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fig. 1: Paul Stewart, Scream to Shift, 2015.
The rationale of these propositions is to explore the role of the artist in relation to
applying estrangement to different practices and environments in an arts context. Some of
the propositions focus on the production of learning environments as artistic practices
relative to curatorial programming; others look to the position of cause and effect and to
ideas of over-identification.
The responses are anecdotal and in a variety of formats: theoretical, poetic, and
reflective. Practitioners, artists, and curators were asked to create short propositions to the
loose idea of applying estrangement into their own work context after being presented with
the diagram above (fig. 1). Each takes a different stance or starting position to question if
estrangement is able to work in his or her own practice or how it might work in practice
towards a larger idea.
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Creation of work as an instrument of change.
Paul Stewart
Talking of Aesthetics
Aesthetics is “a hamster in its wheel.”
It is the constant repetition and reproduction of the same act, never learning
from the same mistake until replete. Over and over and over and over and over and
over again, repeating the same actions until the wheel breaks. Making the intellectualised unintelligible.
But broken wheels can be sexy.
Talking of doing
How do we speak of thinking politically about how we respond to criticism
and to praise? We talk about the process of doing in terms of the precarious artist,
and, looking towards a commitment of practice to disfigure the status quo, we
produce our own negativity as we entrap ourselves in our own doing.
Design creates depoliticised design.
Does that even matter?
If the answers is “no,” move on.
Talking of collective
Rethink how we work collectively: Are we supposed to work? We usually
think about collaboration as a process of compromise and negotiation. But what
does it really mean?
No compromise, no middle ground.
Aesthetics is sexy.
Aesthetics is a cage without borders.
Long Live Aesthetics.

Uta Barth’s Distrust of Narrative Cause /
Effect and Agnes Martin’s Surrendered Perfection
Jared Pappas-Kelley
Lately I have been enamoured with artist writings, and the notion of the
artist as thinker and theorist amid a sort of intimate estrangement or derailment
that takes place. In some cases these types of writings only obscure an artist’s work,
but at their best, they give voice to individuals occupying and making sense of their
world.
***
Writing is most alive when directly engaged in the experience—as a cartography of an encounter or inner space. In an interview, photographer Uta Barth was
asked why narrative annoyed her. Barth’s response captures a lot of what I have
been thinking:
Narrative holds out for a certain inevitability, it places deep faith in cause
and effect. Narrative is about reconstructing a chain of meaningful events
based on a known outcome. I’m curious about visual art that’s about the
visual. Seeing is Forgetting the Name of the Thing One Sees is the title of Robert
Irwin’s biography. Originally, it was a line in a Zen text. Narrative in art makes
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us think about all sorts of interesting things, but it derails the engagement
with a visual experience.1
However, how does this translate over to writing, which is essentially
narrative? I am interested in this engagement as an enlivening experience that
allows the text to break down this ordering of cause and effect. As a writer I have
been obsessing about narrative, and how it can often feel stagy and forced. It cuts
away appendages for the sake of logic and stacking a synthetic sense of cause and
effect. Plotting. Without meaning to, writing tends to become more linear/
narrative than necessary. This might give the work a thrust, but I am also interested
in going back and re-developing the more non-linear feel of writing centred in
engagement—like now that I ate my vegetables, it’s time for pudding.
***
Agnes Martin’s Writings read like art-torah, striving towards an inner
perfection and finding a place of honesty in one’s efforts. Through these collected
texts, Martin parallels her painting—lines in grids with subtle colour—attempting to
illuminate her process while offering advice for young artists. Her ideas are
profound; yet they resonate with the daily-ness of life as she seeks an underlying
awareness of perfection. I find myself wishing I had some sort of Agnes Martin
microchip installed in my head (keeping these ways of thinking at the forefront of
my thoughts about art and writing)—with her foregrounding of the engagement
with perception and a falling away of false expectations. She is wise in exactly the
way I am not.
At the centre of her ideas are notions of Truth and Perfection. Both concepts
were historically at the centre of art, but nowadays seem sidelined as old-fashioned
or outdated, or maybe just too big. Art has become mired in a network of contingency, but Martin’s ideas elucidate a path of engagement—hinting at universal
guiding truths that acknowledge the uniqueness of experience and individual
consciousness. She warns that other “people’s lives will look better to us than our
own, more interesting and more rewarding”2, but that this leads away from the
truth of our own work. “To correct this state of mind you must say to yourself: I
want to live a true life”3. I often get caught in a process of disappearance where
experiencing gets lost in the concept of how things ought to be, and it is here that
Martin reminds that one must always return to a singular engagement with what is
at hand.
At work in Martin’s writings on art is a notion that our world is an approximation of an idealized perfection. At its heart is the idea that creating art is a
process of translating ideas from our minds into an imperfect world that mirrors
this model. Here the task is to break the mirror in order to remove the gap
between the idea and what we experience. Martin states that happiness is found in
the brief instances when one becomes aware of this perfection, moments of
insight. It comes through courting inspiration in our work, but our vocation is in the
striving to perceive.
We must surrender the idea that this perfection that we see in the mind or
before our eyes is obtainable or attainable. It is really far from us. We are no more
capable of having it than the infant who tries to eat it. But our happiness lies in our
moments of awareness of it4.
Perceiving for Martin is of the utmost importance, and in this perceiving one
must be vigilant in the truthfulness of how one sees. Engaged in the moment and
open to inspiration, this is not an intellectual pursuit, but one of seeing.
Thinking; we consider that which we perceived. It is a secondary experience.
Thinking compares everything that we have perceived with everything that
we are perceiving at the moment5.
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As someone who is frequently accused of thinking too much and over-thinking, Martin’s ideas are a useful balm. I need more engagement in the process of
perceiving the clarity in the work I create, while cutting loose intellectual prattle
and constant second-guessing. I am enamoured with her assertion that all true art
needs to fail in order to succeed, because through this collapse, honest work
emerges. Illustrating the tug of fear and pride on the validity of creating, Martin
leaves us with this image:
For those who are visual minded I will say: there seems to be a fine ship at
anchor. Fear is the anchor, convention is the chain, ghosts stalk the decks, the
sails are filled with Pride and the ship does now move.6

Turner’s corpse lies on a chaise-longue green
Adrian Shaw
Turner’s corpse lies on a chaise-longue green. His death mask face hangs
open in front of his last painting. His hands can no longer draw or paint. His fingers
are soft and limp. Are we there? Present? Who is present? Who was present at the
moment of death? The paint dries. Curating is silly. Every little girl loves a story. And
I mentioned to him that “Curating is so over!” Be yet more modern! More mobile!
More fluid! Etc, yep!7 How do you consume this moment? Let us wrap it up a series
of infinitely thin moments. Thin delicate memories. Let’s draw the fire, draw the
memories up and in a flash, devour and consume! Turner’s death mask is hiding in
the Tate archive. A copy of John Keats’ face hides at Keats House, at 10 Keats
Grove. Sit with the corpse for a while. Sit in the archive with the death mask, mouth
open for the world, for history. What are you learning? Between the body and
Turner’s last painting, moisture lightly evaporating in the September sun. Learning
with art is at certain times also quite silly. Go and learn with a lamppost. A rock. A
corpse. Climb into a bucket full of pungent bile. Swim around. Swim around.
Around and around, like a good little frog until it solidifies and forms a little
mountain of red crystal. Jump onto the bile island and leap out into the world and
go tell the world. Go tell it on a mountain. Between the damp white paint drying on
the front step, between the t-shirt hanging on the washing line drying in the last
gasp of summer wind. Between the drying slither of bird shit and next door’s cat.
Between the apple tree and the gently pulsating breeze-soaked net curtain.
Between all these and the corpse. Turner’s canvas flapping in the Margate wind.
What are you learning? Curating supposedly incarnating modernity. In a series of
little anecdotes. Oh, I am so honoured to have your knowledge bestowed upon me,
into me, washing all over me soft and gentle like a Timotei waterfall. I’ve never felt
so alive! A static camera frames and streams this tableau live. I lean in to be in shot.
I wave. Then I walk away and fall into the abyss.
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Please rate your quality of estrangement
Lilian Cameron
Estrangement happens regularly in the gallery and museum, and it is a key
part of many a visitor’s experience, yet it is curiously absent from the lexicons at
hand in these places, particularly in learning and public programmes.
Commonly, the aim is to offer enjoyment, to welcome in, and for the
visitor to leave with a sense of positivity or fulfilment that compels them to
return and, above all, to participate again. Visitors are asked not only, “Did you
enjoy your visit today?” but also “Will you wish to take part again?” and “Are you
satisfied with what it offered you?”
In such contexts, estrangement feels remote and far removed, but it is an
experience we would do well to listen better to audiences, and not only because
it is everyday and commonplace. In estrangement, we experience ourselves as
separate, and there is a possibility for independence and critique in such experience—for the knowledge of a perspective outside a framework. A perceived
negativity about the word might be the hinge-point to something positive: an
experience of difference or otherness in an environment, the realisation of a
personal, subjective critique.
There are different kinds of estrangement in the museum and gallery:
gut-instinct dislike, physical discomfort, offence or outrage, and a speculative sense
of outsiderness or disregard. Each has a varied impetus and comes from a distinct
place, with the potential to open onto forms of differentiation, some of which may
be more familiar than others.
How might recognising or allowing space for estrangement look in practice,
in a context of learning or curatorial programming? Recently, learning has occupied
a certain edge in listening closely to audiences and reflecting critically on this
practice, but is increasingly beholden to temporary or external funding that
seeks—practitioners fear—particular outcomes and evaluations, as well as benefactors who don’t necessarily see virtue in estrangement.
Curating has at times remained free of this responsibility, particularly in
the more elitist contexts, and this a freedom [that] populist sites might wrestle
back for themselves and make a part of their lexicons, but on their own terms.
What if galleries and museums were to create space for estrangement by
listening to it when asked, or by recognising its value, from a distance? What if we
were to advocate for a radical unknowing of participant experience, allowing it
room to breathe in the gallery and museum?

43

Issue 31 / July 2016

Estrangement through Art, Learning and Curatorial Frameworks

Spheres of Estrangement: Art, Politics, Curating

“Infelicitous” Participatory Art Speech Acts and the Educational Turn:
The failed promises and hopes of participatory arts for democratisation
of society on the neoliberal stage
Suzana Milevska
I want to point to certain paradoxes within the so-called “participatory
shift” in the arts and its promises for democratisation of society. The promise of
“enhanced participation” often creates new hierarchies and differentiations of
audiences, and political correctness—as one of the promised principles of such
practices—can result in de-motivating effects among artists who belong neither to
the activist circles nor to the underprivileged or minority groups8. This ironically
induces a vicious circle that recuperates and perpetuates the elitist and commercial
art system that is initially the main target of participatory art.
The fulfilment of a promise was dubbed a “felicitous act” by J. L. Austin.
According to Austin, the difference between what one says and what one does
depends on the context and circumstances, and subsequently the context can
substantially affect the fulfilment of the promise9. Participatory art practices
cannot fulfil the promises for democracy and emancipation, since from the outset
they are linked to the contemporary neoliberal social contexts in which they
operate. Therefore, I’d rather locate the main reason behind the failure of such a
systemic “mission impossible” in the inner contradiction of contemporary democratic societies than in the structure of such art projects.
Participatory art projects appear to establish a new and more productive
context for such estrangements and open up new potentialities for a bigger societal
impact of contemporary art practices in general. On the other hand, it became
obvious that by organizing participatory art projects, art institutions often compensate for the lack of establishing and developing a profound and long-term
relation with their audiences (only turned into numbers and statistics for further
grant applications for funding). Through such a subtle transfer of their programming and societal responsibilities to the artists they instrumentalise, participatory
art acts as a kind of “liability reserve” in relation to their societal role.
Participatory art practices often bring the artists to civil society-related
activism and collaboration in solidarity with existing and newly established
activist organisations in order to overcome the paradox of democracy in
neoliberal times10.
However, authors such as Jodi Dean and Slavoj Žižek have already pointed
out the fundamental contradictions between democracy and stamping neoliberal
societal developments. For example, Dean argued that while the left attempts to
develop and defend a collective vision of equality and solidarity, the ascendance of
“communicative capitalism”, the consumerism-driven gridlocks, the privileging of
the self over group interests, and the embrace of the language of victimization
constantly undermine such attempts11. Slavoj Žižek went so far as to announce the
split between the two: “The eternal marriage between capitalism and democracy
has ended”12.
Participatory art projects aiming towards democratization could be linked to
the older philosophical progressivist assumptions proposed by John Dewey, mainly
in the realm of the critique of education as a social change instrument13. The
“participatory turn” and the “educational turn” are often interlinked through
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artistic and curatorial contemporary art projects that engage with critical education
and pedagogy, mostly based on the ideas of the alternative and critical pedagogy of
Ivan Ilich, Paulo Freire, Peter McLaren, and Jacques Rancière, but yet they happen
within established institutional “walls.”
Most of these projects are welcomed by society as a preferred mild social critique,
which eventually recuperates the critiqued institutions, since most likely it perpetuates the
status quo rather than focusing on delivering a more direct political critique of social inequality and injustice.
To conclude, the paradigm shift from objects to subjects in participatory art
cannot be discussed apart from the general societal context and without taking
into consideration its pedagogical effect on all involved parties (governmental
policies, economic changes, institutional interdependence of cultural policy,
decision-makers of real politics, local governance deliberation, etc.). Nevertheless
the wider socio-political and economical context in which art is produced and
practiced inevitably over-writes the ambitious goals of participatory art. This calls
for further critical distinctions between participatory art projects depending on the
different concrete historical, cultural, and socio-political contexts where they
promise the change towards democratization and induce a certain hope, and for a
discussion how different participatory artists have positioned themselves in societal
and political contexts.
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