Window) by Martyna Miller, in collaboration with Rafat Zarski, coordination: Go$ Patalas, within the
project Creatures — Creative Practices of Transformative Futures (Martyna Miller’s collaboration with the University of
Sussex and the Creatures team), DOMIE, 2023. Photo: Cezary Ostrowski.
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simply ended, for a variety of reasons.
And the knowledge disappeared along
with them.

Once you've determined how you
want to work with someone, and vice
versa, and then this person goes away
and three new people step in, you need
to startall over again. We've seen such
changesin our collective. We were two
at the beginning and we were able to
handle everything between the two of
us, though not always perfectly. Now
the association has four people, and
soon there will be more. Each new sit-
uation reconfigures the relationships,
soyou always have to start from square
one. Every new person who arrives
has to go through all the stages; we
can support them on this journey, but
we can't influence them. There are no
shortcuts here because you simply can't explain something ver-
bally without the experiential part. It's also hard to give someone
responsibility if you can see that they need more time to get there.
There's aneed for lots of emotional and care work to understand
what each person needs at a particular time and how we can
cover the bases.

Our activities involve volunteering for specific tasks. We di-
vide up the work ourselves. There is no boss supervising us, so
we need to negotiate with each other to decide who does what.
And considering that often there are no clear criteria, no wages
or working hours and so on, this needs o be handled delicately
without generating conflict. Because the worst thing that can
happen is for one person to realise that they're always working
more than the others.. The human factor is very important, purity

of intentions, knowing your boundaries and having a clear idea
of the goals you want to achieve within the framework of the
collective so you can both pursue your own path and give to the
community.

Earlier, you mentioned that knowledge disappears when
people drop out, so how can you preserve and store such
knowledge?

Ithinkit's possible if you create a shared story. I'm talking about
articulating certain things, because sharing experiences and
spending time together is one thing, and has unique value, but
it's very hard to transmit this because things happen in the here
and now and then they stop. That's why it's so important to con-
structnarratives, to talk about specific situations, to work in line
with the assumptions and categories we've agreed upon, to have
quality evaluation and to make sure we can tell each other what
we saw happen. If everyone agrees, we have a frame of reference.
Ithinkit's very important to have a sense of common experience,
to articulate things, to talk, and then to write down these stories.
I'm obsessed with making an archive and creating doc-
umentation. I think this is crucial when it comes to collective
knowledge. And not just having a bunch of impressions, a spat-
tering, as it were. When working on Widok z okna (View From the
Window), a project we did with our neighbours at my initiative,
we wrote journals together. We agreed that after spending time
together we would write down our impressions, whatever was
meaningful to us, the feelings that came up, and the fears. I think
that making this record was very insightful, especially as it was
a difficult process on the personal level, since we were working
with people going through life crises. The fact that at the end we
could read our writing to each other and compare notes gave us
motivation and tools to continue this work; it also shed light on
what to avoid. At the end we combined all the stories into a zine-
type book. The publication beautifully conveys the experiences of
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the many people who took part in our picnics and in the Widok
z okna project.

In DOMIE, storage occurs on several levels. There's the dia-
logue with the city and how we're creating a legal/political prec-
edent. That's an important element. I can see over the years how
our activities around DOMIE have really led to a change of policy
atcity hall. For example, within the framework of the programme
Lokal na kulturg (Venues for Culture) we were able to negotiate
arent exemption for a period of over one year. First for ourselves,
and then also for other initiatives. Since we were successful, why
nothelp others? It worked. The city's Culture Departmentreached
agreement with the ZKZK (Communal Building Stock Board). This
example shows that making a gesture, bringing about a new situ-
ation, or simply articulating things that were previously common
knowledge but not talked about publicly, can lead to real change.

The story of our initiative is also told by the letters and doc-
uments we've exchanged with the city. One of them, about re-
pairing a leaking roof, even found its way into the collection of
Galeria Miejska Arsenal. We negotiated tooth and nail to obtain
aid, renovation-oriented and financial, until the building was
brought to a safe baseline state. Legally speaking, the city as the
owner is responsible for its maintenance and safety, but in spite
of this the spaces offered for cultural and other non-commercial
purposes are often handed over in a very bad condition. That
shouldn'tbe the case, but at the same time it's difficult to enforce
better standards. We need new policies to fix this. In our case, we
signed a contract—or a pact with the devil more like it—in which
we took on all responsibility and the city no longer had any. Then,
during successive talks and negotiations we kept sayingit can'tbe
that way, that it wasn't fair. Butit's a time-consuming and risky
strategy; I don't recommend it to everyone.

Turning roof repairs into a work of art or successfully negoti-
ating lower rent are turning points that can no longer be glossed
over. Enter the story of the city, the history of city policy, which

is now documented and people will be able to trace it in fifty or
a hundred years. On the one hand there is the official story, as
seen in memoranda, agreements, minutes from meetings with
the Mayor and the head of the Culture Department — that's one
thing. And on the other hand we have a record of our thoughts,
intentions, and problems that we created out of internal need.
What am [ starting a project with and what's there at the end?
Where am I at? I think these elements build shared or individ-
ual narratives, which simply amounts to making history. And
that's so important for a place because it informs its identity and
means that the place is alive and responds to real needs. When
this happens, people want to get involved, they want to be part
of this living organism. We offer very little in terms of money, if
at all, but what we do offer is a non-commercial, deep space and
a place in our community which is open to newcomers, sharing
our experiences and providing support. These are the resources

we have.

What other collective learning practices that have come to
the fore in your activities can you tell us about?

For example, we have this project, Poradnia (DOMIE Dispensary).
It involves talking to people who run independent venues about
their experiences and strategies. Asking how they handled itand
what sort of ideas they had for those places. And we got several
neat conversations going that are an excellent resource.

We were pretty sure we didn't want to set up yet another place
that organised events. I'd already done thatin the culture sector
and didn't want to do itagain. I made a big effort to explain —both
in our applications to the city and in our mission statement—that
it was supposed to be a place of creative work, not an event gen-
erator, that we weren't setting out to build a big audience, that it
was something else, that we're trying to get funding and create
aplace where people can work in peace and have a safe base, even
if it's temporary. For example, somebody's made a big sculpture
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and they need to leave it in storage for six months. DOMIE needs
to offer that kind of option. A lot of young people studying art are
required to make impressive large-format works as part of their
curriculum. But we're all members of the precariat and we have
nowhere to store such works. We can't afford to rent our own stu-
dios either, and so on and so forth, so we wanted to set up these
options to help young people engaged in creative work or activism.
At the beginning, when we started DOMIE, we wrote an ap-
plication that the city just loved because it alluded to the idea
of a home and stated that we want to create connections and
closenesslike in a family. Except this family would be more open,
and more inclusive than a traditional “family”. It's not a romantic
idea, it stands for a real need. A natural name derived from the

» 2

word “home”.

2 In Polish, the word “dom” encompasses both meanings: “house” and “home.”

Residency of the TYNA Collective at DOMIE, during the creation
of a mural on the building fagade, Poznan, 2019. Photo: Maciej Zakrzewski.
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Between 2016 and 2018, she worked
as a curator at the Academy of the Arts of
the World in Cologne, developing projects
addressing the colonial history of botany
and contemporary tensions surrounding de-
colonial discourses. At the Temporary Gal-
lery, she has initiated, among other things,
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supporting artists with disabilities, and has
expanded the concept of the permacultural
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Every Courageous Life is a Song to the Fu-
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porary art. She has published over 60 texts
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DINNER

A CONVERSATION
WITH ANETA
ROSTKOWSKA

Your professional work involves philosophical reflection,
curatorial sensitivity and the experience of working in in-
stitutions and beyond. For many years you've been creating
venues that foster communal thinking and action, as seen
in the Temporary Gallery Center for Contemporary art in Co-
logne, Germany, which you've been overseeing since 2019.
What do you understand by collective knowledge? What does
it mean to you? How can it be generated, transmitted and nur-
tured within institutions, collectives, and communities?

To define collective knowledge, one has to reflect on what knowl-
edge is in the first place. When I was studying philosophy, we
had an entire seminar dedicated to this topic — what knowledge
isand how itis conceived of in different philosophical traditions.
The tripartite definition of knowledge which posits that knowl-
edge is a statement that is either true or false is a popular way
oflooking at the issue.' Somebody says that they know something
and they have arguments to back up their claim. As we see in this
example, knowledge is defined in discursive terms — as something
linguistic, a statement or a set of claims. And I remember that
there were also critiques of this approach that differentiated
between “knowing that” and “knowing how”. “Knowing that”
is knowledge in the classical sense, defined as a statement that
is either true or false and has a justification. But “knowing how”
is something else, for example knowing how to swim.

Itis hard to describe this latter type of knowledge using lan-
guage, although one can try. There are even books on how to

1 The tripartite definition of knowledge is a classical theory developed by Pla-
to according to which knowledge is justified true belief.

swim.Iboughtabooklike that as a teenager, butit's complicated
because we're talking about embodied knowledge that needs to
be assimilated through practise.

And here we come back to the question, “what is collective
knowledge”. This can include discursive things, knowledge
in the form of agreed upon statements that we generate as a col-
lective. Or it might be knowledge in the sense of doing something
together and knowing how to do it, such as having discussions
or acting in some manner within the collective. So these would
be some very basic reflections concerning a possible definition.

Of course collective is another term that needs defining.
What it means is that it's not produced by an individual, but by
a group of at least two people. It's interesting to consider where
and in what contexts such knowledge could be gained. If it's
knowledge that we build together, then we've done away with
hierarchy, like what we have in art schools or in schools in gen-
eral — a setup in which knowledge is handed down by a teacher.
In collective knowledge, we are talking about a shared process
of learning, where the teacher also participates and grows to-
gether with his or her students.

I think that the problem in many educational institutions is
that collective learning is not practised. Sometimes art academy
professors complain that their students never attend the won-
derful conferences they organise. But did anyone even bother
to ask the students whether the subject was of any interest to
them? The problem is that the structure of these institutions is
not conducive to collective decision-making. Another difficulty
is that people don't know how to collaborate. Thisis afundamen-
tal problem because in neoliberal education it's essentially every
man (or woman) for him(her)self. And cooperating with othersis
seen as difficult. At the same time, many institutions that provide
financing for the arts issue calls for collaborative projects. Some-
times this leads to cooperation being instrumentalised. People
try to artificially find as many partners as possible in order to get
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funding. This has nothing to do with collective action or collective
learning, it's just a tactic.

We also see the emergence of strange programmes, for ex-
ample residencies where artists and curators who don't know
each other are supposed to work together closely. At De Appel
Arts Centre there were six women in my curatorial programme.
We had never met before and all of a sudden we were supposed
to live together, spend almost all our time together and make
an exhibition together. It worked out well in my group because,
asithappened, we liked each other; we simply got lucky. But other
groups found the experience somewhat traumatising (thank-
fully the programme has changed since then; one edition was
addressed specifically to curatorial collectives). The fact that
someone comes up with these setups means that they have no
idea what collective work is like, especially creative work, for
instance making an exhibition together. Thatit's an organic pro-
cess based on friendship and informal connections, and requires
a solid foundation. For things to come together, there need to be
shared values, a shared approach, and probably a similar sense
of humour too. Creating an exhibition or an artworkis often a very

intimate process.

So you've noticed that people are being forced to do collec-
tive work?

I understand that at some point in our lives each and every one
of us has to work with people we don'tlike. And that's also some-
thing that we need to learn. But if institutions announce such
programmes, they might as well reflect on how good cooperation
happens. And instead of holding an open call for two different
curators, they should do an open call for a curators' collective that
already exists. Or provide funding for alonger stay during which
curators can get to know each other and develop joint projects,
but only if they “click”. I think the problem is that many people
havenoideahow to do this. At De Appel I had this private joke that

I wouldn't be surprised if someone actually murdered someone
during the programme because there were many highly driven
people there, with strong personalities and multiple ideas. Some
people actually had panic attacks, the institution had to hire
mediators to reconcile warring factions, etc. Things were simply
badly designed. It should have been agreed from the first that
collective work was just an option and people should have been
given the tools (workshops etc.) to do such work (which should
have been one of many and not the only option). I think that thisis
amajor problem —how to create structures that actually support
collective work.

| wonder whether collective work as such is difficult, or if
it's that we simply don't have much experience in that field
and that's what makes it difficult.

I think that a lot depends on the person, but society — the entire
education system —is not geared towardsit. I'm not sayingit's all
smooth sailing when you're working alone — you procrastinate,
you're home alone and you want to go to a party, and you feel
like you've had enough. Or you're always working with the same
concepts and there is no inspiration from outside. And maybe
in a collective someone would have said, “You know, you could
think about this some other way”. The context in which you work
plays an enormous role.

What collective learning strategies and tools have been de-

veloped at the Temporary Gallery?
We have quite a few projects thatinvolve collaborative work. You
could say that the very structure of the Kunstverein, the artistic
association, is collective. The idea of the Kunstvereinis thatithas
members, and some of the Kunstvereins that have been around for
many years have up to several hundred members. Often, however,
membership is limited to purchasing artworks once a year to
support the association. Rarely do we see collective processes un-
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folding in such communities. The Tem-
porary Gallery is a young Kunstverein,
so it doesn't have a lot of members.

From the beginning I have been
wondering how to elicit this collective,
communal aspect in my work. First,
Idevised anewidea of membership that
would boost engagement, for instance
by having members prepare an annual
event at the Temporary Gallery. Unfor-
tunately, this didn't work out. Yes, we
did get new members, but they did not
get involved in gallery work, mainly
because of lack of time.

Right now we are trying out a new
model: groups of people have sprung
up organically around various gallery
projects, either contributors or regu-
lar participants. For instance, a group
of artists worked in a community garden in Cologne, where they
documented various types of wild plant species and collected
their seeds. The seed bank and the garden-inspired artworks led
to a very neat exhibition. Another example is artists who work
with textiles, who have been meeting regularly at our gallery af-
ter the Blue binding ribbon exhibition on textile techniquesin art
and collectivity. As part of another collective undertaking, a group
of people met for regular sessions with Dr Danie Meyer in order to
learn Narrative Exposure Therapy. The aim was for culture staff
to overcome their isolation by sharing problems and practising
active listening.

When I was at Documenta Fifteen, I had this fantasy that
maybe one day the Temporary Gallery could be managed by an ar-
tistic/curatorial collective. We have a group of people associated
with the gallery who could undertake this task.

Can you tell me more about Narrative Exposure Therapy?

Everything started in the winter of 2022, we organised a few
meetings and a weekend retreat to a cottage in the woods. This
involves longer sessions during which someone recounts an event
from their life. For instance, we talked about “positive events that
happened to you recently”.

The person telling the story gives a very detailed account
of what happened. There is a specific structure to the process

— first we learn what happened just before the event, or what
the weather was like that day. It's like looking at a movie frame
by frame. Then everyone writes down what the person said and re-
lays it back to them, and the person corrects it.

You can do this with positive or negative events. It's a good
methodif someone'sbeen through trauma. Itreally makes a big dif-
ference after afew sessions. Anditcan also be moderated by someone
who's not a professional psychologist. Alot of itis experimentation.

Is Dr Danie Meyer still involved with your group?

We are taking a break right now because I'm on maternity leave,
butIthink we will resume our meetings. We are planning to write
texts on our experience of working with this method and we
would like to share the practice with other institutions.

If you want to do collective work and start off with anarrative
session in which people tell their life stories to each other, then
you can really get to know one another so much better. And then
you don't have the same reaction when someone does something
weird because you know the story behind it. It's amethod that col-
lectives could successfully employ at the beginning. Sometimes
people get to know each other through informal conversations,
but this is a more systematic approach.

I hope that something political will come out of our efforts,
and that we will do something together. Or at least we'll have
more motivation in our daily work, and that's also an OK result.
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So in this context the stories you share with one another are
the collective knowledge?

I would say that it's more that we are learning about this thera-
peutic modality together and sharing our thoughts about it. Of
course we get to know each other and exchange our personal sto-
ries. Butthe main focusis on learning the skill of active listening.

And what do you imagine collective learning will look like
in the future?

I think that if approached seriously, this form of learning has
truly revolutionary potential. Collective projects take more time,
a collective must first emerge, which requires changing the way
artisfunded, with more funding in advance of a projectidea being
generated. With regard to art schools, this might mean students
having more involvement in running the school.

I often hear the same story —there is a joint project, students
do an exhibition together, and those who are less vivacious get
totally marginalised and everything gets dominated by one per-
son. So if we embrace collective learning, it's very important that
we educate ourselves and identify experts in collective work. And
invite them so they can share their experience.

And of course, if an academy or university is asking students
to do collective projects, then it needs to provide them with
the right tools. Activists often work in collectives and you can
invite someone to do a workshop and brainstorming session
on how to make collective decisions.

We can also learn from collective initiatives that have been
around in the art world for quite a while. In 2022, the Temporary
Gallery hosted a meeting with Kunstverein kjubh (Cologne), b2
gallery (run by artists from Leipzig), and station urbaner kul-
turen/nGbK Hellersdorf.? I really liked the model kjubh uses,
sinceitis based on a high degree of trust within the group and is

2  Therecording (in German) is available at https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=8MG5huh-q0k

relatively easy to implement: the seven-person collective meets
once a year and every member organises one annual exhibition.

Also when watching some collectives during curatorial pro-
jects, I noticed the same type of fine balance. Somebody may be
down in the dumps, going through a crisis, but the group sees it
and the others temporarily step in and carry the load. But there's
no complaining because the same could happen to anyone. The
collectives that thrive over a long lifespan can somehow do this
organically.

When I moved to Cologne I spent two months living in a flat
with two other people. Therule was thatwhatever wasin the fridge
belonged to everybody. At first [ was shocked and thought, “Oh
dear...” But then I realised this was great because, for instance,
there was always some milk. And whenever I used any, I always
made sure I left some for the others. We developed a sort of nu-
anced cooperation. It created a sense of community. Such a simple
decision. Of course I'm not claiming it always works, but it was
aninteresting experience.

I was intrigued by something you pointed out, namely that
collective work requires not just acting together, but creating
conditions for being in relationship and being together.

The projects I do with other people usually begin with friendship
and talking, and an idea for a project simply arises out of these
interactions. But it may be that someone approaches the Tempo-
rary Gallery and wants to collaborate, but hasn't been to a sin-
gle event at this institution. It's hard to engage in collaboration
in such cases. Most of the time with good cooperation there is
a period where we're just spending time together and it's not
goal-oriented. We simply like to spend time together and then
something comes out of it.

I often see how doing something together turns into some-
thing functional: “an hour on Zoom and see you later”. Those who
do this have noidea that collective work requires totally different
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conditions. That people have to have dinner together every once
inawhile orjusthang outin one room, give it time and talk about
totally unrelated things.

It's really interesting that you mention this because people

often forget that there is a different rhythm to collective work.
Yes, exactly. Maybe for a good collective to emerge it needs to be
preceded by a phase of just being around one another in a casual
sort of way. But there's more to it. I think that collective action
could become much more widespread if we fight to change
the structure of the art world to make it more collective-friend-
ly. And that is something we can only do collectively. That's why
I keep persuading students to organise and exert pressure, to
join student associations and art organisations. Because without
proper structures in place, collective work will be crushed by
theliberal system of art. That's why we have to talk about it open-
ly, how we want to work within these organisations, because their
voice carries so much more weight than our individual voices.

But I also see, especially when talking to the younger gener-
ations, that they want to be part of groups where they feel safe
and accepted. And I think that there is an aspect to collective
learning where a sort of wider family emerges and you get a lot
of support and positive feedback that way.

I noticed that younger generations prefer to support each
other instead of tearing each other down. My generation, espe-
cially when I'was studying philosophy, was often very judgmental.
And it was too dogmatic and aggressive. I think that younger
generations prioritise something else —being together in the safe
haven of the collective. The world has simply become too hostile,
with the ongoing wars, the climate crisis... collective action is
gaining prominence because we simply feel we must have some
kind of support network, otherwise we won't make it on our own.

Open Workshop for the Pr ion of Carnival C in ation with M*Treff Alte
Feuerwache, ROOTS & ROUTES Cologne e.V., Rutfront Fastelovendsbund e.V., and artists, costume
makers, and mask makers, curator: Lisa Klosterkotter, Temporary Gallery, Cologne, 2025. Photo:
Lisa Klosterkatter.
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CONMMUNITY
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A CONVERSATION
WITH CAMILO
PACHON

Camilo, you are always involved in a lot of interesting, open
projects. | know you worked as a visual artist and curator
in Colombia and now in Germany, you explore communi-
ty-based practices and you work with the concept of a mask
as an ancestral technology. You've also created platforms
like Crispr Bogotd, AMA (Ambulante Mdas Alld), and Carnaval
Digital, all of which are focused on collective and trans-local
processes.

To begin, are there any tools or strategies for collective
learning that you’ve encountered or developed, something
you believe could be valuable for others to know about?

My empirical approach to collective processes is, actually, quite
similar to your practice now: learning through action, living in-
side the process, working directly in the field with people, and
asking questions along the way. I simply began by wondering:
How can I work collectively?

At first, I placed my artistic skills at the service of communi-
ty-based and sustainable projects. Only a few years ago did I begin
creating spaces within the contemporary art context that bring
together all these lessons, spaces that aim to putinto practice the
methods and experiences I've gathered along this path, always
in collaboration with communities.

But I must say that collective work is not necessarily easier,
nor is it meant for everyone. It requires an ongoing commitment
that is respectful, humble, and empathetic toward both the pro-
cess and the people involved. It demands a motivating force and
a spirit of resistance that resonates deeply at a personal level.

The struggle here is structural, it requires both individual and
collective forms of resistance. It’s not so much an exercise of the I,
butrather of the we, and that must be embraced with everything
it entails.

In this sense, as artists, the ones who sense, translate,
and narrate the stories of the world, we must, now more than
ever, reclaim the importance of our practice within our com-
munities. We must use it to connect, to care, and to coun-
teract the hyper-individualization that seems to devour our
time. For me, working collectively is, in itself, a political act.
The art world still operates through deeply colonial ways of
thinking. If there is one field that truly mirrors colonial logic,
it is the art world itself, where authorship and economic value
are inseparably tied to individuality. The dominant modern be-
lief that the artist is a kind of exceptional being, someone who
channels their personal power into the world and expresses it
through a unique vision, is still actively at work today. This way
of thinking naturally creates hierarchy: someone always stands
above others. Within such a system, collective expression seems
to have no space. It turns people into competitors, generating
subtle forms of rivalry and struggle. This is why working col-
lectively within the arts is not an easy task.

I have always had a conflict with that way of understanding
art, and it never resonated with me. For more than a decade, I've
been trying to understand how we can truly work together. For
me, collective work has always been both refuge and salvationin
times of difficulty. In moments of crisis, when it felt as if my life
was falling apart, working with communities restored my faith
in the world and gave deeper meaning to my artistic practice.

I remember that by the end of my bachelor’s studies, with
few references to guide me, I kept thinking: perhaps thisisit, the
notion of community, of art practices and processes, is what Latin
America can contribute to the history of the arts.

So, how can we transform the hegemonic perception of the
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arts and include expanded notions that already exist and function
profoundly within communities across Latin America and the
Global South? Estd realmente preparado el contexto artistico para
este giro epistemoldgico?!

That’s why, for me, the most valuable thing that Documenta
offered in 2022 was precisely the chance to bring these questions
and tensions to the table. When you start working or thinking
collectively, you must be prepared for disagreement and discus-
sion. You have to cultivate amindset open to receiving input from
others, while also being willing to negotiate shared goals, placing
those goals at the centre. That process requires time, patience, and
compromise. Many of the processes that some critics dismissed
thatyear as “not art”.

Earlier, you mentioned working with community-based pro-
jects. Could you tell me more about these practices?

My personal journey exploring collective practices began by plac-
ing my artistic skills at the service of community-based initiatives.
Iworked as adocumentary filmmaker alongside farmers’ associa-
tions involved in community agricultural projects, peacebuilding
efforts within Colombia’s peace process, and initiatives focused
on protecting river basins in the rainforest. Later, with a group
of friends, I co-organized a documentary film festival that not
only sought to democratize access to cinema but also created
conditions for community learning, sharing filmmaking tools
with underrepresented communities in remote and rural areas.
Only in more recent years have I begun creating spaces within
the arts that weave together these accumulated lessons, aiming
to influence the artistic community, the community I consider
myself a permanent part of.

This focus on working with others emerged after a life-defin-
ing crisis that led me to live outside Colombia for the first time.
I had toreflect on the direction my path would take and realized

1 Is the art world truly prepared for this epistemological shift?

that what truly moved me was collective work. Few things moti-
vated me as deeply as shared causes with humans and common

goals: projects capable of positively impacting reality, rewriting

established narratives, and offering a glimpse of hope for change

within Colombia’s social structures.

After halfayear, Ireturned to Colombia with this vision, and
projects began to emerge, each bringing lessons that profoundly
transformed my understanding of community-based work. Akey
lesson came from the remote Caribbean island of Providencia.

Following amaritime border dispute, Colombialost sovereign-
ty over a vast part of the sea and the traditional fishing grounds
of the people of Providencia Island.? When the president visited
to acknowledge the state’s mistakes, atleast symbolically, young
people and abroad group of cultural organizers highlighted music
asone of Providencia’s cultural pillars. They requested support to
strengthen musical production by providing theisland with tools
that could professionalize its rich sonic traditions, which until
then had been transmitted mainly through oral and communal
practices. The goal was to transform tradition into opportunity.

This led to the creation of The Midnight Dream, a fully
equipped theatre with music production rooms, a professional
recording studio, audiovisual creation spaces and tools, and a ba-
sic infrastructure for concerts. In addition, Sound Setters, a res-
idency programme, was established to activate local capacities

2 Providencia is a small island in the Colombian Caribbean, known for its ex-

ceptional marine biodiversity. It is part of the Seaflower Biosphere Reserve,
home to one of the largest coral reefs in the world and an extraordinary ar-
ray of marine life, including countless species of fish, corals, and seabirds.
The local community, composed mainly of Raizal people, depends on these
ecosystems for its livelihood, particularly through artisanal fishing.
In 2012, the government of Colombia lost sovereignty over more than
75,000 square kilometers of maritime territory surrounding Providencia,
one of the most remote and singular areas of the Caribbean. This decision
by the International Court of Justice, which redefined the maritime borders
between Colombia and Nicaragua, had devastating consequences for the
island. The sea around Providencia, once home to the region’s highest fish
concentration, had sustained generations of Raizal families.
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through learning by doing, foster alliances with the island’s
creators, and consolidate the knowledge necessary to profes-
sionalize Providencia’s music production.

I was invited to document the process. In a studio overlook-
ing the Caribbean, we witnessed magic. Elkin Robinson, an ex-
ceptional local musician selected through an open call, and his
band composed of island musicians who were also fishermen,
friends, and community storytellers, worked alongside some of
Colombia’s most visionary producers, including Diego Gémez* and
Richard Blair,* to produce six tracks that expanded the horizons
of Colombia’s musical landscape.

In addition, together with community members, local artists,
producers, creatives, journalists, cultural managers, and indus-
try experts, they collaboratively created all the accompanying
materials, including music videos, communication strategies,
visual identity, and the artwork for Come Round, an album that
redefined the sound of the island.

Those of us who were there lived a collective dream on a par-
adisaical island, working with a multidisciplinary community
of local artists, all overflowing with emotion and hope. We wit-
nessed the creation of a record that captured a corner of Colombia,
apowerful, unique, and highly professional process aligned with
the histories, sounds, and aesthetics of the people of Providencia.
From our perspective, everything that unfolded felt epic, trans-
formative, and profoundly meaningful, an endlessly captivating
dream come true.

But once the process concluded, the community expressed
deep disappointment. The community’s main concern, beyond
the fact that the new studio was unsustainable within the island’s
limited budget, was that the entire production process and its

3  Diego Gomez, co-founder of Llorona Records, a Colombian music label ded-
icated to preserving and reinterpreting ancestral roots music.

4 Richard Blair, a British musician, D}, and producer, is best known for his pi-
oneering work in Colombian electronic cumbia and for his collaborations
with Peter Gabriel at Real World Records.

structure went against their own understanding of collaboration.
For them, working together means doing things for the commu-
nity, not having the community work for someone else’s success
in a top-down way.

Although we had tried to design the production process from
a community perspective, integrating local knowledge, people,
sounds, aesthetics, and traditions, we still operated within the
methodologies of the music industry, methods that were clearly
misaligned with the social fabric of Providencia’s Raizal com-
munity. Some of its leaders even argued that the project had dis-
rupted their communal logic and weakened the island’s collective
structures.

At that point, I realized something essential: we can have all
the good intentions in the world, but if we lack tools and method-
ologies trulyrooted in community practices, we will inevitably fall
back into the very hierarchical structures we seek to transform.
This lesson became fundamental for everything that followed.

Afew years later, I had the opportunity to direct Ambulante
Mi4s All4 Colombia (AMA), anomadic documentary film training
program for underrepresented communities in remote areas. We
quickly realized that teaching documentary filmmaking through
a traditional framework could reproduce the same pyramidal
logic of conventional film, where everyone works for the director.

So we turned the pyramid upside down and placed the com-
munity at the top. The most important element was the commu-
nity’s voice. All our knowledge and tools became instruments in
service of a collective goal. The methodology involved forming
groups around stories: we decided to expand the timeframe, di-
viding the groups by departments. Participants chose who was
best suited for the differentroles, including directing, cinematog-
raphy, sound, and editing, but they worked together from the
very beginning on the story their community needed to tell. They
identified the issues their communities wanted to address, as
well as the characters and narratives that could best bring those
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voices to life. It was about building something bigger than all of
us. The films were produced, post-produced, and screened within
the communities, making the community the first audience.

A beautiful example of this process took place during a dis-
cussion about one of the films, which featured a female commu-
nity leader and her daughter as potential protagonists. Initially,
everyone pointed to the mother as the expert and central figure.
In the midst of the conversation, one of the strongest yet quietest
participants, who had chosen to work in the sound department,
intervened and said:

“In my community, we need young people to understand that they
must be part of political processes, and it’s time to get involved. I think
it would be more valuable for the protagonist of this story to be the
daughter.”

After a moment of reflective silence, everyone embraced this
perspective, and the film took a completely new direction.

Through that process, we could see how important it is to
deconstruct established structures of knowledge transmission
and how, if we adapt those structures to the needs of the terri-
tory and its people, the process can generate a far greater and
genuinely positive impact on the community. For several years,
AMA became alaboratory of collective experiences, continuously
teaching us new forms of collaboration.

Finally, after the pandemic kept me away from working in
the territories, a new question surfaced: to which community
do I truly and permanently belong, and how can I contribute to
it? I realized that the only community I am continuously part of
is the community of artists. From there, I have approached this
community through the lens of the collective work I have prac-
tised, actively engaging in rethinking knowledge production and
developing new structures that can create spaces, institutions,
and opportunities benefiting everyone who is part of it.

In this process, I explore new ways of approaching collec-
tive work through projects such as Making Worlds, a program

I co-curated with Julia Harman at Stiftung Kinstlerdorf Schop-
pingen. It includes workshops and a Summer School rooted in
holistic and relational learning. I also initiated Distrito Naranja,
aplatform in Colombia focused on supporting artists who, despite
contemporary challenges, remain deeply engaged with artistic
practices rooted in regional contexts, and Accidén Colectiva, an
effort to establish a collective copyright management society.

Thinking about your ideas on co-production and how roles
are shared in collective projects, how can a group deal with
the different levels of knowledge or experience that people
bring ?

The first step in any collective process is to establish a common
goal that everyone shares and understands in the same way. Once
thatfoundationis set, the challengeis to balance differentlevels of
knowledge andrecognize how each person can contribute uniquely.

You need to observe the people involved and ask: what
perspectives, skills, and knowledge do they bring, and how
can these be used in the collective creation? It’s like making
a film, you can’t have five directors and no one handling the
sound. If everyone wants to be an actor, who will record it?
Identifying the distinct strengths each person brings and using
them in service of the shared goal is essential for a successful
collective process.

At the same time, every community has many examples of
managing complex situations, they are experts in their own right.
If we pay attention and remain truly open to understanding how
these communities work, we can learn a great deal from them.
They need to be included in the process of finding solutions to
all kinds of challenges.

Onethingthatparticularly surprised meishowleadersactas
regulators of communal energy, maintaining horizontality among
personalities and aligning collective energy. I first observed this
in the Colombian Pacific, where two collectives, one from Nuqui,
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arural area surrounded by the sea, mangroves, and tropical jun-
gle, and one from Buenaventura, one of Colombia’s toughest port
cities, were exploring theimpact of port development projects on
their communities.

We were working on Postales del Futuro, a project with Mds
Arte Mds Accién that eventually premiered as part of Documen-
ta 15. The goal was to create a dialogue between a community
in Buenaventura, historically affected by an existing port, and
acommunity in Nuqui, where entrepreneurs were planning anew
portin an almost untouched natural area.

The two collectives met in Nuqui to explore a new phase of
the documentary series we had begun a year earlier. This time, we
invited a participant from Buenaventura who had worked in film
for years as an actor and had also developed projects as a direc-
tor and cinematographer. Although still learning, his technical
skills were stronger than many of his peers. When we opened the
conversation about which stories could be addressed collectively,
he presented a radical idea:

“I know what movie we should make. I have a name, and I even
drew the poster.”

Despite his experience, he hadn’t consulted the group, and
as the discussion unfolded, he kept trying to push his individual
story above the community’s needs. Tension began to rise until
Yerson, a young leader from Jurubir4, tall, strong, and muscular,
yetincredibly gentle, spoke up:

“Man, this is a process of learning and producing collectively, and
it’s about the stories of this community. I don’t know why you’re fight-
ing against the idea of creating a story together. There’s no reason to
generate conflict. And if it’s about fighting, let’s do it as friends, with
boxing gloves, outside.”

Partici of the A 1ite Mds Alld training program directed by Camilo Pachén in Colombia, during
the filming of the short lachachidur in the Putumayo rainforest, 2021. Photo: La Isla Fantasma y AMA.

The radical filmmaker, smaller and thinner than Yerson, im-
mediately backed down. From that point on, he stopped insisting
on his idea. In these contexts, it is common for the “winner” to
reclaim power, but Yerson demonstrated something else: how
a leader can regulate energy and strong personalities while ele-
vating quieter voices.

During a break, he approached him privately and said:

“You are avery important person in this community now. You have
a lot of knowledge, and you’re crucial for our team. But you’re not our
director. You cannot tell us what to do, because it’s not about finding
a story for yourself—it’s about building a collective story that includes
everyone. But we need you. We need your knowledge to create this story.
You are so important to us.”

In that moment, the leader met him in the middle, in a truly
horizontal way. The stronger participant, who had been ready to
dominate, became caring and regained the trust and motivation
he had lostjust minutes before. This experience showed me how
communities possess profound knowledge for conflict resolu-
tion. Some people can read the energy and intentions of others,
bringing them into the centre. It’s about intention, energy, and
collective feeling. Tools are needed both to move dominant voices
toward the centre and to elevate quieter ones.

It was a powerful lesson. Two very different communities
found a space to be together, navigated their differences, and
developed a collective approach to their stories. Together, they
built a film, embodying the true essence of collaboration.

How do you understand collective learning, especially in
community settings?
[ understand it as a fundamental shift, both in process and in
purpose. We’re not just changing how we create knowledge, but
also redefining what kinds of outcomes or “objects” we even aim
for. In a homogenous community, this process has a certain ease.
People are often focused on developing tools to talk about them-
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selves, and because they share similarities, it’s simpler to find
a common language and a unified direction.

However, the dynamic changes entirely when you bring to-
gether people with completely different backgrounds and ways
of thinking. The complexity multiplies. Here, you can’t rely on
pre-existing commonality; you must actively find, or build, a col-
lective purpose. This often means putting yourself in uncomfort-
able situations, because it is genuinely difficult to centre others,
to consciously place your own subjectivity at the service of some-
thing bigger.

That is where the idea of reciprocal contribution becomes
central to a communal way of thinking. When you start thinking
beyond yourself, you offer your intentions and ideas to the group,
and this act itself becomes a form of mutual giving. It’s not pri-
marily about personal creation or production; you have your whole
life for that. But you only get a few, precious chances to truly do
something collective. And when that alignmenthappens, the work
absorbs more perspectives and becomesinfinitely more powerful.

How could you define collective knowledge, especially in
contexts where people come from diverse backgrounds and
must actively construct a shared purpose rather than rely on
pre-existing commonalities?

One way to define it is to say that all knowledge is created col-
lectively. Someone writes something, and then others respond
to it. We keep adding layer upon layer, building a bell-shaped

structure, a huge construction of ideas. That’s how knowledge
is created today. Therefore, we should have the opportunity to
discuss these vast repositories of knowledge.

A good example is a way of thinking about decolonization
that suggests all the knowledge we’ve accumulated since colonial
times is rooted in the colonial mindset. So that means everything
we build on top of that has the same foundations. Let’s throw
down this wall and start thinking in another way.

Meanwhile, at that same historical moment, some people
were deeply connected with nature, understood its importance
and lived in relation to it. They were preserving it. And that was,
and still is, some of the most beautiful knowledge we can look to
now, especially in the kind of difficult situation we’re in.

Because it’s always about reclaiming the top. When you're
working more horizontally, you face alot of challenges. You have
to ask: Are we willing to accept that our idea isn’t the only one,
or the one that should be placed above others? We need to keep
inviting more ideas, more ways of thinking.

So again, the way of thinking that colonialism brought us is
still working. Capitalism tells you: “You are so special. Don’t think
that you are similar to the guy next to you. Don’t talk to anyone else.
We have products foryou. Let’s build your own walls.” And then you’re
isolated—and that’s how they keep control over all of us. The
craziestthingis thatwhen people fight against dominant ways of
thinking, like “Okay, let’s fight for the rights of the gay community, the
Black community, the Latino community, the Indigenous community”,
in some ways, they start thinking only about themselves. And
they build huge walls.

Identity politics should not divide us or create new differenc-
es;itshould instead unite forces to confront the common evil that
has once again appropriated racial, communal, and grassroots
discourses and everything that belongs to the collective.

That’s something I learned after meeting a community
leader in Colombia during our fieldwork. He’s the president of

View of the Day of the Sun carnival, celebrating the summer solstice, within the programming of The Ancient Masked
Temple, Gelsenkirchen, Germany, 2025. Photo: Camilo Pachdn.
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a community often referred to as a “nation”, locally called the
Enga Nation. But he’s not ethnically Enga. He was part of another
community, but he grew up in this one. He started thinking and
working for the community, and he became the president of this
nation. He put in a lot of effort.

Then, when he became the governor, he said, “Communication
is really important for our community. We should create a kind of
collective media to talk about the topics we are thinking about.” This
community had a collective region, and then over the years, they
started losing parts of thatregion, where there are more than ten
other Indigenous nations.

What can we do to protect this area? One option is to reclaim
the area as our own. We could fight against the other communi-
ties. Or, we could find ways to connect with other nations through
Indigenous thinking, become more powerful, and create inter-
cultural nations with the power to save this place.

Looking ahead, what strategies or directions do you think we
should consider for the future? Where do we go from here?

From my experience, there are two key aspects thatI consider es-
sential: working with communities and understanding how that
logic operates within the framework of the art world. I'd like to
take this moment to emphasize that community work should not
beunderstood as an act of extraction, butrather as an exercise in
community service. It’s fundamental to recognize the real needs
of the communities we wish to engage with and to understand
that our role is to contribute to their processes, to their internal
dynamics, and to their worldview. We must approach our work
from a place of empathy, seeing ourselves as equals while remain-
ing sensitive to their needs, challenges, joys, and sorrows. From
there, we can develop tools and processes that allow us to accom-
pany their struggles, open spaces for the exchange and visibility
of their concerns, amplify their voices, and co-create proposals
aligned with their visions. These should always be developed

hand in hand with their leaders and in accordance with their
social structures, which often differ from our own.

It’s equally important to anticipate and prevent any negative
impacts our actions might generate within those same communi-
ties. Because the truth is, many of the world’s catastrophes have
been built on good intentions. You would never walk into some-
one’s home and start telling the family how they should see the
world, demand their knowledge, rearrange their furniture, or set
new routines and diets for those who have kindly welcomed you.
It may sound obvious or even unnecessary to mention this here,
butbelieve me, experience has shown me that many institutions,
artist collectives, and even well-intentioned individuals have
approached communities in exactly that way, telling them who
they should be and how they should do things. Sadly, this remains
a reality in many processes managed from central institutions
in Colombia, or by artists driven more by ego than by genuine
social commitment, who now conveniently “ride the wave” of
community work.

My second reflection lies more within the context of artitself.
In tune with the epistemological shift of our times toward aless
Western-centric understanding of what we consider art, I propose
that what we currently call the art world could instead be under-
stood as the art community. This subtle shift in language might
seem small, but it has the power to change how we understand
our relational dynamics, and how the very structures that define
that “world” might begin to transform from within.

From there, we can begin to ask ourselves: What does our
community need? How can we strengthen the bonds that connect
us? How can we open spaces for dialogue, for finding common
ground, for creating shared territories where we can meet and
recognize one another? How do we invite more people to take
part, to draw closer, to belong? How do we define our value in
the face of the traps set by the market? How do we grow, evolve,
and build common goals that can improve the conditions of our
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sector, increase the visibility and social impact of our practices,
and ultimately open new spaces to imagine ourselves through
the lens of collectivity?

I think that every single step you can take toward develop-
ing a collective way of thinking is important. And I think this
conversation and your project are important too. For example,
the way you decide to include people in the text, or include their
perspectives. I think the future is about realizing that we can’t
think as individuals anymore. We should think collectively to
shape the future, even though it’s really hard.

And in that future, the very concept of community has to
evolve. It should change. Because in the past, community was
often something that cancelled out the individuality of those
within it. We need to build new communities and collectives that
make space for subjectivity, bringing individual strengths and
perspectives together in service of the collective and of shared
knowledge. The challenge is to nurture communities capable of
embracing the uniqueness of each member while working toward
common goals.
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Guided tour with plant sharing, li ing exercises, inter i and singing. Photo: Art Basis.

MARY MIKAELYAN

Artist based in Yerevan. Her practice spans
different media to explore the politics and
potentialities of actual, bygone, imagined,
and possible spaces, structures, and prac-
tices. Working through methods such as
archiving, storytelling, documentation, and
fiction, she investigates how memory and
knowledge — fragmented, uncertain, and
often imagined — can shape new forms of
imagination and possibility. Her research
focuses on invisibility in relation to geogra-
phy, the relationship between knowledge
practices and artistic production, and the
construction of presence through multiple
pasts and histories. Her recent work ex-
plores how modernization policies have
reshaped land, ecology, and communities
in Armenia. Alongside her artistic research,
sheisinvolved in self-organized artistic and
curatorial initiatives.
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NEIGHBOURHOOD

A CONVERSATION WITH
MARY MIKAELYAN

Your work spans multiple media and engages deeply with
the politics and poetics of space, like in your recent project
Bustasan which involved a video installation, prints, and
drawings. Through archiving, documentation, but also sto-
rytelling and fabulation, you investigate how memory, knowl-
edge, and imagination intersect. Your interest in multiple
histories is visible not only in your artworks but also in your
independent artistic and curatorial projects.

I'd like to ask about your experience related to creating
and shaping the residency space in Gyumri, Armenia. In what
ways do you work with the community and what kind of
collective strategies can emerge through the artist projects
organised there?

The idea was to organise a residency within a social housing set-
ting in which the art residency spaces were constructed as part
of residential buildings. The residency studios are located on the
top floors of two buildings.

We started this project by inviting artists from different coun-
tries, but also local artists, and giving them the space to live
and work in. Because the four studios are located in residential
buildings and in a specific neighbourhood in Gyumri — Mush 2

— we also needed to think about how it’s possible to do something
with artin thatkind of space. Because it's notin the centre of the
city; it's on the outskirts, and it has a specific context. We are
talking about residential buildings with families living there
who received housing recently, probably around the same time
we got the studio spaces.

The community that moved in are people who didn’t have
homes for decades. There’s been along waiting list for many years,

following the earthquake in December 1988. Since then, different
governments have proposed different housing projects. It was,
and still is, a big problem to solve the housing crisis caused by
the earthquake. These buildings were designed specifically for
that purpose.

The neighbourhood itself was built in the 2000s and early
2010s as part of reconstruction efforts in the disaster zone. At
that time there were many questions about the quality of the
construction work. This district, which is separated from the
central part of the city, has its own context, and that was our
starting point to think about how we can work there and create
something meaningful, knowing the people, the history, and the
environment of that area.

Who are the people living there? Are they mostly families
or elderly individuals? Do they know each other? Are they
a close-knit community, or more like separate, individual
households?

They are families. They became neighbours. Some of them know
each other and do these neighbourly things. In Armenian, we have
the expression hwplwinignia wib which means to do neighbour-
ing. It describes these kinds of everyday social interactions. Of
course, there are also people who are more on their own. But the
buildings are shared. Different families live there. They all come
from the same context, and they moved in around the same time,
so there’s already something that connects them. And since the
buildings are new, they’re in contact with each other, and also
with the fund that provided the housing. So there’s already a
special social fabric among the families.

Sometimes, when you're going up the stairs, you see people
coming out of their apartments. It’s a place where interactions
happen naturally in shared spaces like stairways. The buildings
themselves are kind of closed in structure, but very open in terms
of visibility. When you are an artist resident there, everyone
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knows you’re there. You have to take that into account, you're
living together with them in the same building.

That was part of our thinking when organizing the residency:
how to make sure that the artists who come here also understand
that, even if they stay for a short time, they are becoming neigh-
bours. So we had to think about very basic things like sharing
things, sharing coffee in the morning. I heard from many artists
that they were often invited over for coffee by their neighbours,
even if they didn’t speak the same language. People would offer
them fruit, for example. These small, everyday neighbourly ges-
tures. And then there are also things like noise, or little conflicts in
the shared spaces —how to keep them clean, how to be respectful.
These simple things matter.

We also tried not to limit the project to the buildings them-
selves, but to open it up to the wider district. We wanted to engage
people from other buildings nearby and to think more broadly
about the neighbourhood. Some projects extended into public
spaces in the district and tried to work with the surroundings,
the environment, and the people living there.

Canyou give an example of one of those projects that invited
the whole district?

In March 2025, we organized an event in the central square of the
district. We invited all the residents. We put up posters around
the neighbourhood, and the event was open to anyone who hap-
pened to be in the square. People often go there in the evenings
to walk and sit on the benches. So the event took place there.

Every artist contributed something. For example, Yevheniia
Moliar from Ukraine did a plant-sharing activity. She set up a
desk and prepared plant seeds and soil. She gave small gifts to
anyone who took a plant. The idea was also to create an exchange
so people could bring their own plants and swap them. She also
wrote little letters addressed to different people. The desk was a
very busy spot during the event.

Right next to her was Marie Yevkiné Tirard from France, of
Armenian origin. She had created an installation with sound
and weaving. It was possible to use it to weave a kind of carpet
while listening to Armenian lullabies. Her research focuses on
Armenian lullabies and forgotten songs from the region. She had
been collecting them, and people were able to participate in the
weaving and listen to the sound coming from the “carpet”. This
was happening right next to the plant-sharing desk.

At the same time, Edka Jarzab was giving out flowers and
asking people to share their dreams — asking what they were
dreaming about. Thislater developed into a beautiful sound walk
through the neighbourhood. She had selected different spots in
the area and created a kind of soundscape. So the walk began
in the square and eventually passed through the whole neigh-
bourhood. Many people joined at different stages and engaged
in different ways.

And during the research period, the artists also visited dif-
ferent places, starting with the bakery next door, speaking with
the women who work there, then the conservatory, the music
school, and even a tennis club where young boys were playing. So
besides the public events, there are also many things happening
throughout the residency — micro-interventions or small actions
that maybe wouldn’t be visible in a typical art context, butinvolve
alot of interaction with the neighbourhood.

How can we approach collective learning and collective

knowledge through neighbouring?
I think that we imagine the space and we invite artists to im-
agine it as a place where they can invite local residents from the
neighbourhood to share time, knowledge, and practices. It could
be as simple as cooking together, having dinner, sewing, or par-
ticipating in painting workshops. And even though we call them
workshops, they don't necessarily have to be labelled that way;
it can simply be about inviting people into a space to exchange
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something through whatever practice the
artist feels comfortable with.

We like to think of the space as something
that can be offered to the people who live
there, a space to meet, to be together as neigh-
bours, and to spend time together. It becomes
a kind of community space informed by the
presence and initiative of each artist. Some-
times, for example, artists who work with
sound or music come, and the space turnsinto
a music workshop. Kids might start learning
something, like how to play an instrument.
If an artist works with drawing, the children and others learn
how to express themselves through drawing. So, using different
media, and depending on the artist and the occasion, people of
different generations are invited to share the space, to exchange
knowledge, skills, and ideas —and simply to spend time together.

This happens alongside the fact that each family lives in a
separate apartment and is dealing with its own issues, work prob-
lems, daily pressures, all theseisolating things. We try to imagine
this shared space as a place where they can come together and do
something outside the boundaries and routines imposed on them.

Do you sometimes receive feedback from neighbours or the
people living there? For example, do they enjoy having the
resident artists around? Or do they ever complain?

The artists often share what feedback they receive, because they
are the ones who live there and engage more or less closely with
the people. And yes, we have very positive feedback from fami-
lies, especially those with children or young adults, who are very
interested in the guests and enjoy spending time together in the
space. This happens both with the artists, and independently as
well, and involves learning small things, painting, drawing, mak-
ing music, or engaging in other activities offered by the artists.

«
Mush-2 residency, Gyumri, Armenia. 2023. Photo: Art Basis.

Of course, it’snotideal. It’s a kind of difficult balance to main-
tain because we know it’s not an easy thing to do. Everyone has
their own problems, and sometimes issues arise about accessi-
bility, who gets access, who is present. There are also different
dynamics between the people living there: who wants activities,
who doesn’t, who is interested, who isn’t.

There can be complaints about noise, for example, but we
try to find a way to balance the needs of the residents with the
possibility of doing something meaningful. We also can’t be
overly restrictive, and that’s sometimes hard to explain. The
residents knew from the beginning that the buildings included
these shared spaces, that they were part of the design, and they
moved in with this knowledge. So there was always the idea
that the space would be used in different ways, depending on
the project.

But as I said, the context is not an art context. And some-
times questions arise, like: what are the expectations of people
who are completely outside the art world? People who don’t deal
with these “artsy” things might ask, “Whatis happening? Is this
connected to art?”

So yes, sometimes it’s difficult for people to understand the
openness of what each artist brings, whether it’s body movement,
dance, sewing, or something else. It can be very diverse. And for
people who are used to more traditional ways of thinking about
everyday life and what’s acceptable in shared spaces, some of
these things might seem strange.

But that’s exactly the dynamics we are working with. The
artists need to be aware that the people they are engaging with
are not from arts-related backgrounds. And at the same time,
we try to remain open to a wide range of artistic practices, so
that people’s views can shift over time. Things that may not have
seemed possible in a studio space, like dancing, or even drawing
on the walls, can happen.
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So the artist-resident is not automatically treated as a neigh-
bour? Is it something that has to be earned?

Idon'tthink so. It’s an ongoing process. There is a strong culture
of hospitality in the area, and people do treat others with warmth.
The artists always say that they feel very welcome. But when you
live there, it’s never something that's settled once and for all. It’s
a constant process, how you interact, how open you are to engag-
ing, tolearning something new about the people, about yourself.

For each person who arrives, different spaces and interac-
tions can open up, depending on how open they are to being in
that district. So I wouldn’t say it’s granted. It’s something that
develops over time. It’s not one-sided either; it also depends on
the other residents. a kind of social structure that evolves over
time, depending on many factors: economic, political, even the
weather.

And looking back at all the projects that have taken place
in the residency space in Gyumri, could you offer a kind of
work-in-progress definition of what collective knowledge is?

I think there is no recipe. Each time, the strategy is created from
scratch, based on whatis athand, whatis there at that moment. By
thisI mean: what are the experiences that are shared? What does
each artist bring with them in terms of their own state of open-
ness, their willingness to interact collectively? And also, what
are the experiences of the other people who are there, those who
want to participate, and those who don't?

So, you can never assume that if you invite people to join an
activity you're offering it is automatically going to work. Each
time, you begin from scratch. And that’s what I thinkis also inter-
esting about art: that art gives us the possibility to rethink, each
time, how this collective sharing or collective knowledge can be
created at that very moment and with the very people who are
present. The outcome is often connected to personal relations,
personal histories, and a shared openness to try and imagine

something together. I would say that each artist creates their
own constellation based on their knowledge and on the present
moment they shape.

Iwould say that collective knowledge is, in a way, reinvented
with each new offering of collectivity. There isn’t a fixed number
of people who join in. Yes, there’s the district in which we work,
butwhen you're doing something in the context of art, you usually
know your audience more or less. If you're offering something or
inviting participants, you tend to know whom to expect, or how
many people. But here, it is never guaranteed. You have to be
inventive and imaginative about how to be interesting and how
to offer something meaningful to the people who live their lives
there. You are offering them the chance to come and spend their
time with you, and to share what it is you're proposing. So it is
always a reinvention of collectivity, a reinvention of the constel-
lation of people with whom you’re working.

And how do you see the residency spaces in the future, espe-

cially in the context of collectivity and community-building?
It’s not easy to realise it in practice because a lot of small ques-
tions always come up, very basic needs that everyone has. But
I imagine the spaces developing into something more self-run,
into a space for the community, independent of whether artists
are present or not.
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Guided walk combined with a plant exchange, listening exercises, interventions,

and singing, Mush-2, Gyumri, Armenia. Photo: Art Basis.
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We are still in the process of working toward that, but ide-
ally, the spaces would be run by the people who live there. In
the best-case scenario, they would take part in organizing the
space, managing their time there, and forming groups themselves.
That’s how Iimagine it, ideally.

That’s really interesting because it sounds like you would be
stepping back from the curatorial project, taking yourself out
of it and giving control to the people who live there.

Yes, of course. It could also be a combination. I don’t expect people
to do all the work, becauseitis ajob, it takes time and effort. There
could still be a curated part, a part that oversees the invited guests
and artists who come from other contexts. Residents don’t need
to deal with that. That part canremain a curatorial responsibility.
ButIimagine the space could also have a life of its own, parallel
to the residencies.
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Owen Griffiths and

a Saviotti, T¢
omics\the Blockbuster, Manchester 2023. Photo: David Oates.

1 as Toolkit (Manchester Version), The Whitworth Gallery,
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ENCYCLOPEDIA
OF MAGIC

A CONVERSATION
WITH ALESSANDRA
SAVIOTTI

Considering your long-standing involvement with socially en-
gaged art practices and collective learning, and your efforts
to open contemporary art institutions to untrained audiences,
how do you understand Dave Cormier's “the community is
the curriculum” —an idea you mention in your doctoral thesis
Hacking Art Education: Arte Util as an educational methodology
to foster change for curriculum planning?* In what ways has
it shaped your approach to curriculum development or col-
lective knowledge production within the contexts you work
in, such as UNIDEE at Cittadellarte — Fondazione Pistoletto
or your broader international collaborations?

The idea that you approach the community as a group that can
actually provide you with material to write a collective curricu-
lum is something that I find quite interesting because it implies
that a curriculum is a process. When I found this definition or
this formulation, “the community is the curriculum”,*I thought
thatit described quite well what I was already doing.

A community might be a group of people who share some
interests. It does not necessarily have to consist of people who
come from a particular place, for example. So there is no fixed con-
figuration of identity. It could be a group of students, for example.
I am also very practical in my approach, and I have always tried
1 Saviotti, A., Hacking Art Education. Arte Util as an educational methodology to

foster change for curriculum planning, Doctoral dissertation, Liverpool John

Moores University, 2023. Available at: https://researchonline.ljmu.ac.uk/id/

eprint/22729/

2  Cormier, D., “Rhizomatic education: Community as curriculum?”, in: Innovate:
Journal of Online Education, 4 (5), 2008.

to find some way of materializing this idea of the curriculum in
the university or art school context through practice.

For me, itis not interesting to have the idea of a programme
or curriculum as a fixed structure which I could give to the stu-
dents and they just follow it. It is more interesting to have a draft
or a sketch that the community or group of people can complete
together with me. I am aware that there is still a kind of power
imbalance because if I am asked to teach a class or a curriculum,
I am starting from a position of power. But the idea that we can
have a collective discussion about whatis interesting to unpackin
the curriculum I am proposing is a way to come together. Itis also
very useful for me because I can always learn something new. Af-
ter experiencing the idea that “the community is the curriculum”,
thereis enrichment on both sides, notjustin terms of theoretical
ideas or thoughts but also personally. Because, obviously, if we
think about creating a community, it means that other aspects

are implied, not just theoretical ones.

When you said you try to materialize the curriculum, was that
also related to the Undercommons, which you also refer to in
your thesis, or did you mean it in a different sense?

The Undercommons, as formulated by Stefano Harney and Fred
Moten (2013), is a very interesting concept because it pushes us
to really imagine another system. The Undercommons suggests
acting clandestinely at the centre of power structures to under-
mine and dismantle them. Therefore it explains that in order to
change, we need to imagine a new way of approaching educa-
tion. It affirms that what we currently have is basically wrong
because it excludes racialised and marginalised people such as
black people, indigenous people, queer and poor people. It does
notrespect minorities, for example. In this case, education follows
a trajectory that has existed for a very long time and empowers
aspecific group of people because it was designed by a particular
group to the exclusion of others.
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What is more interesting for me in the theory of the Under-
commons is the idea that learning happens all the time through
what Harney and Moten call “study”. Study doesn't only happen
at school or in a classroom when a lecturer or teacher explains
something to you. It also happens in informal conversations,
for example, the one we are having now. If I think about the
experience we shared together when we were walking in the
mountains during the UNIDEE residency in Biella, when we
went to the Sanctuary of Oropa, or when we were viewing the
ex-voto gallery,® learning also happened there. It happens when
we have a one-on-one conversation. It happens when we have
dinner together. There is a social aspect to study as proposed by
the Undercommons, which highlights the spontaneity of lived
experience.

Though nowadays I am a little critical of the idea that we
have to dismantle everything. I think there is a tension between
theidea of the Undercommons and the responsibility that comes
with it. If you think about Fred Moten and Stefano Harney, who
formulated the theory, they are both important and established
professors. So when you say to students that in order to create
change you must dismantle the system, the students are in a dif-
ferent position. They do not hold power. I think it is quite dan-
gerous if the only proposed path to change is by destroying the
system, especially when the people promoting that idea hold
positions of significant power.

Thisisjust my impression, because of course they can always
say it is only a theory. And again, we come back to this idea of
theory and practice. But nevertheless, I think the Undercommons
approach is valuable and interesting to bring into the conversa-
tion. It also highlights that sometimes it is truly impossible to

3  The ex-voto gallery in the Sanctuary of Oropa is a unique devotional space
containing thousands of votive offerings left by pilgrims in gratitude for di-
vine intervention. These ex-votos include paintings, photographs, and ob-
jects which together form a powerful visual archive.

infiltrate certain institutions. These institutions may claim they
want to change, but they do not actually question the concentra-
tion of power that resides within them.

When you said that dismantling institutions may not be the
right approach, I recalled that in your doctoral thesis you also
refer to the concept of exodus or engaged withdrawal. You
suggest that it is not the most effective strategy to overcome
institutional constipation. Although, I still find the term “en-
gaged withdrawal” really compelling. Could it be considered
a strategy of collective learning?

Yes, I think so. In my thesis, I refer to withdrawal as theorised
by Paolo Virno,* where the multitude actively opts for mass de-
fection —in his case, from the state — rather than protest. It puts
into question the assumption that institutions, or in some cases
the government, are the only entities that can speak and hold
power. The multitude does not aspire to become a majority pre-
cisely because it refuses to become the government. But actually,
if we use the idea of active withdrawal as a collective strategy,
it means that we are not alone. We create another possible way
of doing things. So even though I have sometimes been critical
of this approach, I think it could be interesting if it were used
more consciously. I am also thinking about it in relation to the
strike. Most social movements, for example — or to address the
situation in Palestine right now —involve calls for boycott. If you
actively disengage or withdraw from institutional power, it can
be a way to weaken that power. The more people join, the more
impactful it could be. It is a refusal to participate in the existing
structures while simultaneously building different forms of life
and organisation.

However, I do not want to speak in terms of success. I was
thinking more about the idea of creating pluralities. Not in the

4  Virno, P, “Virtuosity and Revolution: The Political Theory of Exodus”, in:
Hardt, M. and Virno, P. (eds), Radical Thought in Italy: A Potential Politics,
University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, Minn, 2010.
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sense of “us” versus “them”, but rather “us” as many, many, many,
and “them” as many, many, many more. In this way, there is a real
multiplicity of thoughts, a plurality of approaches. There is more
space for everybody. Here I turn to the concept of exodus devel-
oped by Toni Negri and Michael Hardt, even though it is more
utopian when they imagine a mass movement of the multitude
that both escapes and prefigures a new political order.

From a practical point of view, I think that conflict, in the-
ory, is less harsh when there is a multiplicity of thoughts and
approaches, and different ways of collective learning. These
always put us in negotiation with one another. Negotiation is
different from conflict. It suggests a different way of approaching
disagreement — through dialogue, for example. If I think about
how things are going right now, I feel that we are no longer used
to the idea of collective learning in many contexts. Collective
learning is demanding. Having many people in the same room
who need to negotiate their positions within the group is more
difficult than having one person decide for everyone.

ButIthinkitis also a useful strategy. If we come back to the
education context, collective learning becomes interesting be-
cause it gives us the opportunity to change the timetable and
how things are organized. If we want to truly learn collectively,
it means we need more time. This goes against the current ten-
dency where everything has to be done from one day to the next.
Otherwise, something bad might happen. We get stressed. There
is burnout. And so on. We often do not think about this, but I re-
ally believe that “stretching time” could be a very valuable way
of supporting collective learning.

Stretching time and also, at the beginning, you mentioned
coming to a workshop or study environment without a con-
crete plan, with only a sketch or a draft. Are these areas
connected to the idea of the Not-Yet that you also mention
in your doctoral thesis?

The concept of the Not-Yet is quite interesting. It comes from
Jeanne van Heeswijk, who is a Dutch artist. She has been work-
ing extensively with the idea of collective learning. This is also
very connected to another concept put forward earlier by Tania
Bruguera, which refers to art and education as spaces where we
train for the future.

For me, both of these approaches are important. The work of
Taniaisdifferentfrom that of Jeanne, butboth are deeply engaged
in institution-building and in imagining other ways of living to-
gether, to putitin simple terms. The ideas of the Not-Yet and train-
ing for the future are powerful because they bring together the
potential of pedagogical or educational practice and the power
of art. One of the powers of art is to imagine the world otherwise
(which is another quote by Charles Esche, former director of the
Van Abbemuseum, whom I had the privilege of working with).

Tania Bruguera often speaks about the role of artists in
thinking about new configurations of reality, and about how
these ideas can be implemented through an artistic approach.
She comes from Cuba, a place where imagination and art have
been used extensively by the government as propaganda tools,
but also a place where there is no freedom of speech.’ Artists
there have always had to imagine new ways of creating work
that would not be censored. If you want to criticize the govern-
ment or take a clear political position, you need to think about
something that does not yet exist. If you do that, it means that
people encountering your work for the first time don't know how
to react, because itis new. It also means that there is no law that
forbids it. So you can do it. It is a way of putting something very
theoretical into practice. But to become aware of the Not-Yet, it
is also important to be conscious of what was there before.

5 For an extensive review of the work of Tania Bruguera see: Saviotti, A., “Tools
of Renewal — Tania Bruguera and Arte Util”, interview by Florent Delval in:
Faire Mondes, N.2, 2021. Avdailable at: https://fairemondes.com/florent-del-
val-outils-de-renouveau-tania-bruguera-et-arte-util/
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Art that brings together artistic and educational approach-
es creates very fertile ground where imagination can arise and
where itis possible to envision something that does not yet exist,
but that can still be putinto practice. When you putimagination
into practice, it becomes a powerful force. It can genuinely change
the world. I know I sound very hopeful today, but from my expe-
rience, I have seen that art projects can have a real impact. We
cannotdeny that the imagination of some people has changed the
condition of others, even through a small gesture. The power of
these practices lies in the fact that they can transform something
for a small group of people. It is also important to document these
processes because others can be inspired by them and apply sim-
ilar methods in their own contexts, environments, or situations.

That is actually a great introduction to the idea of Arte Util.
Would you like to explain this concept and say how it might
connect to collective learning strategies?

Arte Util is a term that was conceptualized by Tania Bruguera,
starting around the year 2000, as part of her long-term project
Catédra de Arte de Conducta. However, when Gemma Medina and I,
along with curators at the Van Abbemuseum (Annie Fletcher, Nick
Aikens and Charles Esche) conducted research together with her,
we discovered that other artists had used the same term before
in Italy, Argentina, Mexico, and the United States. The phrase
was often translated into those local languages, but the meaning
remained similar.

The starting point was always the idea of using art as a field
or method to change reality in an effective way. Tania has been
working with this concept for more than twenty years, promoting
theideathatartcanbe areal toolfor change. I think thisisimpor-
tant because it places art back at the centre of the conversation.
In my experience, there is often a kind of scepticism about art.
People sometimes say that art is nice, but that it does not really
do anything.

However, when I was involved in the Museum of Arte Util, an
exhibition conceived by Tania Bruguera at the Van Abbemuseum
(Eindhoven, Netherlands) in 2013, my role was to put together an
archive of practices that used art as a tool for real change. These
were not symbolic or metaphorical changes. They involved tan-
gible outcomes, for example in law, healthcare, or architecture.
The emphasis was not on a specific artistic medium, like painting
or sculpture, but on the process. And in most cases, the process
was a collective one.

In order for these practices to be effective, there always needs
to be an initiator, an artist or a group of people who begin the
process, and users, the people who activate and carry forward that
process. In the Arte Util Archive, we have around three hundred
projects. Some of them were initiated by individuals, but even in
those cases, it is difficult to claim that they were not collective
practices because they necessarily involved others who shaped
and transformed the work through usership.

The power of this archive lies in its ability to place these
practices on a historical timeline. It shows how this approach,
which started at the end of the nineteenth century, has devel-
oped into a growing number of practices up to the present day.
It also challenges the notion of art as something practised only
by individuals working alone in studios. That can still happen
and produce valuable work, but it is no longer the only valid
approach.

To sum it up, for me Arte Util—and you can see this in the cas-
esThave described —is a methodology rather than a movement. It
is a different way of approaching art and education, or art through
education, as ameans of collectively learning new things that we
can apply in our lives, in reality, and across disciplines.

6 See: Saviotti, A., Arte Util and the attempt to change the world, Van Abbemuse-
um Kitchen Blog, Eindhoven, 2014. Available at: https://www.alessandras-
aviotti.com/uploads/1/3/2/3/13234002/vam_kitchen_blog_%C2%BB_
alessandra_saviotti.pdf
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| was particularly interested in the project you mentioned
in your thesis, in which John Ruskin invited his students to
build a road connecting Upper and Lower Hinksey. | found it
especially relevant to discussions around collective learning
strategies, as the students were required to engage with
knowledge and skills not directly related to art, yet the entire
situation has all the hallmarks of an artistic process. Perhaps
not only because it was initiated by an artist, but also due to
the inherent strangeness of the situation.

To start from the end, I have learned that art can sometimes be
used as an excuse or an alibi. If we consciously use the fact that, as
youmentioned, artis something strange or unusual, then we can
do alotof things becauseitis artand itis supposed to be strange.
Thisidea of using artas an alibi or as an excuseisreallyimportant
becauseit gives us alot of agency. We can play with that, both for
good and for bad. But I would say it is quite powerful, especially
within institutions.

Because art is a space of imagination and possibility, it also
means that everything is possible. We need to negotiate with
that. Returning to the Ruskin Road, I find it quite fascinating. If
you think about the context in which he proposed it, one of his
students was Oscar Wilde. Itis amusing to imagine Oscar Wilde
standing in the rain and building a road. I suppose the other stu-
dents came from similar social backgrounds and were not used
to physical labour like road building.

This episode is quite compelling. Ruskin was teaching at
Oxford and was deeply engaged with the Arts and Crafts move-
ment, which emphasized bringing art into everyday life, often
in a decorative way. But in this case, he took it very seriously. He
asked his students to build a road because it was the most useful
way to put into practice what they were learning together. I find
this very interesting because it was a way to create something
new that was also genuinely useful to others. It was a lesson on
the practicalities of social change, transcending class and social
norms. That is also meaningful because it connected places that

were previously unconnected, Ruskin’s aim was to promote joy
in manual labour where aesthetics played a crucial role, as the
objective was to create the most beautiful road adorned with
wildflowers and so on. We do not know what happened later as
a result. Maybe the students understood the pedagogies behind
this process, maybe they did not. But part of the road remains.
Ruskin is not widely remembered for this. I was not aware of this
story, and when Ifound out aboutit, I thoughtit was very inspiring.

I'd really like to imagine what kind of skills or knowledge the
students had to learn in this project. From the skill of digging
the ground to understanding how to make themselves useful
to the communities. Above all, it was actually necessary help
because the two villages were really lacking a connection be-
cause of a huge swamp separating them. Sometimes when
you take a group of people out of their regular context, you
can create something deeply meaningful.

Earlier you also mentioned the art archive, and | wanted to
ask what your definition of collective knowledge might be.
Could you also refer to your experience working on the Arte
Util Archive?

For me, collective knowledge is something that exists in order to
be transformed. As I mentioned before, there is often an assump-
tion about what we know and who we are. The moment those
assumptions are putinto question, they generate something new.
[ believe this is transformative both on a personal level and on
a broader, global level.

It is also a very interesting way to move beyond the idea of
competition. Thisis connected to how we approach the economy,
which is something very important to me. It is simply not true
that thereis only one possible way of understanding or organizing
the economy. There are many alternative models that work quite
well, and in the Arte Util Archive there are many examples. For me,
collective knowledge is a kind of encyclopedia of magic that can
be deeply transformative. It must be taken seriously. It can also be
joyful to navigate different forms of collective knowledge, butitis
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essential to reflect on what each of us contributes to this collective
pot. Practices that emerge from collective knowledge have a real
impact on the world and on the people who engage with them.
That is why we should approach this seriously, considering both
the how and the what of what we contribute.

Regarding the methods of gathering and contributing to col-
lective knowledge, | would like to ask about the website Hack-
ing (Art) Education which works as a tool for experimental
pedagogies, and how the concept of hacking can function
as a strategy of collective learning.

First of all, to hack means to cut a hole, a space through which
things canleak out of the structure you have disrupted. I like that
idea, especially when applied to education. By creating this kind
ofhole, everything can flow outward, and then it can be redistrib-
uted. For example, you do not need to formally be part of a school
programme in order to learn something. Hacking means that any-
one can gain access through this kind of leak in the system. It is
alsointeresting because hacking has become part of our everyday
lives, especially in relation to our approach to technology.

When I'was thinking about how to hack education, and more
specifically art education, I wanted to create something that was
not one hundred percent approved by academia or educational
institutions, but that everybody could use. More importantly,
something that everybody could adapt and transform. I created
awebsite called Hacking (Art) Education. It was the practical part of
my PhD.Ithoughtofitas away of composing a curriculum based
on the Arte Util Archive. The archive is freely available online. It
also gave me the opportunity to focus on specificlocations. I took
some projects from the Arte Util Archive and included themin that
curriculum. One example is Homebaked, a projectin Liverpool (UK)
initiated by Jeanne van Heeswijk, the artist who developed the
concept of the Not-Yet. Her project is a bakery. That means if you
want to learn about it, you need to go there and eat a pie.

While I was researching in Liverpool, I discovered a laundry
shop called Kitty's Launderette. It was named after Kitty Wilkin-
son and itis also a centre where people can learn about her history.
She is the only woman to whom a statue has been dedicated in
Liverpool's St. George’s Hall. She was the only person in her neigh-
bourhood who owned a boiler and she helped during a cholera
epidemicin 1832. She washed the clothes and bedsheets of those
in need, which helped prevent the spread of disease and saved
many lives. When I visited the laundry shop, I discovered that the
people who run the business are artists. I talked to them because
I thought the project was a perfect fit for what I was working on.
For them, the framing was alittle different. They told me that for
them, the project was not an art project. For me, however, this
situation shows how something that does not yet exist can be
imagined and then putinto practice.

There are also other exercises on the website I created, in-
spired by some of the methods used in the case studies included
in the Arte Util Archive. These exercises are adapted and properly
credited. For example, there is an exercise called The Choir that
Ireworked from a method by Augusto Boal. The exercise is an ad-
aptation from Boal’s Games for actors and non-actors’ and combines
individual and collective perceptions of a place to understand
how we react to our surroundings.

The website was a way to put into practice some of the meth-
ods presented in the projects included in the Arte Util Archive.
This was also a way to think about how these methods could be
adapted in different contexts. The fact that I created a website
means that anyone can access and use these exercises. Anyone
can also use the different syllabi, since I have included all the
readings, links to videos, and other resources.

One of my favourite exercises is A Capitalist Reading of our Usual

Breakfast. 1 created this exercise together with the artist Owen

7 Jackson, A. and Boal, A., Games for actors and non-actors, London: Routledge,
2005.
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Griffiths. We were working with a very
broad group of people, including stu-
dents from many different places, and we
needed to find a common element. Since
we did not know the group very well, we
thought that breakfast might be some-
thing everyone shares. Even if someone
only has coffee or teain the morning, itis
still a point of connection. We proposed
the following: checkyour usual breakfast
and try to find out where the ingredients
} come from. We asked the students to ei-

therrecord ashortvideo or take a photo of
their breakfast, and to list what they were eating. We also asked if
they could trace the origin of the ingredients. This was an oppor-
tunity to introduce a conversation about the economy, the global
economy, and political economy. It worked very well.

Itis quite interesting, because if you do this exercise you can
think of the breakfast as something that becomes part of your
body. It becomes something very concrete. It is not abstract any-
more, but part of your lived experience. You begin to ask, where
does the coffee come from? Where do the ingredients on your
plate originate? This exercise gives you the chance to embed the
concept of economy in a direct way. Often, the economy seems
like something distant. But here we are talking about things that
are physically inside you at the moment of discussion. Itis a very

nice exercise to do together.

This reminds me of your project DPE Decentralising Political
Economies. Could you explain how you worked with that con-
cept? Could you explain how you worked with that concept?

Decentralising Political Economies was also a very interesting op-
portunity for us to rethink the Arte Util Archive as a resource
for creating new content. In this case, we focused specifically on

the economy. The exercise I just mentioned came directly from
that research.

We began with the idea that the economy often feels distant
from everyday life, especially if we think about the financiali-
zation of the economy. But in fact everything we do is shaped
by it. We go to work to earn money so we can eat, pay rent, and
travel. So we asked ourselves, why not use the Arte Util Archive as
astarting point for exploring different economic systems or ways
of surviving within the current system, especially when you are
not associated with one of the centres of power?

Together with Poppy Bowers, whois chief curator at the Whit-
worth Art Gallery, and John Byrne, who is a professor of useful
art at Liverpool John Moores University, we began researching
alternative approaches to the economy. These were often devel-
oped or implemented by artists. We did this while commissioning
texts, but we also developed a section called the toolkit, where
different resources are available for further exploration. It was
a very interesting research process because it was also a way to
make that process public. When I say process, I mean the research
projectthatled to the exhibition focused on the economy and art,
organised at the Whitworth in Manchester, titled Economics The
Blockbuster: It’s not Business as Usual.

We believed it was important to share this publicly, especial-
ly because we were in the middle of the pandemic. The project
launched in October 2020, and we continued the research up
to the opening of the exhibition in 2023. We spent a significant
amount of time researching the economy, using the platform not
only as a tool for sharing, but also as a kind of open notebook.
Then, when the pandemic restrictions were eased, we were able
to meet again at the exhibition in Manchester. It was quite mean-
ingful to see how this collective research process had evolved
and how it eventually materialized in the form of an exhibition.
Some of the outcomes of the Decentralising Political Economies
project are still ongoing.

Arte Util in the Netherlands, international Master Artist Educator, ArtEZ, Arnhem,
2019. Photo: Alessandra Saviotti.
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After the exhibition ended, the Whitworth Art Gallery invit-
ed Owen and I to keep the work Tablecloth as a Toolkit on display
for another year. This extension supported the development of
educational programmes with different groups, particularly with
children. This returns to your earlier question about the power
of collective knowledge. When you begin a research project, or
atleast whenIdo, you may start with a question, but the process
often leads in directions you could not have anticipated. This
was the case with Decentralising Political Economies as a research
platform. It was especially meaningful for me because l amnot an
expertin economics, butIwas able to approach the topic through
the lens of art and Ilearned a lot.

I have encountered many projects thatrethink or create new
economic models or alternative ways of surviving within cap-
italist structures. In that sense, everyone has some knowledge
to contribute. My own approach is grounded in art, but the re-
search opened up many other directions. That is why this was
such a powerful example of turning collective knowledge and
collective research into something public.

What collective learning strategies should we use more of in
the future, or how do you imagine them developing?

I'would say that collective knowledge really happens everywhere.
Even when sharing arecipe, or learning alanguage, for example; it
is all part of what we can become. We mentioned the Undercom-
mons, and I truly believe in it. Collective knowledge exists because
it is created by a group of people, and it can happen anywhere.
What happens in one place can also happen elsewhere.

This is important because it means that knowledge does not
obey a hierarchy, at least not for me. What you learn by talking
to people at the market, or speaking with farmers, is as valuable
as what you learn at a university. For me, it is always a matter of
how you use the knowledge. What do you do with it? Can it lead
to something that does not yet exist? Can you have an epiphany

Alessandra Saviotti, 2022. Photo: Pictonomad.

while shopping at the market? For example, when you see where
the tomatoes come from, what does that tell you? What can you
do with that?

So for me, the future of collective knowledge must be truly
collective. It cannot beisolated. It has to existin a group, through
conversation. We should not be afraid to say things that might
sound obvious, naive, or even stupid. Everyone can learn from
everyone else.
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CERVIX

A CONVERSATION
WITH SARA
BURAYA BONED

Focused on institutional transformation, your work includes
involvement in public programmes organised by the Museo
Reina Sofia, where you are part of the Museo Tentacular
Department, currently situated within the Directorship of
Study. You have also participated in major culturalinitiatives,
such as Creative Europe projects. | would like to ask: do you
think a museum can serve as a tool for collective learning?

Yes, I do think the museum can be a tool for collective learning.
In fact, I think it should mainly be a tool for collective learning!
My perspective comes from the institutional practice [ have been
developing for many years, especially since 2013, when I started
working in the Public Activities Department of the Museo Reina
Soffa. Before that I had been working in the Collections Depart-
ment. I started as a student, and in the meantime I was also part
of very formative political experiences outside the museum, such
as the 2011 Indignados 15-M movement in Spain, which for me
was a political school of collective practice and collective learn-
ing. At the same time I was learning how to be a museum worker,
working with collections. But there were also very important
structural changes in the whole institutional project. I had the
privilege of living through the fifteen years during which Manolo
Borjadirected the museum and of working with the many people
who, across those years, were part of the team. I always insist that
what we created at the Reina Sofia was a very collective process.
In 2013 what was already taking shape was a strategy of work-
ing with networks and with collective entities who brought dif-
ferent knowledges, knowledges not expected to be found within

acontemporary artinstitution. I amreferring to international sol-
idarity networks, local activisms, and a myriad of diverse entities
with their own experiences and perspectives. We began working
with collectives, networks, and cooperatives in a sustained way,
and this practice has, over the years, become a central part of the
institutional project. Many important transformations of the very
idea of what the museum is, or could be, occurred thanks to these
collaborations, this openness to negotiation, co-production, and
engagement with non-institutional partners. What turned out to
be the key to enhancing certain transformations in the museum
was precisely the specificity of working with others. Others who
were not identified with the museum in the conventional sense,
but who made a kind of crack in the very idea of the museum.
Of course, this is not unique to the Reina Soffa; it emerges from
the broader practices of institutional critique developed since
the 1960s, in different waves and moments, including the very
significant debates of the 1990s.

In 2017, we created a department whose aim was to address
questions of institutionality and assess the possibility of trans-
forming the institution through contact with others, with un-
expected partners, or with partners not usually anticipated in
the context of a contemporary art museum. The department was
called Museo en Red, a term thatis untranslatable and significant
because it carries a performative dimension. It is not easily cap-
tured in English, as it may imply different senses. It could mean:
a museum that is part of a net, a museum that produces nets
around itself, or a museum iz [a] net. Itis not clear which position
isassumed, and this uncertainty, or the possibility of strategically
shifting positions, is essential to its meaning. This department
is the one I continue to be part of today, and since 2023, with the
arrival of Manuel Segade as the new director, it has taken on a new
imprint, with metaphors of the non-human and the possibility of
establishing tentacular relationships that broaden our approach
to contact and collaboration. At the same time, there is a line of
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continuity with the past as seen in our ongoing commitment to
these ideas of what a museum can and should be.

In the history of the museum as a locus of power there have
always been tensions and disputes that push museums to redefine
theirrolein society. I always emphasize that changes never come
from within the institution, but the other way around; it is the
people who demand changes, and push for them, who ultimately
make them happen. The institution, whether a museum or anoth-
er type of organization, must listen and respond to what people

— citizens, artists, and communities — are asking for.

We have witnessed such shifts, for example, away from the
idea of the museum as a space designed for collecting, dissemi-
nating, and producing knowledge for an audience, toward a new
conception that emerged in the debates around the redefinition
of the museum within the ICOM' commission responsible for
this task. For example, the museum was now asked to address
questions of social justice, global equality, the sustainability of
ecosystems and life on this planet, and the distribution of power,
working with communities rather than for an audience that simply
assimilates what the museum declares. This has been our focus
over the years, through careful listening and collective thinking,
proposing by way of practice, and paying attention to the learn-
ings gathered from these experiences.

Earlier you mentioned the desire to work with unexpected
partners as well as the role of uncertainty within institutional
practice. Both seem to challenge the idea of the museum as
a rigid structure with a clearly defined direction. How can
unpredictability and uncertainty function as strategies of
collective learning?

I think that one of the tasks that has never been clearly defined
for museums, and that to me is key, is not to make statements
or to organise and disseminate knowledge, but rather to listen.

1  ICOM is the International Council of Museums, a global organization that
brings together museum professionals.

By uncertainty I mean that often in order to do something mean-
ingful with the community around you, it is more necessary to
listen carefully and to develop cooperative strategies than to be
at the centre, proposing things people may not need.

Of course, planningis still required, since there are resources
and timelines. First of all, to rethink and transform an institu-
tion, you must first have one — and there are countries where
there is simply no institutional framework to transform. There
are others where itis being undermined and destroyed.Iam a de-
fender of publicinstitutions. We need a public sphere. Atleastin
Spain, public institutions (museums, schools, healthcare, etc.)
still sustain life. At present, with the rise of the far right, we see
the dangers, and the distinction between transforming institu-
tionality and erasing or dismantling it altogether. This is what
we see happening for example in Argentina under Javier Milei,
who is dismissing academics, or in Poland (2015-2023), with re-
peated attacks on cultural institutions, or currently in the second
Trump administration in the United States, where institutions
and democracy are being demolished on different levels, while
museums are being attacked and censorship is flourishing. That
is not transformation but destruction.

Change has so often taken place because of the struggles of
the people, which have pushed institutions to move in new direc-
tions. Yet institutions can also adopt a different position if they
are grounded in methodologies and strategies of listening, feeling,
understanding, and being more responsive and tentacular, atten-
tive to the needs thatunderpin their central tasks. Uncertainty, in
this sense, meansleaving space for things to happen. Listening is
about being present, being in contact, open to others. You don’t
necessarily know what is going to happen next.

It is truly fascinating to realize that uncertainty and the an-
ticipation of what may emerge can be filled with listening
— listening to other people and to the environment. In this
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context | would like to ask how can we imagine the future of
the museum and the future of collective learning strategies?

For me, a crucial issue in current debates on the role of museums
is the need to question the very idea of preserving objects for
the future at a time when a future is no longer certain. We are
facing urgent challenges and crises, like climate change. Over
the next thirty years, climate conditions will change across the
entire planet. And we may be asking ourselves: what future are
we preserving these artefacts for? Perhaps we need to focus all
our artistic thinking and cultural knowledge on the possibility
of having a future at all.

Preserving the history, memory, and legacy thatcollectionsrep-
resentis of course an extremely importantresponsibility. Yet we also
need to think beyond artefacts in order to activate the memories,
narratives, histories, and knowledges embeddedin collections, and
put them to work with and for the people in order to build a future.

Referring to what you said about the future, | would like to
mention the publication Degrowth and Progress? that you
co-curated. How, in your view, might collective learning strat-
egies be applied to the concept of progress?

Thatwas a very meaningful exercise I engaged in as a member of
the editorial board of L'Internationale, the European confedera-
tion of museums, art institutions, and art networks. I co-edited
the publication with Ida Hir§enfelder. It was a collective projectin
the form of atrilogy addressing three pairs of concepts that could
been seen as antonyms: Austerity and Utopia,® Degrowth and Pro-

2 S. Buraya Boned and Ida HirSenfelder (eds.), Degrowth and Progress,
LInternationale Online, 2021. Accessed September 16, 2025. https://ar-
chive-2014-2024.internationaleonline.org/d2tv32fgpoixal.cloudfront.
net/files/internationaleonline_degrowthandprogress_epub_2021.pdf

3 Nav Hagq, Pablo Martinez, Corina Oprea (eds.), Austerity and Utopia, LInterna-
tionale Online, 2020. Accessed September 16, 2025. https://archive-2014-2024.
internationaleonline.org/d2tv32fgpo1xal.cloudfront.net/files/internationale-
online-austerityandutopia-2020-web.pdf

gress, and Class and Redistribution.* Its central aim was to rethink
the language. The notion of progress, and the symbolic weight it
carries as seen through a Western, nineteenth-century, positivist
lens with its classifications of whatis developed and whatis primi-
tive,has putus on areckless path to destruction. The question was
whether we might think differently about progress, and likewise
about growth. Could degrowth be seen not as moving toward
havingless, but toward a more profound, healthy, and joyful life?
Thelimits of the earth are well known. Today we are shifting into
whatis called “sustainable development”, a term that I also find
highly problematic, since capitalism once again adapts toit, with
new green energies and electric cars that transform landscapes
while generating new forms of extractivism across the globe.

Regarding Degrowth and Progress, it was an invitation to em-
brace the possibility of reinterpreting both of these terms. There
was a beautiful text about Ursula K. Le Guin that Ida Hir$enfelder
wrote. That approach brought speculative thinking and feminist
speculative practice into the publication as a methodology. Every
author we invited approached the subject from a different position
and perspective. But it was very much the same as I was saying
before about the need to imagine the future. What culture and
the arts can do is create spaces for collective thinking and rad-
ical imagination to exist and to develop. These are changes we
need. We need to use the position, the power, and the resources
we have to create such opportunities. Sometimes the results are
brilliant, sometimes not, and that is okay. The point is how you
can contribute with your work to that. And this has nothing to
do with whatI, Sara, have to offer the world as an individual, but
what we can build together.

We come from different contexts and different historical
backgrounds. You are from Poland, I am from Spain. I, however,

4 Farah Aksoy, Meagan Down, Corina Oprea (eds.), Class and Redistribution, L'In-
ternationale Online, 2021. Accessed September 16, 2025. https://internation-
aleonline.org/site/assets/files/7221/lio_classandredistribution_2021.pdf
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was raised in an environment of individuality, within a frame-
work shaped by neoliberal capitalism. Collectiveness was absent.
Ilearned it later in my personal and militant life, in spaces such
as squatted social centres in my city, and in social movements.
I believe there is a great deal of learning there for the arts and for
institutions as well, and it is this kind of transfer of knowledge
that we are trying to bring into our practice.

After learning more about your unique projects that explore
new areas of cooperation, I’d like to ask you about the word
experiment. What does it mean to you, especially in relation
to creating a collective learning environment?

I can recall a moment that was a real turning point for me in my
practice and in my life. In 2019, we invited Paula Pin, a visual
artist, and Laura Benitez, a researcher, who were collaborating
on the idea of a bio-trans laboratory for experimenting with the

practices of punk gynaecology.® This initiative had grown out of
the experiences of feminist wet labs and similar spaces. It was

conceived as a laboratory with an open call, designed to exper-
iment collectively with practices of biological self-exams. One

of the exercises involved creating microscopes with a five-euro

computer webcam, following open-source instructions to assem-
ble the microscopes using small pieces of wood. With these small

microscopes we learned together how to explore our own bodies,
our vagina and cervix and the uterine cavity, and how to observe

the cells of the tiny organisms who live in our fluids.

We spent five days together at the museum, in the workshop
room, engaged in collective processes and a constant exchange of
knowledge. We were introduced to knowledge from thinkers I had
not encountered before, such as Lynn Margulis and Karen Barad.
The artists brought their experiences into the workshop in a way
thatwas not only horizontal but also fluid, while the participants

5 https://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/activity/bio-trans-lab-0

contributed other forms of knowledge, such as how one relates

to one’s body in daily life, or what kinds of food one prepares. In

the enditbecame somethinglike a witch club, sharing forbidden,
non-commercial knowledge related to our bodies, but also to our

subjectivities, affects, and feminist militancy. Within the span

of five days a new collective body was created. It was truly trans-
formative for all of us. On the final day we were naked, examining

one another’s cervices, collecting cells, and exploring them with

the microscopes we had built together.

We could see our own body’s cells on the screen. Thisis some-
thing one would neverimagine happeninginside a museum, with-
in the regulated space of the white cube. Yet such an experience
became possible when it was grounded in trust and in a temporary
autonomous community that shared both witchcraft and scientif-
icknowledge about their bodies. It was also a technique designed
for people who don't have access to public healthcare, a way to
prevent cervical cancer, or to identify possible infections. At the
same time, we questioned our relationship with gynaecology as
ascience, whichis very patriarchal and casts the female patientin
a passive role with regard to her own experience of her body and
its health. We shared our experiences of gynaecology, reflecting
on how medicine separates the subject being observed from the
doctor, and how it often forbids us from engaging directly with
our own bodies, even by prohibiting the use of the speculum on
oneself.

For me, this particular case demonstrates how a space can
be created for collective knowledge to be shared, produced, and
developed. We learned many things from one another, and there
was no legitimized body of knowledge or single authority. For
example, in this context we invited Helen Hester, who was part of
the project. Helen Hester is a philosopher from the United King-

dom, she is a co-author of Xenofeminism: A Politics for Alienation,
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cal memories”, Museo Reina Sofia, 2023. Photo: Joaquin Cortés and Roman Cortés.

>

114

and she came to give a theoretical lecture® that incorporated
reflections on practice, and then all the participants from the
lab presented the outcomes of their experiments. This form of
xenofeminism proposes a take on how technologies can play
arole in feminisms. It was 2019, a moment strongly marked by
the fourth wave of feminism. It represented a way of moving be-
yond the idea of knowledge as theory, or as something produced
exclusively by those legitimized by academia or by the museum.

How can feminist ideas and practices shape collective

learning?
When I first began working, while still at university, a curator was
seen as alegitimized figure who possessed knowledge, developed
athesis, and then relied on many other staff, assistants and coor-
dinators, very often women, who did the reproductive work need-
ed for the project to happen, while themselves remaining invisible.
The same applied to designing public programmes. I have seen
this change in my lifetime, and I believe that the feminist wave
had a greatdeal to do withit. It has challenged the social structure
as a whole and the art system in particular. It has destabilized
figures of authority in knowledge production and has allowed us
to see and to recognize that knowledge is elsewhere and that it
is always situated. From my perspective, we have been ignoring
many forms of knowledge for far too long.

I remember the first time I heard Natasa Petresin Bachelez,
a Slovenian curator who had worked in Paris for many years and
was part of L'Internationale some years ago, referring to herself as
an “interdependent” curator. She explained how she used to call
herself an independent curator until she realized that she was
not independent at all, but completely interdependent on other
agents of cultural practice because she cannot do anything alone.
I feel the same. I can do nothing without others. I am always

6 https://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/activity/helen-hester

working through connections and relations, in interdependency
with people from institutions, with artists, and within broader
networks.

Going back to the project you carried out together with Paula
Pin and Laura Benitez, it is a beautiful example of how tech-
nology can be creatively hacked. In the fifth edition of the
Archivos del Comun realised by the Reina Sofia, we can learn
about a practice started as TV Tamix,” where the commu-
nity from Tamazuldpam del Espiritu Santo Mixe in Oaxaca
learned all the skills of video recording and video production
in order to make their voices heard. Would you like to explain
the concept behind Archivos del Comun in more detail?

Archivos del Comun began as a seminar we organized together
with Red Conceptualismos del Sur, one of the networks we col-
laborate with.® This is a network of researchers, curators, and
artists based in Latin America and Spain, working to influence
the critical dimension of artistic, archival, curatorial and social
movement practices, guided by the idea that research itself is
apolitical act.

7 TV Tamix was o pioneering audiovisual collective from Tamazuldapam del
Espiritu Santo, Oaxaca, active in the 1990s. It used radio, video, and local
television to document Mixe community life, creating a counter-narrative to
external representations and laying the groundwork for an ongoing practice

of collective memory and self-representation.
8 https://redcsur.net/
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Archivos del Comun evolved into a recurring gathering, usu-
ally held over three days, in which we invite archival initiatives
to participate. These are not institutional archives but archives
created by individuals, communities, or collectives who seek to
preserve the memory of something. It might be a place, an event,
a collective, or a community, and they do so in their own way, au-
tonomously.

These archives emerge from the commons. They do not follow
official archive regulations, they are not institutionalized, and
they do not have access to the same resources. Our aim was to
create a conversation about the politics of the archive: how to
activate archives, what kinds of circulations of affects and rela-
tions does an archive generate, and how it relates to researchers,
to the future, and to materiality. We organized the first edition
and quickly realized how necessary it was. With the support of
Red Conceptualismos del Sur, which haslong been engaged with
archival practices, we then developed a methodology of working
together. Every two years we organized a new edition, and next
year we will hold the sixth edition of Archivos del Comun.

Over time we haveincorporated new questions and frameworks.
For example, the fifth edition was dedicated to fungi. We asked
how we might think about archives through the lens of fungi, look-
ing at different dimensions: the spore dimension, the symbiotic
dimension, the mycelial dimension, or the fermentation dimension.
All these natural metaphors resonate with how we want to create
knowledge and reflect on our practices. In this way Archivos del
Comun has become an informal network of archives. Itis notinsti-
tutionalized, but we are now working to create a website to gather
all the publications and interventions from different years.

We have also created an archive of Archivos del Comun, be-
cause participants bring materials when they come to the sem-
inar, and we gather them here, collectively creating another
archive. What I mean is that all of these initiatives have slowly
emerged over the years, starting from the museum’s intention to

build networks of relations around the institution. What these

relations would look like was not pre-defined. Our aim was not to

work within project-based temporality but rather within a tem-
porality that allows things to happen, without having everything

planned in advance. One needs to listen to what is happening and

to see where it leads. For us, this has meant becoming a kind of
membrane of the institution, attuned to different temporalities,
at times more urgent, at times slower.

I had the pleasure of attending your lecture organized by Cit-
tadellarte. lwas particularly inspired by the Reina Sofia Muse-
um’s public program, especially by the way this project created
a learning space for for the residents of the Lavapiés neigh-
bourhood. It responded directly to their needs and listened to
their concerns. For example, you offered Spanish lessons for
migrants, and even introduced courses on how to manage art-
works, drawing participants more deeply into the structures
of the museum. Could you tell me more about your approach?

By having contact with others we could be more specific. One
example is Museo Situado,’ an assembly we hold with 28 collec-
tives from the neighbourhood of Lavapiés, where the museum is
located. Museo Situado meets once a month and serves as a space
of governance and decisionmaking. Together, we have carried
outmany different projects with various collectives, and at times
with all of them, such as the Picnic del Barrio, the annual festival
we organize collectively. There are also different lines of collabo-
ration with specific groups. Each collective brings its proposals
for projects or actions to the assembly, and the assembly decides
whether or not to implement them.

This process ensures that decisions are not taken by the insti-
tution alone but emerge by attentively listening to where people
in the neighbourhood are struggling and what they need. Our
role is to build a bridge between the curatorial and artistic work

9 https://www.museoreinasofia.es/museo-tentacular/museo-situado
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of the museum and people and communities who are not the
typical audience of an art institution.

These include Igbtgia+ collectives, undocumented migrants,
migrant domestic workers, local feminist collectives, families, and
children. Whatunites them is the shared aim of transforming their
neighbourhood and fighting for their rights, while also navigating
institutional boundaries, not only those of the museum, but of
institutions in general. In this context, one learns continuously
from many different people and perspectives, and itbecomes nec-
essary toreconfigure one’s own position constantly. Thisis crucial,
because through these encounters you change, you mutate, and
you come to see beyond the perspective of the museum.

One example is Voces Situadas, which is not only a line of pro-
gramming but also an assembly and gathering created to engage
with issues we consider urgent to learn about. For instance, we
organized a debate on the new European Pact on Migration and
Asylum recently signed by the European Parliament which is al-
ready having severe consequences for the lives of many migrants
arriving in Europe or already living here.

We also debated the law concerning trans identity and trans
rights before the Trans Law was passed in Spain in 2023. Partici-
pants themselves propose areas where more knowledge is needed.
We invite participants who are not experts or academics, but
who are dealing with these issues in their own lives. They bring
situated knowledge: for example, they may have residency papers
and can speak about their situation; they may be struggling at
the border of Melilla and Ceuta in southern Spain; or they may
be trans activists who know how their lives will be affected by
the new law. They are involved in practice, and it is through
that practice that they possess knowledge. This is a neverending
process. People are always eager to learn and to share knowledge.

I also would like to bring the Schools of Museo Situado™ into
the conversation, concerning the challenge of rethinking the
school as a structure. What we are doing is reversing the way
school as an institution has been traditionally based upon a hier-
archical system of power. I am not suggesting that we are invent-
ing anything new, but for us engaging with the idea of school has
been very enriching and productive. Importantly, this initiative
did not originate in the museum butin the collectives themselves.

Back in 2020, Red Interlavapiés, one of the autonomous col-
lectives in the neighbourhood, was already organizing a school
of Spanish for migrants, specifically for undocumented migrants
in what is called an “irregular administrative situation”. Being
considered illegal, they cannot access the public services that
provide Spanish language courses for foreigners. Without lan-
guage you cannot exercise any rights; you are completely lost
and abandoned. During the pandemic the organisation asked
us if they could use the museum’s rooms to continue their work,
since the neighbourhood spaces used by the collectives were all
very small.

After that, we also started hosting another initiative called
the School of Rights, dedicated to questions of access to rights (po-
litical, sanitary, reproductive, housing, etc.) for migrant people.
Both schools are coordinated by and draw their knowledge from

10 The Schools of Museo Situado comprise a space of horizontal and collabo-
rative learning that arises from the need to share different forms of knowl-
edge and art-making between communities in Madrid’s Lavapiés neigh-
bourhood. Therefore, the Museo Reina Sofia and different collectives that
make up the Museo Situado network work together to create new forms of
learning which yield useful, critical and affective knowledge for communi-
ty life. This has led to the creation of: the School of Rights and the Spanish
School for migrants, conceived by Red Interlavapiés; the School of Situated
Mediation, driven by Museo Situado and the Museo’s Education Area in col-
laboration with Hanan Dalouh Amghar; and the Course on Handling, Pack-
ing, Transporting and Installing Cultural Heritage Artefacts, coordinated by
Red Interlavapiés in collaboration the Museo’s Conservation-Restoration
and Artwork Registration Departments.
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Red Interlavapiés and different activists who collaborate with
them. Later we (the Museo Tentacular team) proposed the School
of Situated Mediation, which trains people with migratory life
trajectories to become mediators of the exhibitions and the muse-
um collection for their own communities, in their own languages,
while also introducing their experiences and perspectives on art
into the mediation process. More recently we established a school
dedicated to the transportation and handling of works of art.
The experiences people share in these collective spaces are

often devastating because of the violence migrants have suffered
on their way to Spain, but their stories are also full of life, resil-
ience, empathy, and hope. This has been an immense source of
learning not only for the participants but for the museum itself.
And it has resulted in a powerful change in the subjectivity of
the team involved. It has changed us. What I mean is that these
schools have allowed us to connect with many people who would
not otherwise have come to the museum. Our effort has been to
think about how to connect with them through exhibitions, the
collection, and the work of artists, and how to place that work
at the service of their schools as a tool. Now, five years down the
road, the schools have become very large and convene several
times a week. The way knowledge is shared within them cor-
responds closely to the idea of “study” proposed by Fred Moten
and Stefano Harney. Study is not what happens in academia or
the university classroom. Study is what happens when we come
together, sit, think, share, and talk. And this is precisely what

happens in these schools.

During your lecture, you mentioned being very attentive to
the economies of the people who participate in the school —
they are paid for their involvement. Could you explain how
this approach works?

This is how it's handled at the School of Situated Mediation, but
not the School of Spanish or the School of Rights. It is important

not to impose institutional ways of working on autonomous col-
lectives. They work as activist structures. The School of Spanish,
for instance, has sixty students in three different classes that
take place at the same time, Monday and Wednesday from 6 to
8 p.m. in the museum, and there is another class in a community
centre nearby. So there are four groups that meet twice a week.
The people who go to the School of Spanish are more regular
participants, but they are newcomers. The School of Spanish is
a stepping stone to other opportunities.

The School of Rights is bigger, butit only meets once amonth,
and the people there donotneed to commitin the same way. Many
of them live in precarious conditions, having been rendered vul-
nerable by the system. The School of Situated Mediation is a next
step that we propose as the museum. It was organized in collabo-
ration with the anti-racist migrantactivist Hanan Dalou Amghar,
who brings knowledge of the political struggles of migrant voices
into the conversation, while we bring knowledge of mediation and
art, assisted by the museum’s Department of Education. The par-
ticipants also contribute their own knowledge in this exchange.
Thereis a selection process, the participants commit to attend and
to begin mediating exhibitions and visits for audiences.

We decided to pay remuneration for each session they attend
as students. Itis a different format, one that requires more com-
mitment. If, for example, you need to stop your Spanish lessons
because you get a job, you can come back the following year. But
in this case participants are offering their time, so we must com-
pensate them. Afterwards, when you become a mediator, you are
also paid for every mediation you do at the museum.

Do you have a definition of collective knowledge based on
your experiences and your practice, and how do you see
collective learning practices in the future?

I was thinking about the importance of working with people
from outside the art world. To putitin terms that the art world
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might recognize, I would point to Documenta 15. Documenta
15 exemplified what art is for me, or what I think art should be.
When you arrived at Documenta 15 it was chaotic, you saw empty
spaces thathad previously been full of people, and you saw traces
of whathad happened. Many people were angry, saying it was like
arriving at a party after it had ended.

It is not about creating narratives or artworks with our su-
per-brilliant intellectual minds and then disseminating them,
but about inhabiting the spaces in which these things happen,
together. Of course, knowledge and artworks play arole in those
spaces. But to me, the art world right now should be more about
the space we can inhabit with creation, cooperation, and imag-
ination, rather than a space where all this is only organized and
presented.

In a way, art has too often dealt with things as topics instead
of struggles or practices to be developed with others. I think that
any present-day institution that is not addressing migration,
housing, feminism, or anti-fascism is not fulfilling its purpose.
We need every space we have to create critical thought and artis-
tic work. If we are only presenting these topics on walls, instead
of making the museum a place where they are discussed, we are
missing something. And we need to move beyond the idea of
experts on a public panel organized by a public programming
department. That is one approach, but there are many other
possible approaches and many voices and ideas to be heard, not
only those that the system authorises to sit on a panel. I believe
this is something that should be practised more in the future.

How can museums make this happen? Not immediately, but
by creating opportunities for collective knowledge to emerge, to
be shared, and to be acknowledged. Finally, there is something
special about institutions in their capacity to legitimise knowl-
edge. Over the years, through the many learning processes we
have undertaken with different people, we have accumulated
a great deal of experience and knowledge. We are very fortunate

and privileged to have had these experiences. Yet when I think,
for example, of writing a doctoral thesis myself, I feel tension
between the knowledge I hold and the way academia expects
knowledge to be objective. This idea of objectivity is no longer
valuable or useful; it has already been challenged. Still, many
researchers want to come to Museo Tentacular and interview the
collectives we have worked with for years, as if they were objects
of research. This will never end as long as academia demands
this way of validating knowledge through supposedly objective
interviews. Yet these people are not paid for their time, nor are
their causes supported. In this manner, academia imposes rigid
rules that delegitimise other ways of knowing.

So we created a new role: the participatory research resident.
We propose that those who want to get to know these practices
should not come to research us, but become one of us for a time.
They should stay for a period of three to four months, be present,
support the processes, join the workshops, prepare materials, and
offer their time and labour to the collectives they want to come
in contact with. This is a way to really get to know people, and
knowledge then takes on a different form. It passes through your
body, through your senses. You become part of the community

Moroccoan concert at the Picnic del Barrio, Museo Situado, Madrid, 2022.
Photo: Roman Lorés.
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instead of researching the community. This also runs counter
to the extractivism of academia, which never seems to end. We
need new ways of redistributing the privileges of academia more
widely. We urgently need to propose what we want for the insti-
tutions of the future.

Collecti enter the

2023. Photo: Javier Baeza.

during the Picnic del barrio, Museo situado, Madrid,
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Painter, performer, activist, altruist, and na-
turelover.She wasbornin 1960in Watbrzych
and graduated in painting from the Academy
of Fine Arts in Wroctaw, where she studied
under Prof. Konrad Jarodzki. In 1982, she
co-founded the group Luxus, one of the most
important Polish art collectives of the 1980s,
with which she continues to collaborate to
this day. In 1997, she founded the Volans As-
sociation, supporting young artists.

For the past 15 years, she has spent
alarge part of each year on the Vistulariver,
sailing a traditional wooden boat called Sol-
ny,and since 2024, a new boat named Flow.
As a result of this engagement, in 2015 she
initiated the project Flow/Przeptyw, which
aims to use artistic methods and tools to
help preserve the river in its natural state.
This cyclical, non-institutional project of mo-
bile boat residencies brings together artists,
musicians, performers, curators, and other
activists. The outcomes of these journeys
have been presented in exhibitions at Ga-
leria Arsenat in Biatystok (2025), Vleeshal
in Middelburg (2024), Quinta Alegre in Lis-
bon (Liquid Becomings, 2024), Galeria EL in
Elblag (2024), Homburger Bahnhof (2018)
and Alter Hafen (2017) in Berlin, Gdansk City
Gallery (2016, 2018), Austrian Cultural Fo-
rum (2019), and Pamoja Razem Foundation
in Krakéw (2017, 2018).
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Ciepielewska has also exhibited her
works in solo and group shows at institu-
tions such as the Museum of Modern Art in
Warsaw, Zacheta — National Gallery of Art,
Centre for Contemporary Art Ujazdowski
Castle in Warsaw, Strykejernet in Oslo, and
John Hansard Gallery in Southampton.

Her works are part of both private and
public collections, including the Jerke Mu-
seum in Recklinghausen, GMU (Gallery of
Modern Art) in Hradec Krdlové, Wroctaw
Contemporary Museum, and the Nation-
al Museums in Warsaw, Wroctaw, and
Krakdw.

Beyond painting, she is interested in
social and communal artistic situations, as
well as in exploring non-institutional forms
of togetherness in response to social and
ecological crises. She combines a con-
scious artistic practice with a clear political
stance, expressed through vegetarianism,
pro-ecological activism, and support for
freedom-oriented initiatives. In 2020, she
was awarded the title Knight of the Vistu-
la River Order by the river community “for
her significant contribution to promoting
the idea of a wild Vistula”. She is also the
recipient of the Katarzyna Kobro Award
(2019) and the Allegro Prize (2021). She is
a member of the Save the Rivers Coalition
(Koalicja Ratujmy Rzeki).

Open-air workshop in the riparian forest, Krakéw, 2025. Photo: Ewa Ciepielewska.
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SPACESHIP,
FIRE AND
BEAVER

A CONVERSATION
WITH EWWA
CIEPIELEWSKA

For the past few years, you and Agnieszka Brzezanska have
been organising the residency FLOW/PRZEPLYW in the form
of a cruise on the Vistula. You are often involved in activi-
ties that deploy art as a tool of activism and eco-resistance.
You have been part of the LUXUS collective, one of the most
prominent formations in Poland, since the 1980s. | have to
say that I'm a great fan of your highly sensitive painting style.

What forms of collective learning have you encountered
on your artistic journey?

I don't have any theoretical background in collective practices.
The only preparation I have comes out of LUXUS. For me, that
was my first collective practice. I have always enjoyed collabo-
rating and doing things with others. Because the other person
always brings something to the table. They become a driving
force, a mirror, someone to bounce things off of, a partner to
dialogue with. Of course you can talk to yourself, but that's
totally different.

If you want to do something with someone, you have to attune
to the other person, adjust. Often one of you cheers the other on.
Sometimes you might have a vision and someone says, “No, that's
no good, that's not going to work”. Then, if you care, you make
your case, you try to see it from their perspective, identify whatit
is they don't like and why they're so opposed. The idea is to look
through somebody else's eyes, to stop being self-focused, and to
allow in other currents. It's very therapeutic.

How did you as a group learn from different phenomena?
What was it like for you to learn new things?

First of all, with regard to LUXUS, there was a specific moment
when we came together as a community, we formed something
in response to the events around us — martial law had been de-
clared in Poland. It was at that point that we decided to start
publishing Magazyn Psychoaktywny Grupy LUXUS (LUXUS Group
Psychoactive Magazine) which was supposed to broadcast our
independence and sense of community despite the oppressive
political situation. We somehow couldn'tidentify with any of the
political opposition groups or the official communist worldview.
We had our own opinions, a different perspective. We wanted our
reaction to be funny, in the practical-joke kind of way; cheerful,
and sarcastic rather than heroic, full of pathos, or religious.

Can psychoactivity be a collective learning strategy?

I think that collective action can be psychoactive in and of itself,
evenifyou're notusing any substances. In deep altered states, like
after taking mushrooms, LSD or even smoking marijuana, acts of
transcending everyday perception together lead to greater close-
ness and connection. It's the same in other situations: when you
take partin an activity, or you weather a storm in the mountains
together, or you go through a difficult experience. It brings people
together, one naturally seeks proximity and support. A need for
mutuality, mutual attraction, emerges.

Psychoactivity means clearly felt emotional states or states of
consciousness that enrich our relationship with the world, and
vice versa. Strong feelings like fear or joy often show up. I think
that emotions play a huge role in this strategy. And it's not even
about experiencing something extraordinary. For example, we're
in a boat together, we're in a flow state, and then a storm hits, or
heavy rain. We need to hide, everyone's looking for their tent,
we put them up, we're running around and helping each other.
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Someone's anxious. These are very high-intensity moments. Then
everything calms down, and boom — catharsis comes. This mo-
ment of tension followed by release creates very strong bonds.
You're left with the memory of the situation, the people, and
everything that happened. This shared memory takes your rela-

tionship to a whole new level in the future.

In the context of FLOW/PRZEPLYW, how do you collectively
learn new skills or new ways of being together?

For example by making a campfire. Some people know how
to do it and get to it right away. A division of labour emerges
naturally. But the person who knows how to make a fire isn't
always around. Sometimes somebody else has to do it. Recently,
we didn't have a gas stove, so in order to make coffee someone
needed to get up early and make a fire. I always get up first, so
I did it. I love doing it.

Doing things together also brings us closer and makes rela-
tionships harmonious because someone's doing one thing, some-
one else another, and both people feel good about it. For example,
during our last outdoor painting excursion to a riparian forestin
Przegorzaly in Krakow, everyone lay
down on blankets and I read out the
names of all the bird species that live
there. There are over one hundred. It's
a small area, one of the last riparian
forest refugia in Krakow. It's going to
take a fight to keep it safe from real
estate developers. There is a wealth of
birds, a true bird kingdom there. Then
we also talked about the plants that
grow there. There are many native species, but also quite a few
invasive ones. And as we were leaving, someone pointed out that
our group of twenty had initially seemed big — so many people
walking. But by the time we were leaving, the feel of the group

was different, as if it had tightened and become more compact.
Someone else said, “We're leaving the forest as different people”.
Something had changed. We didn't talk much, we watched birds

and plants, people did different things or did nothing, but what
mattered most was that we experienced the place and one another
together. It was no longer unfamiliar and irrelevant. We grew
closer together.

I'wanted to give these people some knowledge so they would

remember atleast some of the bird names, like “fieldfare”, “grebe”,
or “swan”. The participants later told me that it got them inter-

ested in preservation and touched them deeply.

Even if people don't remember all the names, just realising
the sheer number of species is a new type of awareness.
And what you've said about the activity also relates to scale.
You entered as a large group, and left as a smaller one, and
maybe part of that space had been filled by birds.

A certain type of metamorphosis occurred, a transformation that
you couldn't pin down at first. But then wonderful new artworks
came out of it, as we ambitiously got working with watercolours,
battling the wind and the cold, and light rain here and there.

Everyone was fully engaged.

Nature and the natural world certainly played a major role
in this activity. How can one identify collective learning
strategies within this broad area of experiencing nature?
Of course we learn biology in school, but that hardly com-
pares to learning in nature, alongside others, as in your visit
to the riparian forest.
Because that's what matters — that you're experiencing the en-
vironment together, this immersion in nature, that we're there
together and we know, feel, and see, and it all relates to us directly.
It'snot theory. In my practice, I always start by going somewhere,
looking around, watching, looking at plants. And then after, I pick
up a book and go, “Oh, that's what it's called, okay”.
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So contact comes first, followed by descriptions and theory.
The same thing holds for people, the other companions on this
journey. It's like travelling in a spaceship because anything can
happen if you're going somewhere you've never been before and
you have no preconceptions. It's also important to be willing to
watch and to participate.

Often, the presence of others itselfis significant as well as the
factthat someone elseis also interested in the same phenomenon,
they're looking at it with you and you're experiencing the plant,
the animal or the situation together. You can see a beaver together.
We're on the boat and all of a sudden a frightened beaver tumbles
down the embankment and falls into the river. It was insane. All
of us, all eight of us who were there, will always have this etched
in our collective memories. You can't unsee it. We all have that
experience, the whole crew.

During the workshop Ogréd Balsamiczny lll. Potgczenia
(Balsamic Garden lll: Connections)! conducted by Kuba
Falk, Kamil Cebula, Eunji Lee, and myself, at the end we
prepared a performance involving older women at the ri-
ver delta where the Czarna Przemsza joins with the Biata
Przemsza. It's a historic site known as the Three Emperors'
Corner, where the three parts of partitioned Poland touched.
The senior women came up with all the elements of the
performance themselves. There were several components:
making mandalas out of plants, cookies and watermelon,
passing watermelon in a circle, reading an apology to the
river. We had prepared little baskets out of Korean paper
that Eunji had shown us, to put the mandala materials in.
My grandmother made a large boat on a support which we
filled with different elements from the mandalas. We then
decided that we would symbolically float this boat on the
river. Looking together at how the boat first floated near the
shore and then, all of a sudden, out to the middle of the delta,
where there were whirlpools, was incredible. We all looked

1 The project Ogréd Balsamiczny lll. Potqczenia. Warsztaty dla seniorek i senioréw
z Mystowic i Tychéw (Balsamic Garden lll: Connections. Workshops for Seniors
from Mystowice and Tychy) carried out by Fundacja Otwarta Przestrzen Mys-
towice within the framework of the GZIM Metropolis programme Spoéjnik.

on with excitement — will it get past the whirlpools? This
continued for about 15 minutes, until the boat disappeared
beyond the horizon. It was an extraordinary experience of
watching together, and for me it was a totally psychoactive
state. 1 don't have the words to describe it, just that we stood
there together looking at the boat.

These are subtle processes. They don't need to be spectacular,
they're not fireworks. They are quiet, but they do happen. What
mattersis thatthereisno thinking about specific outcomes; no one
has a prior assumption that they will gain or achieve something.

Although one does gain something.

Of course one gains something, but that's not the goal. The
goal is to experience the process. It's a sort of transcendence
— allowing yourself to open up. And that's the therapeutic as-
pect because at some point we stop being self-conscious and
curating our behaviour. In everyday life we often feel we don't
want to lay all of our cards on the table. But when there's shared
enchantment, people simply act spontaneously and openly
manifest their emotions.

I read in one of your statements that swimming and the Vis-
tula cruise can also be an erotic and love experience. This
connects to being in nature. | wanted to ask you, how can it
become a strategy of collective learning?

When I travelled down the Vistula for the first time, I finished at
Gdarisk, and one of my colleagues said, “You're interested in the
Vistula? Here, have this book”. The book he gave me was Geologia
Wisty (The Geology of the Vistula). I had never been interested in
geology to the point of actually reading an academic book about
it. But this was love at first sight. And when it's love, you want to
know everything there is to know about your beloved. So Ilearned
about all the types soils and embankments. I don't remember it
all, but the book read like a poem to me.
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It's also that when we go in the water together, often we're
naked, and it's not erotic at all. If someone doesn't want to get
undressed, they don't have to. I go into the water naked to unite
with it. And not just the water, but also the wind and the sun.
I feel so connected in those moments. You feel that you are the
river. The fact that we are bodies of water?is not some crazy idea
at all, it's our physical nature. We are made of water, built by
water, it's the prime matter of our existence. That's why in those
moments I feel relaxed and laid back, like in an amorous embrace.

Of course different processes occur. There might be conflict
or disappointment that someone did or didn't do something. It
happens. But when everything is so extraordinary — because be-
ing immersed in nature is extraordinary — the disappointment,
egotism or sense of hurt are dispelled at once. You think, “God,
I'm being so petty again, I need to get a hold of myself!”

Although it's true that during the Vistula cruises we don't
talk about it much. The conversations are more practical, or we
weave stories. That's also a collective learning method, because
when we're sitting by the fire and coming up with a story togeth-
er, that's a collective learning process. It happens through play,
through spending time together. A lot of different stories come
out of this process, and it all happens effortlessly, although there
is some effort involved, since we need to provide a measure of
comfortin difficult conditions. Sometimes the weatherisn't great,
you might be annoyed that your tent is leaking. These incon-
veniences are also an exercise in foresight, looking after yourself.
They play a big role because they help us get to know each other.
You discover who's willing to help you, offer an extra blanket, for
instance. This is what it means to bring relief to someone who's
in trouble so they can enjoy themselves and be just as happy as
you. It's also a kind of test.

2  Areference to A. Neimanis, Bodies of Water: Posthuman Feminist Phenome-
nology, London 2017.

And can shared happiness be a collective learning strategy?

Ithinkit's probably the best strategy. When you're surrounded by
happy people everything seems easier and the world is beautiful!
If we allow ourselves and others to be happy, everyone opens
up to the world. We are part of this world, and from it we draw
strength and knowledge. Knowledge doesn't sitin our heads, it's
all around us.

I'm not just talking about learning in the sense of acquiring
knowledge, but about learning to be together, living together on
this planet. If youlove something, then you'll do anything to pro-
tectit. You'll be very distressed if it's getting hurt, disappearing,
being depleted.

Do you have a definition of collective knowledge, your own
working definition, or one that comes out of our conversation
just now?

I think that collective knowledge comes from going through
things together, experiencing something; it's a process with its
own dynamics, unfolding and getting deeper over time. Also,
such knowledge has been part of us since prehistoric times, it's
in our DNA. It binds us into an inter-species network of inter-
dependencies, and equips us with relevant knowledge. But you
need a key to unlock it — meditation, psychoanalysis, conscious
dreaming, psychoactive substances, all kinds of methods.

My final question is — what shape should this task take in
the future, what sort of strategies should we develop, or how
should they evolve?

Iused to always think that it would be great to take small groups
of schoolchildren on short trips down the Vistula for a couple of
days. It would absolutely change how they approach nature and
see their placein it. Just as they go on compulsory trips to Krakow,
Warsaw or Auschwitz, they should have mandatory boating trips
as partof their curriculum, so they can experience it. Technically,
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scouting does this, but not everyone belongs to scouting or a sim-
ilar organisation. But something that's part of the school curric-
ulum would provide a framework for learning about what a river
is, what land is, and who we are.

It would also be a form of community-building, socialisation,
practical training. The fact that you might get wet, you might get
cold, and it's not going to kill you, you can warm up by a fire and
nothing bad will happen — on the contrary, you'll build resilience.

I also think that an experience in those conditions would be
the best thing that could possibly be given to people from juve-
nile correction facilities or prison inmates. The same for persons
with addictions.

Students from our studio Sztuka w dziataniu (Art in Action)
did a project consisting of doing workshops with inmates
devoted to working with plants. We noticed that plants are

completely banned in penitentiary facilities. The way they
justify it is that the inmates could pass information to one

another in flower pots or in the soil. That's why the prison

yard is all concrete with no living growth. There's concrete

inside, concrete outside. Not a single plant in the cells. In the

semi-open facility they at least have a small garden.

Our students Maja Owczarz, Ania Rumin and Alicja Kozik did

something amazing as part of the project W miejscu wzrasta-
nia (Place of Growth). They brought all kinds of flowers and

asked the men to make mandalas out of the petals. The par-
ticipants also made symbolic drawings and wrote personal

stories about trees they identify with.

That sounds like a very neat, a very tender idea. And tenderness
is what's missing in those facilities. I feel so sorry for them. This
should definitely change. To my knowledge, rehabilitation and
social reintegrationisn't done properly and in a way that actually
works. How is it supposed to work if nobody trusts anyone?

In another project, Kasia Kubak brought fabrics and pro-
posed to the inmates of a semi-open facility in Wojkowice to
build a bridge together. The idea emerged during an earlier

meeting with them. | took part in that workshop, and we
braided fabrics together to make an incredible suspension
bridge. It was really spectacular. And yet when you embark
on an activity like this you can come in with a lot of baggage,
a lot of stereotypes.

Exactly. My dream is for that to change. So we can reintegrate
inmates and others in a way that actually works and isn't a com-
plete failure. Reintegration that's based on trust and the premise
that people do change. That one isn't a criminal for life. Because
if that's the case, why bother at all?

It's also about not having hierarchy. Not thinking, “I'm better
and this person lost the game”. These are very painful issues and
they determine how successful reintegration ultimately is. Be-
cause reintegration is about bringing someone back into society,
into the community. It's society that's holding the return ticket.
Of course it won't happen by itself. There needs to be a system-
ic base. And of course through work, through these workshops,
what you're doing with your students now, there's a chance that
it's going to succeed precisely because of the shared experience,
doing creative work together.
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Workshops carried out as part of the project Art-therapeutic Work Inspired by the F of Bit i as a Way

of Supporting Ol ical Patients, Voi ialist Hospital in C: ,2025. Photo: Artur Ptawski.

JOLANTA JASTRZAB

Professor of Fine Arts, affiliated with the
Academy of Fine Arts in Katowice since the
beginning of her career. Coordinator (on
behalf of the Academy of Fine Arts) of the
interdisciplinary, interuniversity Art Ther-
apy program (a collaboration between the
University of Silesia, the Academy of Fine
Arts in Katowice, and the Academy of Music
in Katowice) from 2016 to 2024. Together
with Dr Agata Szymanek, she runs the stu-
dio Artin Action / Social Therapy / Drawing
as Communication.

As a visual artist, since 2010 she has
been developing art projects within thera-
peutic contexts, including Art as a Tool of
Social Therapy, a series of art workshops
involving women serving prison sentences
at the Correctional Facility in Lubliniec.

Her works have been presented in
numerous solo and group exhibitions in
Poland and abroad. She is the author of
several art projects, including Zaklete
w lodzie (Enchanted in Ice), Szuflady (Draw-
ers), Zapach dzikiej rézy (The Scent of a Wild
Rose), Osiem (Eight), Skatepark, Crazy Jul-
ka, Kalendarz kobiety (Women’s Calendar),
T-shirt, Qurilla, Obserwator/ja (Observer/l),
Burnout, Chodzmy pojezdzi¢ rowerem po
ksiezycu (Let’s Ride a Bike on the Moon),
MAMAzy, LOVE, Gra (The Game), Wolne dni
(Days Off), Pinezki i kreski (Pins and Lines),
DOMS, and Sciana (The Wall).
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CLOUDS

A CONVERSATION
WITH JOLANTA
JASTRZAB

Combining artistic practice with social engagement, you car-
ry out art therapy projects, work with diverse groups, and
create art that is attentive to people’s needs. Together we run
the Sztuka w dziataniu (Art in Action) studio at the Katowice
Academy of Fine Arts and try to support socially-minded and
participatory projects.

Recently, together with Katarzyna Krason and Magdale-
na Hyla, you published your research in W podrézy. W poszuki-
waniu codziennos$ci artyfikowanej (On the journey. In search of
an artified everyday life),* which might serve as aninteresting
point of departure for our conversation. In the book you lay
out an original art therapy method grounded in the notion of
artification. What is artification?

Artification is a moment or process whereby something thatisn't
normally perceived as art can become a focus of artistic obser-
vation and can then be appropriated or transformed through
ways of thinking that are typical of artistic practices. It's a more
nuanced way of working with our emotions and with how we
perceive reality.

Afew years ago the Katowice Academy of Fine Arts talked me
into applying for a grant to design a social innovation for seniors.
I developed a working method that wasn't based solely on artistic
production. I proposed doing workshops at Hospicjum Cordis in
Katowice and Hospicjum Dar Serca in Czestochowa. I wanted to
do something to empower seniors not just by making a “pretty”
artwork, but by finding a way of relating to the everyday through
observation, mindfulness, and self-awareness.

1 K., Krason, M., Hyla, )., Jastrzgb, W podrézy. W poszukiwaniu codziennosci
artyfikowanej, Akademia Sztuk Pigknych w Katowicach, Katowice, 2025.

Artification comprises situations and processes which, though
notinitially a creative endeavour, do become such an endeavour
by intentionally drawing on artistic ways of thinking and acting.
Artification needs art as a store of ideas and activities; as aresult,
different areas of everyday life acquire artistic connotations. This
allows us to identify “hidden artworks” in the fabric of our daily
lives. It's away of looking at our mundane surroundings through
the lens of beauty and uniqueness. This means that anyone can
perceive and create their own reality, becoming a sensitive creator.

Thisideabecame the springboard for my subsequent pursuits.
Ellen Dissanayake, who studies artification, argues thatitmakes
an artisticapproach to everyday life accessible to anyone and that
the ability to perceive things artisticallyis part of our inborn appa-
ratus. Itisnatural tous. Thatevery single personis a creative being
and thatwe can creatively interpretreality around us. The notion
of artification, so an active process that we arein at all times, and
in which we creatively develop our reality, became the backdrop of
my work with a group of seniors — primarily oncological patients

—who have motor problems and difficulties working with their
bodies. They are not able to do certain things, but they can think
creatively and tell stories, essentially empowering themselves to
create using the reality around them as their material.

Tome thisin an extraordinary prospect. Because even sitting
here right now, I can see things all around me that could be the
start of a creative process. And it was that sort of attentiveness
thatItried to teach the participants. Iinvited educator Katarzyna
Krasori and psychologist Magdalena Hyla to work with me. Once
the project got a green light we began thinking of using artifica-
tion as our method.

How does artification affect the collective learning process?

Artification has a huge impact on forming interpersonal con-
nections. We work in small groups of usually no more than 10
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people. Before we start, it is important to give an overview of
what artification is and to explain the role participants will play
as creators. Also to reassure people that everyone has the right
to think artistically and that it's part of our genetic and evolu-
tionary endowment.

It's important to get people involved in discussing and shar-
ing about their reception of artworks, such as those shown to
them during the preliminary presentation to inspire them. We
make reference to participants' personal impressions and ideas
because allideas and observations are valuable in this process. No
thought or association is wrong, there is no value judgment (no
activity, artwork, idea or execution is seen as pretty or ugly, right
or wrong). Instead of evaluating, we allow participants to focus
on what they are feeling; we want them to open up and freely ar-
ticulate their fantasies, associations, and thoughts within a safe
and non-judgmental environment. During this process, we pro-
vide space for group members to introduce themselves, state their
expectations or views, and we draw up a group contract. Every
artification activity should conclude with a wrap-up session to
give participants a sense of closure and achievement.

Itis equally important and interesting to invite participants
to engage in a process of observation that's grounded in the here
and now — a precise moment in time and space — taking note of
the objects around them, the colours appearing, the light. In
W podrdzy, we invited people to experiment with their immediate
reality, including light and shadow, spatial composition, or scents.

I think that this exploratory, methodological stage is very
important for understanding artification and getting a good grasp
of it. Our aim as aresearch team was to prepare a handbook? and
an instruction video for therapists who might want to use our
2 ], Jastrzgb, Artyfikacja jako strategia aktywizacji twérczej senioréw, Dobre

Innowacje programme, e-book, 2022. Accessed: 27 July 2025. http://www.

jolajastrzab.pl/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Innowacyjna-w-skali-kra-

ju-metoda-aktywizacji-tw%C3%B3rczej-senior%C3%B3w-w-oparciu-o-ar-
tyfikacj%C4%99_podr%C4%99cznik-1-3.pdf

method to design their own activities. In the handbook we talk

about the group work context.

In the book W podrézy you focus on case studies and discuss
elements that might lead to transformational change for the
individual. How does this process work in the group context?

When it comes to group work, I think that artification as a method
is a great way of establishing connection within the group. Group
work was very important to us. We worked with individuals, so
with each person individually, and this mattered to us. But the
whole process was embedded in group work, in the relationships
that emerged and were informed by the personalities of those
who were part of the group.

Within the framework of our collaboration with Hospicjum
Cordis in Katowice we proposed a series of workshops involving
the observation of naturein anearby park. We launched the work-
shops on 21 March —a symbolic date, first day of spring. Together,
we listened for the sounds of birdsong, we looked at the first plants
sproutingin the garden, we became aware of what was happening
around us. It was incredible. The participants talked about how
they experienced themselves in nature — this was an individual
activity, but at the same time it sprang from the group multivoice.
Sotheindividual perspective wasrelated directly to the collective
experience. That's a very important aspect.

The research we relate in W podrdzy is based on case stud-
ies, but that doesn't mean that we focused solely on individu-
als. Throughout the process, our attention was focused on every
person and we continuously observed the relationships and in-
teractions between participants. Here, through collective work,
workin relationship, we have the opportunity to examine certain
behaviours. And thisis very precious for an educator or a therapist
because it provides insights into how a given person functions.

For me, certain observations, in particular during the first pro-
ject— Z sobq i 0 sobie. W poszukiwaniu strategii diagnozy i weryfikacji
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Hospicjum Cordis, 2022. Photo: Barbara Wajcik.

v

w dziataniu arteterapeutycznym przez sztuki wizualne (With oneself
and about oneself: In search of strategies for diagnosis and verifica-
tion in art therapy through visual arts) — which Katarzyna Krasoni

and I did at the Clinical Psychiatric Hospital in Rybnik, were truly

eye-opening. The most common diagnosis among those participat-
ing in our sessions was schizophrenia. Many of these people were

notverbal. They were withdrawn, but wanted to be part of a group,
and they cooperated. I was astounded that even when these indi-
viduals were engrossedin their personalrituals or suffered from the

effects of their disease, group work still proved fundamental to them.
They wanted to be part of the team. Working with artification and

designing activities in this vein improved relationships, a fact that

was clear to see. Engagingin creativity helped some peopleimprove

their communication and relational skills. And to me the fact that

such changes can be brought about by art, by creating together, is

just phenomenal.

How do you understand collective learning in this context?

As sharing experiences and as a sort of discussion. For me, after all
these years of observation, it's absolutely extraordinary how art
moves us to seek solutions based on observations that go beyond
asimple “yes” or “no”. These are not evaluative observations; they
can't be reduced to categories like “good” or “bad”. Even in our
current activities as part of the project Praca arteterapeutyczna
inspirowana zjawiskiem bioluminescencji jako sposéb wsparcia pac-
jenta onkologicznego (Art-therapeutic Work Inspired by the Phe-

nomenon of Bioluminescence as a Way of Supporting Oncological
Patients)® we refrain from any value judgments. Thanks to this
the patients, who come from very differentlife experiences, begin
to share their stories. That's why I'm really fighting to bring art
into these places. I see that it really does have a very liberating
and helpful effect.

Doyou see this chestnut? There was a gentleman in the project
we did at the Clinical Psychiatric Hospital in Rybnik who didn't
say a word to me during the ten meetings we had there. He did
not communicate verbally. But during one of the final workshops,
when we went out for a walkin the park and talked about making
amap he approached me and simply handed me this chestnut. He
opened my hand and put it there. That's it. That was his way of
communicating that he was with us. It was incredible. That's why
this chestnut has become a symbol for me. I've made a painting
about it.

In W podrézy, we wanted to highlight the personal perspec-
tive — our perspective, having conducted workshops at various
institutions. We're often asked about how we deal with these
situations. And we are in them all the time. We carry these ex-
periences over into our lives and our practice. When studying
artification, we particularly value creating and collecting re-
searcher narratives, telling stories about doing, experiencing
and living the artification process. That's why we naturally went
for phenomenography — a research method that relies on our
observations and personal experience as researchers rather than

pretending to be objective.

3 The project Praca arteterapeutyczna inspirowana zjawiskiem biolumines-
cencji jako spos6b wsparcia pacj kologicznego (Art-therapeutic Work
Inspired by the Phenomenon of Bioluminescence as a Way of Supporting
Oncological Patients) carried out by the research team: Jolanta Jastrzqb,
Edyta Nieduziak, Artur Ptawski, Agata Szymanek, in collaboration with
Gornoslgska Fundacja Onkologiczna (Upper Silesian Oncology Foundation)
and Wojewddzki Szpital Specjalistyczny (Voivodeship Specialist Hospital)
in Czestochowa.
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We used poetry, images, and metaphors. We all contributed
our own artifications related to the case studies. In this approach,
the findings themselves became art forms. Magdalena Hyla found
lyrical material in the statements of the participants she studied
and wrote her own poetry. I made my point by painting portraits
of participants. Katarzyna Krason interpreted her experience
using metaphors to create a review of an artification event. This
also highlights the collective action dimension. Because for me
collective action also includes collective research work.

Did any other collective learning strategies emerge during
your activities and workshops?

Each topic that I propose is meant to spark group discussion.
This exchange of thoughts, reflections, and experiences is what
matters most to me. During the research project Z sobq i o sobie
(With and About Oneself) we looked for evaluation, diagnostic,
and verification methods in visual-arts-based art therapy. Each
of the workshops, starting with creating a self-portrait, through
building a sort of self interior, ended with a joint discussion. This is
very important to me — this moment of shared reflection, sharing
what happened in the here and now by speaking your thoughts,
feelings, and conclusions out loud.

Meanwhile in the project undertaken within the framework of
WEACZNIK at the BWA gallery in Katowice, to which I was invited
by Aneta Zasucha, we used clouds as a metaphor for individuality.
Clouds provided a pretexttolookfor one'sown portraitin their shapes.

The art of Urszula Broll, which centres on man's relationship
tonature and the metaphysical realm, provided the inspiration for
these workshops. Broll's artworks taught me not only to appreciate
the visual aspect of clouds, but
also to use them therapeutical-
ly. The structure and shape of
Bae clouds and the way they cover
4 (‘ the sky overlaps with how we

tend to talk about the way we feel and perceive the world. Looking
atthe sky, which continually affords a new cloud image, quiets our
minds and helps us build mindfulness.

The workshop was attended by adults with intellectual dis-
abilities from the W Pelni Sit (Fully Able) Association for Persons
with Disabilities who were accompanied by their assistants and
young people from the M. Konopnicka High School in Katowice.
The high school students not only took part in the activities but
also supported me at every stage of the process. The meeting
began with a presentation of art by Urszula Broll, especially her
watercolour landscapes. This would serve as a reference point.
Importantly, we talked about the paintings in quite a bit of depth.
We also identified metaphors describing the artist's life and work
in her landscapes.

I planned for us to begin the workshop with a short walk to
observe and draw clouds. But the weather wasn't great for going
outside, so we decided to start working on the balcony. The sky
was completely overcast that day, there were no distinct clouds,
but we gradually began toimagine ourselves as heads in the clouds.

I had made the preliminary assumption that we would be
looking at clouds. We were going to describe their appearance,
shapes, the distances between them, trying to decide if they are
downy and delicate, like milky balls of silky yarn or wrinkles, or
maybe dense cumuli shaped like hills or copulas, and consider
how they are lit by the sun. Paradoxically, the lack of discrete
clouds made the participants think metaphorically and sym-
bolically, and so already at this early stage they began to artify.

The next stage involved looking for one's own cloud, based on
the sketches people had done on the balcony. We put along sheet
of paper on the floor inside the gallery, and this became our shared
sky. The participants drew their own clouds and created shared
cloud-objects. At some point, they began to draw the contours
of the shadows they were casting on the paper, and these were
incorporated into the drawing.

«

Art workshops Head in the Clouds as part of the project wtqcznik, BWA Gallery in Katowice, 2024.

Photo: courtesy of the W Petni Sit Association.
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Everybody really liked this new sky. This laid the foundation
for constructing a shared space and helped the participants ex-
perience a different dimension of creative work. By looking at our
clouds, we could talk about relationships and the modern world.
Assingle cloud could represent an individual, an overcast sky the
entire society. Questions were asked about whether co-creating
and collaboration are the essence of being in the world and wheth-
er the pointis to produce value for everyone or to lead a separate
life. Is it more important to strive for the common good or the
individual good?

On the other hand, in W podrézy, you describe an activity in
whichyou asked the participants to collect shells in a mindful
way. This way of working with an object, where each person
could touch a shell and share her impressions, is all about
exploring simple sensory gestures. Could you tell me more
about it?
This was a task during the workshops held at EMAG Institute.
Katarzyna Krason proposed sensory activities based on relaxa-
tion and the participants imagining they were on a beach. She
brought some shawls and shells, among other things. Starting
with some relaxation and breath work, followed by working in
pairs, the participants proceeded to explore shells using sight
and touch. The tactile, sensory aspect was crucial here. By
touching the shells, participants could metaphorically access
the experience of being at the seaside.

We employed sensory elements in other projects. too, for in-
stance moulding clay or touching plants. At Hospicjum Cordis,
the seniors planted plants of their own choosing and looked after
them. The activity was not merely practical — it was also symbol-
ically and emotionally engaging.

Plants are everywhere we go, even in concrete city spaces.
Somewhere at the edges of this paved surface is a blade of grass
and other green formations, pushing through the smallest cracks.
The life force and the resilience of these delicate sprouts and

stems is astounding. The vitality of plants gives us an almost
physical boost when we see them grow, flourish, and bear fruit.
It's a miracle. It is no surprise then that working with plants,
especially in a garden, does so much to relieve pain and dispel
fear. It restores a sense of inner balance and safety, and helps us
deal with the chaos and anxiety brought on by illness, disability,
and dysfunction.

It'snotjust mental health that gets aboost. Handling garden-
ing tools and touching soil and plants provides sensory stimula-
tion. Garden therapy, especially in treating diseases of civilisation,
is today generally considered an effective auxiliary treatment,
mainly thanks to its potential to improve well-being.

Interacting with plants fosters connection and collective
learning because we experience them with nearly all our senses,
and this multi-sensory experience invites interaction.

What would you call the type or types of knowledge that arise
during your workshops? | mean the collective knowledge
that emerges among participants. You already mentioned
that discussion is at the core, but how would you describe
the knowledge that emerges?

It's hard to say exactly what it is. I see it as something that we
are continually expanding. We learn from one another, we look
at one another. It's extremely capacious. I like the word “total”.
It's something total, something we gather and connect, some-
thing fluid and open. My opinion is that the workshops I design

— for very different target groups — all show that it's not a one-
way transmission in which someone — a therapist or educator

— conveys something; we are talking about a two-way exchange.
I would definitely describe this knowledge as a form of exchange,
ameeting. I think that what matters most to me is the fact that at
some point boundaries get blurred, something becomes shared,
open, creative. If I was to give an even more precise definition,
I'd say that it's definitely this form of open exchange.
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Ifind the metaphor of knowledge as a greenhouse very fitting
—agreenhouse in which different personalities can grow collective
knowledge together through discussion.

Your project was based on three voices, it grew out of three
completely different perspectives. And this informs the
unique space of your publication.

It's extremely important to us that as part of this research team
we are also being creative. It's not just something we're ticking
off, “we're done, that's it, we can go home now”. This need for cre-
ative teamwork was already in evidence during the project Z sobg
iosobie (With and About Oneself), and it became especially clear
during the project Innowacyjna w skali kraju metoda aktywizacji
twdrczej senioréw w oparciu o artyfikacje (An Innovative Method
for Creatively Activating Seniors Through Artification), where the
final result was the outcome of the efforts of many, many people.
Aside from the research team, consisting of Magdalena Hyla
and Katarzyna Krasoni, we had a whole team of artists working
with us. Dominik Ritszel made a film, Barbara Wéjcik took pho-
tographs for documentary purposes, and Anna Kopaczewska
designed the handbook. When making the film, Dominik care-
fully followed the entire process. He had to really understand
and get to know it. The same with Barbara Wéjcik, who wasn't
just a documentary photographer on site, but a team member
in her own right. It's important that all these people took part
in the process from the very beginning and that we regularly
shared our perspectives. Also, before we commenced any research
work, the entire team met with the staff, carers and therapists
of Hospicjum Cordis.
Speaking of collective action and doing research as a team
— this is not a simple undertaking. There was some tension be-
cause each of us defended our own approach. Exchange is a very
worthwhile thing, but at the same time we grow attached to our
compartmentalised view of things. It's not because people need

to dominate, but because we're all convinced that what we bring
isinvaluable. And sometimes you need to compromise. And there
are people who find this very hard. I still have relationships that
don't really click, which I am not continuing. This must also
be taken into account — that collective action requires a huge
amount of openness.

I often wonder how far one should go to defend one's position.
At some point when working on W podrdzy, the book, there were
tensions within the team. Some people said: “I'm removing my
part, I don't share these conclusions”.

But aren't we talking about a collective effort? So when you
hear “Okay, I'm removing my part”, you might ask, “what partis
that?” There is no “my part” because we've done it together. It's
indivisible. Every element emerged from a shared process. I was
able to run the workshops thanks to the knowledge I had gained
by working together. And here we come to the question, how
much compromise is justified.

Collective work isn't something that we are used to. It's dif-
ficult, it requires time, talking, and patience. The results of
collective work might lead us into completely new territory,
but sometimes it's not worth getting into a joint project if
we can be hurt.

I'm ata pointin my life when I'm thinking a lot about compromise.
It's something that we all grapple with. Maybe it's not always
a struggle but more of an attempt to understand relationships.

Compromise also has a lot to do with letting go. | recently
came upon this phrase: “cut yourself and others some slack”,
which I am trying to keep reminding myself of, especially as
it's easy for tensions to arise when you're an academic. Can
compromise be a collective learning strategy?

Yes, compromise can be a collective learning strategy. However,
I'd like to define what I mean by compromise. First and foremost,
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it'saboutunderstanding and seeing the other party, which — from
this standpoint — also leads to learning something new, seeing
somethingin a differentlight. Thatrequires effort, sometimesit's
hard, and it often forces us to step outside of our comfort zone. But
it's necessary when formulating new thoughts, new knowledge.
It'swhatI'mlearning. It takes a different way of looking at things,
whichinitselfis a new experience and the opening of a new path.
For me, however, compromise should never entail alimitation of
my freedom or my openness.

What collective learning strategies are worth developing?

The art therapy context, which we are activating across different
areas, shows how important it is to broaden existing blueprints
and trajectories. We see that knowledge is frequently compart-
mentalised, categorised; medical knowledge is separated from
knowledge about art, and that approach is fast becoming anach-
ronistic. Knowledge has to be complementary. We live in a time
when we can no longer compartmentalise it. Knowledge, i.e. the
set of information we have, must be gleaned from different sourc-
esin order to build and create something new.

Only how do we talk aboutit? I think thatif we really want to
change institutions that help people we have to activate different
dimensions of knowledge. It shouldn't be that if an artist walks
in, he or she has no awareness of other areas, or a psychologist
only works within their specific domain.

You know, it was an incredible experience for me when I re-
cently took part in examining Art Therapy master's students.*
Justbeing on a committee comprised of people representing such
vastly different fields was an extraordinary experience. A ques-
tion is asked, and the people from the social sciences steer the

4  Second-cycle Art Therapy Studies are offered by the Academy of Fine Arts
in Katowice in collaboration with the University of Silesia and the Medical
University of Silesia.

conversation in a completely different direction than those from
the health sciences. But the mix gives rise to a whole new perspec-
tive. And new solutions can be articulated.

To be honest, sometimes it made me laugh to see how differ-
ent these perspectives were. But I think that now is the time to
come up with these solutions. We have to think about how best
to use the total knowledge at our disposal. But that requires at-
tentiveness, openness, and not cutting oneself off. I think we have
to listen to one another, try to have conversations, be mindful, be
attentive to the other person. To develop tolerance for different

approaches without categorising and compartmentalising.

Workshops carried out as part of the project Art-therapeutic Work Inspired by the Phenomenon
of Bioluminescence as a Way of Supporting Or ical Pati National

of O logy

in Gliwice, 2024. Photo: Artur Ptawski.
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BODY

CONVERSATION
WITH LEIGH
BIDDLECOME

I’'mreally happy we met during the UNIDEE Residency.! 1 was
immediately intrigued by the way you move between roles,
as a writer, facilitator, and interdisciplinary consultant. Your
ability to bridge intellectual and embodied ways of knowing,
and to connect different cultural, linguistic, and disciplinary
contexts, seems especially relevant in times of complexity
and uncertainty.

In the article you edited and curated for Perspectiva, “If
this is a metacrisis, what do | do on a Monday morning? “2
you touch on many approaches. There is the theme of the
metacrisis itself and how we can cope with it in the current
moment. Then you examine it through a practical lens, asking

“what one should do on a Monday morning”. There is also an
element of gathering collective knowledge, as you invited
a group of people to respond to your question. How do you
see collective learning strategies in this context, particularly
inrelation to crisis and the inclusion of multiple voices? | had
the impression that many of the answers were more poetic
than practical. But maybe that is the way of doing things in
the reality of the metacrisis.

[ was interested, as an initiator and curator of this piece, in how
I could bring together as many perspectives as possible on this
subject. Usually in the writing about “metacrisis” and “polycrisis”,
there is one person, often a man, who presents a set of ideas that

1 UNIDEE Residency Module “Unfolding Ecosystems: Institutional Practices
from a Networked Perspective” mentored by Fabiola Fiocco and Alessan-
dra Saviotti and organised by Cittadellarte — Fondazione Pistoletto in Biella,
2024

2 L. Biddlecome, “If this is a metacrisis, what do | do on Monday morning?”,
Perspectiva. Accessed July 27, 2025. https://perspecteeva.substack.com/p/
if-this-is-a-metacrisis-what-do-i

are entirely his own, and they tend to be very abstract. I felt that
in the majority of the literature there was a disconnection with
the actual lived experience of being “in a metacrisis”, and alack of
questioning of whether this really is a “polycrisis” or something
else entirely. I wanted to explore what we could learn by bringing
together ten or fifteen people who are all experiencing “crisis” in
different ways, what other strategies of response exist, and where
an “artistic” or “creative” response fits here.

And yes, these strategies could be poetic, as you mentioned.
That was interesting to me, how many people wanted to share
apoem or a song, whether they had written it themselves or found
it elsewhere. There was also the approach of bringing in one’s
material, lived reality, and what it means to oscillate between
modes, such as with Tom, who described getting his children
to school and then trying to focus on his writing for a few hours.
How to balance the need to survive and earn a living and one’s
creative pursuits — also essential for sustaining oneself through
aperiod of overlapping crises —and the multiplicity of approaches
to this quandary? So yes, I tried to edit the piece in such a way to
reflect the range of responses and the value of gathering them
collectively.

How do you understand the fact that so many people re-

sponded in a poetic way?

Personally, it makes alot of sense to me because thatis howIalso
want to respond to the multiple crises we see in the world. Yes,
I want to have some form of activist engagement and do some-
thing practical, whether thatis voting or staying involved in pol-
itics in my home country (the United States) and wherever I am
living (now in Berlin, after a few years in Italy).

But then there is this other side, which is the question of how
to make meaning of what is happening. For me, the only way to
do that is through dance, writing, engagement with other art
forms, and ideally through being and creating with other people.
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If you try to do it alone all the time, it can feel overwhelming in
the face of a crisis. That is why the idea of collective voice feels
essential to me.

It is like what we experienced while developing the deck of
cards during the UNIDEE residency.’ That, for me, was the perfect
example of a practical tool that we could put out into the world,
experiment with, and modify. That is one of the key qualities of
the poetic or artisticresponse that I aim for: modifiable, with the
possibility to keep evolving. Thatis very different from a bombas-
tic, fixed pronouncement like “these are the three things you need to
do in response to the metacrisis”. That kind of directive leaves little
room for experimentation, and frankly, feels rather boring tome...

What we created (with the cards), without wanting to over-
state it, holds a lot of possibilities. It is practical, but at the same
time we were having a pretty joyful time playing with the pro-
cess of creation as a group. That process would not have had the
same affective quality if we had each been sitting alone in aroom
trying to create something similar by ourselves. So perhaps what
mattersis the affective quality, the play, the joy of experimenting
together. These things can become a kind of immediate antidote
to the obvious set of economic, environmental, and political crises

we are facing.

I do not want to romanticise the crisis itself, but today | came
across a text that described crisis as a form of chaos which,
when perceived in a certain way, can also become a space
for experimentation, a space for beginning to do things dif-
ferently. Crisis is not something fixed. It is dynamic and fluid.
The term metacrisis itself involves this sense of complexity
and movement. Do you know of any other collective learning
strategies for navigating the metacrisis?

3 Everything of You Inside of Me Is Nice: Ecosystems of the Erotic seeks to refo-
cus attention on the body within institutional contexts, fostering reflection
and dialogue. The project features a deck of cards with icons, verbs, and
a guide containing instructions, quotes, and poetic context. Developed by
Kevin Bello, Leigh Biddlecome, Rose Brander and Agata Szymanek.

For the last 18 months I've been part of a small 8-10 person tele-
gram group, the “Creative Quandary Clinic” which has been areal
psychological anchor and source of reflection and learning for
me. The group grew out of conversations with one of the co-ini-
tiators (and dear friend), Bryan Kam, who wanted the support of
a regular, asynchronous learning group with “creative cadence”
to which we could pose our creative and/or existential quanda-
ries. Each week one member of the group (we’re a mix of writers,
film-makers, scholars, and other “creatives”) leaves a voicenote
with a question, to which the rest of the group responds (also
with voicenotes).

By the end of each cycle of about 8 weeks (depending on the
size of the group), we’ve sourced a rich set of responses to a vari-
ety of questions. I definitely think of this as a form of collective
learning and group-sourced wisdom, and the format of shared
voicenotes adds a more personal, spontaneous, and warm affect
to the learning (as opposed to, say, written or text responses). It
could be interesting to experiment with this in a fine arts peda-
gogy context and open up the response formats to multiple media
types.

Also, recently I did an interview with the artist Cassie Thorn-
ton and one of her collaborators, Florence Freitag, who developed
a practice (and book) called The Hologram,* which explores how to
collectively meet one’s physical, mental, and even spiritual health
needs through a small group of three other people. I thought it
was very telling that Cassie only agrees to do interviews collec-
tively with other members of the Hologram organizing group. The
project is practical — it focuses on how to have your health and
spiritual needs met by a triangulated group. And at the same time,
there is an evolving, fluid nature to it: they are experimenting in
different locations, and they offer trainings both online and in

4  C.Thornton, The Hologram: Feminist, Peer-to-peer Health for a Post-Pandemic
Future, Pluto Press, 2020. https://www.plutobooks.com/9780745343327/
the-hologram/
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person. The boundaries between whatis an art project and what
is a socially engaged or political project are blurred. In fact, Cas-
sie’s theory about the polycrisis is that what we are experiencing
is actually a crisis of care.

That reminded me of the work we did with the deck of cards,
because in a way, that was also asking how we can think about
arts institutions as places that might provide a different kind of
approach to care that acknowledges the whole human, whether
a student, administrator, or teacher. I think there is something
powerful in this idea of care being at the center of so many dif-
ferentissues. Thereis also an affective dimension to it. When we
are in collectives where care is foundational, we can feel the dif-
ference.Ialso think thatif a shared sense of genuine care guides
all interactions, the collaboration becomes more durable.

While creating Everything of You Inside of Me Is Nice: Ecosys-
tems of the Erotic we were not exactly a pre-existing collective.
We were formed in a group quite spontaneously, out of an

exercise. And then something very interesting happened. We

connected our competencies in a way that felt unexpected

and effective. Do you have any thoughts on that, especially
regarding learning together? | believe we learned a lot from

each other.

I do not want to sound overly nostalgic, but it truly was one of
the best experiences I have had working in a group, especially
within such a short time frame. Iremember that both Alessandra
and Fabiola, who mentored the program, commented afterward
that they had felt the positive energy in our group and they had
noticed how we were all supportive of each other’s contributions
and open to our different styles and ways of working. Somehow
it all came together.

I have so many thoughts about why it worked. One of them
is something very basic but essential. Alessandra initiated this
process by asking each of us to write on a post-it note outlining the
central question or theme we wished to explore in the practical

project, and then we were grouped according to our fields of in-
terest. I think that moment was important, because all four of us
were already interested in something related, so our pathways
converged around the themes of care and re-centering the body
within the institutional context. That shared orientation helped
shape what followed.

I think that very simple exercise was such an effective way of
bringing the group together and I will definitely consider using it
in other workshop contexts (I also thinkit’s healthier than other
methods of group formation). Aside from sharing a common in-
terest, I believe part of our success also came from the fact that
our personalities aligned well. I think we all genuinely cared
aboutrespecting each other’s perspectives and unique gifts, and
that was evident in how we treated each other throughout the
process. L have been in spaces where people talk about “care”, but
their actions do not always reflect it. In this case, I truly felt that
we all wanted each person to make their unique contribution to
bring the project to life in a short amount of time, but without
creating pressure.

That absence of pressure was very meaningful. And then it
just happened that you brought in the initial structure of your
drawings, the skeleton of what we could build upon, which was
fundamental. Having one person bring in something she has been
working on, even if it’s not fully developed, and saying, “this is
where I am with it, how can we build upon this together”, was
extremely important. Agata, your artistic and visual contribu-
tions really sparked our collective imagination. Sometimes you
need a physical or material starting point — at least for me, that
makes a huge difference because it gives me something to respond
to creatively. If you start without something tangible, it can be
more difficult to move forward in such a short creation period (3
days). I also appreciated how we moved back and forth between
discussing what we wanted to do and then actually doing it.
There were moments when we each took a corner of the table,
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and worked separately but alongside each other — so you were
drawing more cards and imagery, I had my facilitator/pedagogist
hat on coming up with instructions for potential applications,
Kevin was working on the beautiful layout he designed for the
instructional page, and Rose was writing this poetic, enigmatic
introductory text.

At some point I realized that Rose and I were both writers
by orientation in this project, but there was no competition be-
tween us: she was drawn to writing the introduction, and I was
more interested in the applications of how someone might use the
cards in a classroom or workshop setting. That division of focus
happened naturally — overall we each gravitated toward what we
were drawn to, and it worked beautifully.

Coming out of that residency, it sparked a lot of thoughts for
me about how to design these kinds of collective learning experi-
ences. I started to imagine how one could design a residency that
is only one week long (like ours was). How do you bring people
together in the kind of coherent way that we experienced in our
group? I do not think it is always possible because it depends
heavily on the chemistry among the participants. However, I also
think it has a lot to do with the structure and the tone established
by the facilitators or organizers. I started thinking about how
to bring in some of the psy-
chological and relational tools
that I know from other work
I have done, and apply them
to what I would call “group
process work”.

Itisnotvery commoninart
residencies to begin with inti-
mate forms of sharing or to im-
plement practices aimed at au-
thentic communication. There
are, however, many established

methods for fostering deeper listening and sharing right from the
start. These include what are sometimes referred to in the context
of “inner development” and “adult development” as “authentic
sharing” or “circling practices”. These form part of a whole set of
tools and strategies focused on helping people connect on a deeper
level quickly.

Alessandra suggested that I develop a clear methodology for
facilitation and design that could be applied to residencies, and
that’s what I'm working on now. I am particularly interested in
how learning continues after the residency ends. How can we help
participantsintegrate what they have learned into their lives and
work afterwards? Often, once the residency is over, there is very
little support. People leave inspired but are unsure how to apply
what they experienced.

Artistic residencies are often highly selective and difficult to
access. For example, some residencies receive over 1,000
applications for a single spot. Thinking about remodeling
residencies, have you ever considered ways to make them
more egalitarian or accessible?

That is a really good point. I think that the application and se-
lection processes do not always result in the most “deserving”
individuals being selected (whatever “deserving” might mean in
a given context). Who gets selected might depend more on who
has done the most to self-promote, who is most effective on social
media, and who presents themselves best in a portfolio context,
rather than on someone who might genuinely benefit from the
experience and go on to undertake more meaningful or innova-
tive work as a result of the learning during the residency, or who
might contribute to group dynamics in a relationally supportive
way (and here I'm circling back naturally to the element of care!).
I have not served on a committee responsible for selecting
residency participants, although I have helped select scholarship
applicants for a Masters scholarship, so I've reflected alot on the

«
UNIDEE Residency at Fondazione Pistoletto, Biella, November 2024. Photo: Marianna Stefanitsi.
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politics, ethics, and philosophy of academic accessibility. If | were
given the opportunity to select for a residency context, [ would try
to consider how some of the existing biases might be removed. For
instance, how might we select people who are perhaps earlier in
their careers or who have recently refocused? Although I hesitate
to frame it only in terms of age, as I believe it is very important
to include people of all ages. In fact, the presence of participants
ranging from their early twenties to their fifties was, in my view,
a significant strength during our residency in Biella.

However, the bigger question is: aside from trying to make
the selection process more egalitarian, what else can we be do-
ing beyond these small-scale residencies? What other types of
learning opportunities might reach more people? That is where
itwould be interesting to experiment further. For instance, could
some of the learning design methodologies I am interested in be
applied to online contexts, where more people could participate?
I do think that somethingislostin the online version, however, if
the goalis to reach more people, it is possible to experiment with
different modifications. For example, you could gather one hun-
dred participants and divide them into twenty breakout rooms of
five people, each group receiving very specific instructions. That
requires smart design and careful facilitation, but itis feasible.

When [ was running events for the Perspectiva nonprofit or-
ganisation in the UK, we sometimes had one hundred or so people
join online, and after alarger group session would split everyone
into smaller rooms and provide specific reflection/learning ques-
tions. What we discovered was that many people wanted to stay
in those rooms much longer than we expected. This showed us
that there is a real hunger for personal connection, especially
among people who are moreisolated, live in rural areas, are older
or have limited social contact.

I would like to ask you one more question arising from the
context of our project Ecosystems of the Erotic. \When | started

working at the Fine Arts Academy in Katowice, the issue of
the body being absent in the academic environment became
immediately obvious to me. The idea of reintroducing bodies
into institutions could serve as a strategy of infrastructure
destabilization, a concept | took from your essay “Beyond
Sustainability: Adapting the ‘Degrowth’ Theory to the Art
World”.* How can degrowth and infrastructure destabilization
be applied as a strategy for collective learning?

Despite thatidea having been watered down by the editor of that

essay, I still believe in this idea of infrastructure destabilization —
perhaps this is my rebellious side coming out. How does that fit

in with the collective learning idea, though? In a way, there may
be one answer, which is similar to what I just said about how to

create access to learning environments that are choosing par-
ticipants based on very different criteria than those that have

traditionally been used. In other words, destabilizing the collective

learning environment.

It reminds me of working within bureaucracy or institutional
systems in places like Italy or France as an immigrant, where
it is almost impossible to survive alone. You have to figure out
who can help you navigate the system as a foreigner. I think that
a certain approach to immigration and being an outsider can
destabilize institutions, as our presence raises questions and
reveals the limits of those systems. You are forced to find ways to
overcome certain obstacles, and along the way, if you have a cer-
tain privilege (as I did during these processes as a white American
woman), you can speak out to those internal to the systems and
advocate for change.

Perhaps a better comparison is with the idea of de-financiali-
zation. Thatis something that Cassie (from the Hologram group)
talks about. It involves creating non-monetary commons. In oth-
er words, instead of having all of our interactions based on the

5 L. Biddlecome, Beyond Sustainability: Adapting the ‘Degrowth Theory’ to
the Art World, Art Disseldorf Magazine. Accessed July 27, 2025. https://art-
dus.de/leigh-biddlecome-sustainability-art-essay/
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exchange of money or time for money, all to the ultimate benefit
of shareholders and companies, their approach is to ask how we
can potentially live outside that system by providing care to one
another and meeting our needs through the collective.

That can only work through a learning process. It is not pos-
sible to move overnight into a non-financial system, but itis pos-
sible to experiment with different models. In Berlin, for example,
there is a space called the Casino for Social Medicine. They are
operating as a nonprofit organisation and bar/café where all
events are free and offered voluntarily by participants. However,
itis not simply about showing up and consuming. The idea is that
everyone also contributes with their own event, their knowledge,
or whatever skills they can offer to the collective.

They already have around two thousand people on their Tel-
egram channel, and they only began in October. This is anoth-
er interesting experiment in what is possible and there is real
collective learning happening, because they are figuring it out
as they go. They still have to pay taxes and rent for the space
but everyone working there is a volunteer. There are all kinds of
events and workshops, from someone offering acupuncture, to
someone else providing information on navigating the German
immigration system, someone hosting a poetry reading, etc. So
I think that perhaps collective learning can support a movement
toward degrowth when ithappensin a mutual aid contextrather
than through traditional systems of consumption and exchange.

In the essay “If this is a metacrisis, what do 1 do on a Monday
morning?”, you mention the text written by Jonathan Rowson

“Prefixing the World”¢. He was referring to Paulo Freire, which
actually brings us back to pedagogies, but also to your dis-
sertation that was reflecting on the concept of authenticity in
the context of cultural heritage. Paulo Freire in the Pedagogy
of the Oppressed (1970) wrote:

6 ). Rowson, “Prefixing the World”, Perspectiva. Accessed July 27, 2025.
https://perspecteeva.substack.com/p/prefixing-the-world

An inauthentic word, one which is unable to transform real-
ity, results when a dichotomy is imposed on its constitutive
elements. When a word is deprived of its dimension of action,
reflection automatically suffers as well; and the word is changed
into idle chatter, into verbalism, into an alienated and alienating

“blah”. It becomes an empty word, one which cannot denounce
the world, for denunciation is impossible without a commitment
to transform, and there is no transformation without action.

Yes, Freire’s conception of inauthenticityin the contextof language
isthatthere needstobe some form of action resulting from words,
otherwise acts of denunciation remain hollow, or “inauthentic”.
It”sinteresting to think about authenticity in this way, focused on
language. Freire has usreimagine authenticity as having akind of

“thickness” thanks to a commitment to action that follows from
the language — in contrast to inauthenticity which has not just
emptiness butalso “idleness”, as he putsit. Now that you mention
Freire, itactuallyrelates to the piece “If thisis a metacrisis, what do
Ido on a Monday morning?” because I think some of the answers
that came through while editing showed that action can mean
multiple things. It does not necessarily have to be amonumental,

“paradigm-shifting” actin the world: it can also mean the act of cre-
ation, or the act of reflection, or the act of collective listening. And
onthatlastpointof “paradigm shifts”, Irecently interviewed the
transdisciplinary designer (and friend), Engin Ayaz, who pointed
outthatan over-emphasis on creating “paradigm changing work”
is not only problematic from a personal perspective (because it
leads to both presumptuousness and alack of humility), butitcan
also obscure some of the more mysterious or even mystical aspects
of change.” Also, I would add in the context of this conversation,
an over-focus on individual “paradigm changers” neglects the
collective aspect of transformation.

7 L. Biddlecome, “Finding Coherence in ‘Steady State Resonance’, Emerge.
Accessed 5 August, 2025. https://www.whatisemerging.com/opinions/find-
ing-coherence-in-steady-state-resonance
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How does collective learning work with authenticity? Can
authenticity be a strategy of collective learning?

I have long been interested in the obsession we have currently in
our culture with authenticity, especially in the negative aspects
of authenticity. In my academic work on the subject I was asking,
what happens when a culture — especially far right governments
and political movements — becomes obsessed with a single way
that something has to be? When does an obsession with authen-
ticity end up excluding certain people and practices?®

The easy example is some form of intangible heritage, such as
food or dance or ceremonial practices. Typically, far-right govern-
ments latch onto these, claim they represent the “essence” of the
culture, and insist that in order to remain “authentic”, they must
remain as they are. That can then resultin a kind of freezing of folk
practices —which by nature are in constant evolution —and alsoin
exclusion (so new arrivals or those of a different ethnic and/or reli-
giousbackground aren’t allowed to participatein the practices). And
of course from an anthropological perspective, this is contrary to
thereality of how the vast majority of cultures have developed syn-
cretic practices over time, in conversation with externalinfluences.

Butin terms of how thatrelates to the collective learning side,
Ithinkifyou try too hard to impose some form of authenticity on
a process, it can actually backfire. You can think of authenticity
as an individual matter, as in: am I being “true” or authentic to
an essential self? Am I being honestin how I present myself? That
form of reflection can be a positive thing (as long as it does not
become overly obsessive and self-focused).

So if everyone is coming to a collective learning process
with a sense of personal authenticity, great. The danger arises
8  L.Biddlecome, Exclusion in the guise of authenticity: (in)tolerance and intangi-

ble cultural heritage, and the case of Indian classical dance. Dissertation, Joint

Master en Sciences Sociales — Spécialité Territoires, Espaces, Sociétés,

Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales, Paris and ELTE, Budapest,

September 2021. Accessed 5 August, 2025. https://www.leighbiddlecome.
com/_files/ugd/6d0d7b_8d3a31ede46247ee9770033e8f585eb6.pdf

when an individual, group, and/or institution, begins to claim
that a process or artistic practice must be a certain way in order
to be considered authentic. I also find that the more people talk
about authenticity, the less of it there usually is. What is more
important is that people touch in with a kind of individual felt
sense of: am I being honest in how I am communicating and
what I am creating? Am I caring for others and listening to their
experiences as much as I am in tune with my own? Or am I so
wrapped up in my own experience that I have not really listened
to my collaborators for the last twenty minutes?

In that sense, if authenticity means truthful sharing, align-
ment with one's own understanding or creative process, and not
overly modifying thatin order to fitinto some perceived sense of
whatshould be done, thenIthink thatisreally positive. Butithas
to include the element of listening, awareness, and attunement
with the group.

What you said about authenticity made me want to confront
it with the concept of queer use. Alessandra Saviotti, in her
doctoral thesis on Arte Util, referred to queer use, a term used
by Sara Ahmed. At some point, queering seems almost like the
opposite of authenticity, asitinvolves making things different
and perhaps not authentic. However, | also understand that
at the core of queering there is something deeply authentic.

That's where authenticity can be a super interesting concept, be-
causeIthink our standard understanding of it can often be wrong.
I think as we see with the Freire quote, it can operate in these
paradoxes. And what can seem really authentic can actually be
inauthentic if it is overly forced. So, to follow my example above,
if a government is imposing certain forms of authenticity on art
forms, I would argue that whatever is performed or created loses
some element of authenticity, because its form or content is being
imposed from the outside. And so I think, similarly, maybe there
is this paradox of authenticity and queering. In Ahmed’s work,
queeringinvolves “discordance”, inversions, innovation, and “odd
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solutions” — all of which I would say can be present within the
kinds of authenticity that I advocate (i.e. the non-exclusionary,
fluid, evolving versions).

How would you define collective knowledge, particularly
in relation to your own experience and practice? What as-
pects do you consider essential in how it is formed, shared,
or embodied?

This question makes me think of my friend Bryan Kam, who
I mentioned earlier. His approach to learning is that we need to
constantly oscillate between theoretical knowledge and practical,
lived experience.

In terms of collective knowledge, if I were to speak from a the-
oretical perspective, I see it as a layering that happens over time,
ideally with many different nodes of people, and ideally a mix of
individual, embodied understanding as well as relational knowl-
edge. This includes what we gain from collective creation and
learning experiences. I would also include historical knowledge,
whether from Western culture or knowledge systems from East-
ern traditions, Indigenous traditions, and so on.

Regarding practical, lived experience, I think it can be an
interesting exercise to close your eyes and remember a mo-
ment in which you experienced collective learning happening,
wherever you were, and to remember what it felt like to be in
that moment.

I think if you can draw upon that feeling, it’s a strong basis
from which to begin to recognize when it’s happening (and when
it’s not...). In my own experience, I would conjure up what it felt
like to be part of a dance and music creation residency a few years
ago at a former monastery-turned-foundation outside Paris (Fon-
dation Royaumont). I was working as a researcher-dramaturg
with a choreographer and a composer, along with three dancers
and over two weeks, we created a new piece from scratch. It was
a site-specific project, and the feeling of the rehearsal context

where ideas were being thrown out and played with, both physi-
cally by the dancers and musically by the composer on the organ —
thatto meis the essence of how one creates collective knowledge.
Itis not knowledge in the sense of propositional knowledge, but

rather a kind of knowledge about how to communicate multimo-
dally and create with a group of people who come with an array

of different skill sets.

How can we apply collective learning strategies in the future

in a meaningful way?
In a way thisis whatIam trying to do with this cross-disciplinary
facilitation methodology I'm developing — to consider psychologi-
calandrelationallearning, as well as an embodied learning aspect,
in addition to whatever the core subject matter is. I'm drawing
on somatic techniques and “nonverbal ways of knowing” from
contemporary dance as well as social and relational practices
from the emerging field of “inner development”, including group
transformation processes.

For example, in a more traditional arts pedagogy context in
a fine arts university, how can you, in small ways, incorporate
an acknowledgement of the psychological and emotional state
of the room? Not to turn every
learning experience into a psy-
chotherapy session, but rather
to remain aware of how learn-
ers are doing, how they are re-
lating to one another, whether
they are treating each other
with care, and to be in touch
with their bodies throughout
the process. And in the con-
texts where there is already
a strong focus on psycho-emo-
tional learning and relational

Site-specific performance and dramaturgy resi; y at Fi i y France,
August 2021. Photo: Leigh Biddlecome.
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awareness, | would bring in artistic and somatic approaches to
collective learning without art and dance devolving into mere
spectacle or entertainment.

So the aim is to be able to create an adaptable toolbox of prac-
tices and methods that is supple enough to work in the contexts
of arts residencies (especially for socially-engaged artists and
curators), academic workshops and convenings, and performing
arts creative processes (particularly for dramaturgs in complex,
multidisciplinary creations within residency contexts). All this
to say that I think designing for collective learning ideally in-
volves moving across our habitual disciplinary comfort zones
and bringing techniques across in intuitive and unexpected ways.

Facilitating a post-conference integration and “sense-making” workshop after the Inner
Development Goals Summit in Stockholm, Sweden, October 2024. Photo: Ivo ). Mensch.
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