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Review

documenta 12: Education 1 and 2

documenta 12 Education 1:

Engaging Audiences, Opening Institutions
Methods and Strategies in Gallery Education
at documenta 12

Edited by Wanda Wieczorek, Claudia
Hummel, Ulrich Schotker,

Ayse Giilec, and Sonja Parzefall
2009, diaphanes

ISBN 978-3-03734-081-3

£16.69

documenta 12 Education 2:

Between Critical Practice and Visitor
Services

Results of a Research Project

Edited by Carmen Morsch and the research
team of the documenta 12 education

2009, diaphanes

ISBN 978-3-03734-082-0

£20.88

The exhibition labels at documenta 12 provided
only the name of the artist and the title of the
work. No mention was made of the artist’s country
of birth, nor of the date when the artwork was
produced. This was a curatorial decision that
aimed to create an open ‘conceptual space’ in
which the artworks, the visitors and the institution
alike were drawn into an equal, ‘co-constructing
dialogue’. These two volumes provide a
descriptive and reflective record of that
educational endeavour.

Entirely contrary to the spirit of the two books,

| shall start by offering a little geographical and
historical context. The first documenta exhibition
opened in Kassell, (West) Germany, in 1955. As a
large-scale contemporary art exhibition it hoped
to act as a counterpoise to the ‘Degenerate Art’
[Entartete Kunst] exhibition, organised by the
Nazis in 1937, which aimed, with its coarse
sophistry, to discredit and degrade the work of
modernist artists. documenta 1 functioned also
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as an assertion of Germany's integration within
European culture. That first exhibition chose not to
have any labels at all accompanying the artworks,
primarily as a means to counter a didacticism that
would either legitimise or indeed interrogate the
works that were displayed. Despite this, the
exhibition's avowed intent was to educate the
public, particularly the young, about the art that
had been produced outside Germany between
1933 and 1945. The show necessarily had to shy
away from any hint of state indoctrination, aiming
always to address the visitors as individuals rather
than as a collective body.

Since then, every five years has seen the
exhibition evolve, expand and re-emerge.
Retrospectively, as Andrea Hubin suggests in
volume 2, it could be argued that the initial
imperative to focus on the individual in some
sense predisposed the exhibition to involve itself
in the galloping progress of neoliberalism over the
last thirty years. In this way the visitor became
characterised as a consumer, and gallery
education became perceived as a ‘service’ valued
by the institution as a self-funding adjunct. These
developments might also, to a degree, account
for the widening gap that began to stretch
between the exhibition and the surrounding
communities of Kassell, a gap that this most
recent iteration consciously attempted to address.

Housed in five separate buildings, documenta 12
opened in the summer of 2007. It involved 122

artists and over 500 works. The artistic director,
Roger M. Buergel, and the curator, Ruth Noack,
proposed three questions as a means of framing |
the development of the exhibition:

Is modernity our antiquity?
What is bare life?
Education/formation: what is to be done?

This last question explicitly positioned education
as a constituent part of documenta 12. Time and |
resources were dedicated to educational projects *
for the first time in the history of the exhibition. "

Volume 1: Engaging Audiences, Opening
Institutions collects together accounts of
documenta 12's ‘very different approaches to
fostering engagement with art’. These are
grouped into five constructed communities:

1. A network initiated by local representatives of
Kassell, set up 18 months before the exhibition  ~
opened. It worked to investigate the ‘relevance of -
the exhibition for the local context'. :

2. A project that worked with teenagers from

Kassell for the eight months runningup tothe
exhibition, to develop their roles as gallery guides -
for groups of adults over the summer.

3. The gallery education division, comprised of 86 -
educationalists, 60 of whom led tours for over
100,000 visitors to the exhibition.

4. A gallery education programme for young
visitors that set up its own space within the



exhibition complex, and named itself
‘Hatching Ideas’.

5. The documenta 12 Halle, a space inside the
exhibition dedicated to promoting ‘debate and
exchange' among the four communities outlined
above, other groups involved with materials
published internationally in the run-up to the
exhibition, and also the visiting public.

The accounts in volume 1 are ordered according
to their duration, those projects which ran for a
longer time coming first in the book. Each section
starts with a general introduction, then continues
with a selection of reports from those involved in
the projects. A DVD supports the accounts by
providing additional texts, images and short fims
[in German).

Volume 2: Between Critical Practice and Visitor
Services is an expanded account of parallel
research that was carried out during the exhibition
by Carmen Mdérsch and the documenta 12
Research Team. It also included contributions
from four ‘guest authors’: Andrea Hubin, Ruth
Noack, Maria do Mar Castro Varela and Nikita
Dhawan. Indeed, it gathers a total of 26 different
perspectives, including personal, reflective
accounts of the experiments undertaken by
individual guides in the exhibition and extended
reflection on the methodologies and theories that
underpinned the educationalists’ practices.

Two things make this second volume by far the
more accessible: the book’s structure and the

introductory essay by Carmen Mérsch. In her
opening article, she outlines a model of ‘four
discourses’ of gallery education: the Affirmative,
the Reproductive, the Deconstructive and the
Transformative.

1. The Affirmative is the default practice of gallery
education, ‘devised by institutionally authorised
speakers who address a correspondingly
specialised and self-motivated, already interested
public sphere’.

2. The Reproductive seeks out sectors of the
public who are perceived as having been
excluded, and then ‘allows’ them access to
important cultural heritage, initiating them in the
rites of museums and galleries.

3. The Deconstructive chooses to ‘critically
examine, together with the public, the museum
and art, as well as educational and canonising
processes’ that take place within those contexts.

4. The Transformative is an activist discourse. It
works to expand the ‘exhibiting institution and to
politically constitute it as an agent of societal
change’. That is, not only does it work to reflect
on institutional mechanisms, but it also seeks to
change them.,

It is the actualisation of these last two discourses,
the Deconstructive and the Transformative, that
documenta 12 is committed to exploring and
evaluating, always knowing that neither approach
necessarily excludes the sporadic surfacing of
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elements from the Affirmative and the
Reproductive.

As a later article by Teresa Distelberger and Nora
Landkammer discusses, no activist manifesto as
such was drawn up by the research team. What
volume 2 provides, in its stead, is a diverse
collection of individuals’ experiences of engaging
in the ‘experimental’ gallery tours, tours that the
media had widely promoted before the exhibition
opened. Many of these accounts deal with the
paying public's assumptions and expectations,
and their reactions when these were thwarted or
fulfiled. The included contributions are by no
means homogeneous, allowing the reader ample
distance to reflect on the successes and frailties
of the various approaches.

Perhaps the greatest strength of Volume 2 is its
structure. The editors have evidently put careful
thought into the sequencing of the initial
accounts. The second article, ‘“The Aspect of
Dance in Gallery Education’ by Deniz Sézen,
analyses the codes of gesture made by a gallery
educator as they move through the exhibition,
and in so doing constructs a visual account of
one path through part of documenta 12. This
establishes a mental itinerary which helps the
reader envisage and engage with the
subsequent articles.

Cross-references are printed in the margins of the
book, leading the reader to related passages in
other articles, to a glossary, to descriptions of

selected artworks, as well as to files on the DVD
that accompanies volume 1. From the start, this
counteracts the reader’s impulse to forge through
the text sequentially, a good thing in a book that
runs to over 350 pages in small, sans-serif type.
The effect is to slow the reader down, providing
glimpses of text and images to which they can
later return with a sense of familiarity and
recognition. Most importantly, it gives the reader
time and space to articulate and question
important and reiterated terms and phrases such
as: aesthetic experience, the exhibition as
medium, migration, performativity, queerness,
whiteness, or the post-colonial.

This cross-referencing, in the absence of a stated
manifesto, marks points of collective concern for
those involved, points which include speech and
language, play, failure, the feminisation of gallery
education, racism, the physical toll of
performative practice, fiscal strictures, openness,
change and confrontation. The authors most
frequently cited by contributors when addressing
these issues are Austin, Derrida, Said and Spivak.

Judging from their own self-appraisals, both
volumes are highly valued by those involved in
their production. They serve, in the first instance,
as an enduring record of the educational
practices that took place in and around the
exhibition. Further, they represent the realisation
of a commitment established at the inception of
documenta 12 that there would be a published



outcome to the research and investigations
carried out under its auspices.

On a first reading, for those not involved in
documenta 12, volume 1 is the less accessible
book. Its chronological structure focuses very
much on the communities involved in the projects,
but the brevity of the contributions does not
always allow for full contextual explanation.
Despite their emphasis on the local, the accounts
can feel diffuse, and that localism can also make
them hard to follow. The uniformity of type size for
titles, chapter headings and sub-headings
(perhaps purposefully) conceals boundaries
between sections, and the translations of the
articles, although competent, are not always
sympathetic. It is possible that these techniques,
to some extent, serve to recreate for the reader
some of the obstacles encountered by visitors.

Volume 2, on the other hand, is a refreshingly
successful attempt to work against the sequential
structure of the text, and in doing so leaves the
reader with a stronger sense of documenta 12 as
an unfolding, productive, event. The tighter focus
of the articles allows for an engaging precision
that the first volume, with its wider remit,
sometimes lacks.

Having said that, however, the insights provoked
by volume 2 encourage a re-reading of parts of
volume 1, providing a renewed sense of the value
of its wider purview. Two articles in particular
amply reward a second visit. The first, “Taking

Over Space’ by Antje Neumann, describes a
group of children who, by mimicking and playing
with the behaviours of adults they observe in the
exhibition, appropriate and distort the spaces
around artworks and doorways. The second,
more controversial article, ‘On the Verge of the
Admissable’ by Ulrich Schétker, describes a
response to complaints by parents that the
placement of a number of sexually explicit works
in the exhibition did not allow them to anticipate
or mediate them for their children. The education
division devised a children-only tour, which
involved the making and wearing of masks and
body sculpture, envisaged as a way to allow the
children a means of retreat, if needed, from the
explicitness of some of the images they were to
encounter. In the event, the masks and dress
were valued by the children not so much as they
confronted the artworks, but rather more as a
means of ‘protecting’ themselves from the

gaze of adult visitors whom they encountered
on their tour.

Taking literally Swift's ironic maxim that ‘those
to whom every Body allows the second Place,
have an undoubted Title to the First’, | would
recommend reading the second volume before
embarking on the first.' Like some of the
successful tours recounted in volume 2, this
order of things allows for a more nuanced and
sympathetic approach to the experiments
outlined in volume 1, encouraging the reader to
pursue and engage with genuinely thoughtful
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contributions that might otherwise appear
frustratingly opaque.

Hannah Fussner
SEN Educator and freelance writer

Notes

1 Jonathan Swift, A Tale of a Tub, ed Kathleen
Williams, Dent: London, 1982, p.14.
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