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Abstract

This article analyses the problem of reception and interpretation of contemporary art

exhibition in the context of Besucherschule (Visitors’ School) invented by Bazon Brock:

German philosopher, art historian and a follower of Theodor Adorno. He implemented this

practice for the first time on documenta 4 in Kassel (1968) and organised such schools of

reception until documenta 9 (1992). The aim of the Visitors’ School was to explain works of

contemporary art on display to the public. Brock understood this process as ‘mediation’ in

aesthetic education, arguing that dependence on theory was no less problematic for

contemporary art perception than the lack of traditional art form. The main symbolic task of

art – ‘claim for reality’, was demonstrated by Brock in two ideas: ‘new image-war’ and

‘speaking image’.
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Introduction

Art education in either the form of volunteer mediation practice or curators’ lec-
tures on exhibitions is often criticised for lacking true scientific grounds, that is, art
historical or aesthetical. Jacques Ranci�ere’s The Ignorant Schoolmaster, the hero of
which teaches French to Dutch-speaking students, whereas he knows no words in
Dutch, and they no words in French (Ranci�ere 1991) is already commonly men-
tioned in this regard. The educational efforts of its protagonist are often compared
to the efforts of exhibition curators trying to explain contemporary artworks to
the public (Sheikh 2010, 73).

Some educational researchers support as a form of volunteer mediation the
strategy of explaining art in the form of discussion with the public and discovering

DOI: 10.1111/jade.12172 iJADE (2018)
© 2018 The Author. iJADE © 2018 NSEAD/John Wiley & Sons Ltd

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1635-8077
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1635-8077
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1635-8077


visitors’ attitude towards artworks based on their own life experience. For exam-
ple, the museum educator Philip Yenawine suggests that ‘the beginning viewer is
made the active participant in learning. I become a facilitator. I don’t tell. I ask. I
select art that is going to be understandable to the viewer based on what they
already know’ (Rice & Yenawine 2002).

More than a decade before Yenawine’s educational efforts, the German
philosopher of art Bazon Brock tried to explain to the public the content of docu-
menta 4 (1968) – one of the first internationally significant demonstrations of post-
modernism art – through his Visitors’ School. The School incorporated educational
performance bearing certain features of theatre, one-man show, lecture, everyday
talk and art event. Later, the pedagogical intervention of the Visitors’ School contin-
ued in subsequent documentas, that is, in documenta 5, 6, 7, 9 and other exhibitions
(Figure 1).

Art mediation offers strategies for enhancing an art educator’s teaching possi-
bilities by means of imaginative, vivid discussions from within a cultural situation.
The concept of art mediation is incredibly applicable to current issues of contem-
porary art and aesthetic education (Rhoades & Daiello 2016; Sawyer 2004; Wim-
mer 2002). Theoretical reflections on art mediation and its educational value are
accompanied by suggestions for its practical implementation in teaching and learn-
ing practices.

The shortest art mediation definition is the following: art mediation is an active
communication between artworks and the audience with the help of a mediator
(curator, artist, volunteer guide, teacher).

Basic theoretical aspects and practical impact of art mediation were recently
discussed on the International Symposium ‘About Mediation of Art’ at GfZK (Gal-
erie f€ur Zeitgen€ossische Kunst Leipzig) in October 2013. The symposium started
with a small exercise for the participants who had been asked to write down their
definitions of art mediation. The most frequent key words were communication,

Figure 1
Besucherschule documenta 4 1968, Kassel © Hans Puttnies
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process, inclusion and a bridge between artwork and public. The majority of partici-
pants agreed that art mediation was making the dialogue between art and audi-
ence possible (GfZK 2013).

One of the projects discussed during the symposium introduced a practical
scenario, which offered an insight as to how the understanding of contemporary
art mediation practice is currently being presented. Julia Sch€afer, Curator, and Lena
Seik, Manager of the Art Mediation Program at GfZK talked about the mediation
activity at the exhibition of the artist Kate�rina �Sed�a. In order to connect curatorial
practice and mediation, the curator invited visitors to take part in the process of
preparing the exhibition. The project suggested an active discussion and involve-
ment of the public in the curatorial practice.

This new interest makes it timely to look at the first educator who introduced
a full pedagogical practice of art mediation for contemporary post-modern art.
Bazon Brock called his method of art mediation on exhibitions ‘action teaching’. He
implemented this concept starting in 1959 together with Alan Kaprow, an Ameri-
can artist and art theorist, who established the term ‘performance art’. Kaprow
staged about 200 engagements over the years and significantly influenced the
Fluxus art movement as well as the development of performance and installation
art. Beginning in 1959, Bazon Brock took part in these engagements together with
Alan Kaprow and Fluxus artists Joseph Beuys, Wolf Vostell and Nam June Paik
(Berghaus 1993; Gray 1993). It gave him valuable experience, which he later used
in the process of ‘action teaching’ in exhibitions. The ‘action teaching’ was intended
to ‘enable actors (curators and artists) and the audience (the public) to be involved
in a problematic relationship because what is happening is initially strongly con-
nected with such forms of social events such as feasts and celebrations, or attrac-
tion, or fun, or outdoing abnormality’ (Bandau 1996, 211). Brock admitted that his
method had also been highly influenced by Robert Filliou, a French Fluxus artist,
film producer, poet and participant in engagements and performances. His book
Teaching and Learning as Performing Arts (Filliou 2013), or Lehren und Lernen als
Auff€uhrungsk€unste, was first published by Walther K€onig in Cologne in 1970. At the
end of the 1960s, Filliou opened an art gallery in Paris and in his book he pro-
posed a form of educational communication with the public bearing not only the
features of theatrical means, but the extrapolation of social processes. Brock noted
that Filliou, while explaining art, implemented a practice of kleine Aktionsdramolette,
a little action or interactive drama, where viewers might take part and continue
actions or plots suggested by Filliou as a director and actor of this performance.
According to Brock,

the subject of performance arts (Auff€uhrungsk€unste) for Filliou had been in a
dimension of communication and not only in the theatre, which would be only a
limited form of communication with theatrical means. Sociologists developed at
that time developed the term in the context of the classic theatre for everyday
social processes. We all play a role, and it was such a striking formulation, so to
speak, parallel to Filliou. (Brock et al. 1996, 116)

The notion of Alltag Theater or ‘everyday theatre’ was significant in the context
of Brock’s pedagogical activity. His interactive teaching excluded the passive com-
prehension of the viewers and involved active reception and interpretation of an
exhibition’s objects based on individual life experiences and communication.
According to Leder et al. (2004), ‘A relatively simple way of gathering
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understanding is the formation of self-related (i.e. related to a viewer) cognitive
information.’ Brock’s method presumed ‘paralleling of art production and reception,
teaching and learning, demonstration and watching’ (Bandau 1996, 214). On the
whole, the implementation of theatrical and social elements in Brock’s art pedagog-
ical activity on exhibitions demonstrates that phenomenon which Andrea Phillips
describes as ‘the use of pedagogy as a utopian socialised site by organisations and
individuals outside orthodox educational structures’ and which she calls ‘one of the
paradoxes of contemporary art education practices’ (Phillips 2010, 84).

‘Action teaching’ as a form of art education

Bazon Brock was born in 1936 in Stolp, Pomerania (now in Poland). The main
topics of his study in Hamburg, Frankfurt and Zurich were philosophy, history of
art and social sciences. He was also an actor and worked in the theatre. These
skills proved useful to Brock starting in 1959, when he was involved in the produc-
tions of the art group Fluxus. In 1965, Brock began teaching aesthetics at the
Higher School of Arts in Hamburg, then in 1978 he taught ‘Theory of Design’ at
the University of Applied Arts in Vienna, and in 1981 he became a professor at
the University of Wuppertal.

Bazon Brock understood the need for the convergence of art with the realities
of everyday life and life stories as well as the appeal to mass media that would
help an unsophisticated audience to understand contemporary art. He wrote about
the aim of the Visitors’ School in documenta 6:

The ‘Visitors’ School’ – as I understand my task – is more than an ordinary guided
tour through an exhibition, which only gives correct dates and other information
about different objects on the exhibition. The ‘Visitors’ school’ has to demonstrate
to the public a possibility to see and comprehend the totality of objects of the
exhibition from a holistic point of view, in their expressive connection. Yes, the
basis of understanding is follows: when it is possible to create a connection of
messages. (Wackerbarth 1977, 132)

The pedagogical role of Bazon Brock and his Visitors’ School in a contemporary
context is referred to in several issues on the critical perception of art and art
education (Knape 2016; L€uddemann 2004; Schmitz et al. 2001; Wimmer 2016).
The impact of art mediation is considered in the issues concerning the educational
role of communication between curators or art educators and the public (Cunliffe
1990; Limberg 2008; Puffert 2014; Rice & Yenawine 2002). The performance fea-
tures of pedagogical activity and, more specifically, art mediation are discussed in
the context of performance studies (Alexander et al. 2005; Pineau 1994; Prender-
gast 2008; Sawyer 2004; Schechner 2002; Stucky & Wimmer 2002). The research-
ers consider the application of performance to art education and define the
performance aspects in art mediation while exploring its possible contributions to
discourses on communication, culture, contemporary art interpretation and impro-
visation in art education. Monica Prendergast, in particular, explores the interdisci-
plinary issues of performance theory and performative pedagogy in order to
consider metaphorical applications of performance to pedagogical activity, while R.
Keith Sawyer considers creative teaching as improvisational performance.

iJADE 34.2 (2018)
© 2018 The Author. iJADE © 2018 NSEAD/John Wiley & Sons Ltd

4

M
arina

Biryukova



The role of curator-educator changes in the process of ‘action teaching’. This
method helps to avoid the situation described by Sophia K. Accord, who sees an
exhibition as a learning environment. She argues that curators should make efforts
to appreciate artworks in new situations, but ‘there may be a disjuncture between
these embodied experiences and their verbalizations of them, which bring them
back into established repertoires’ (Accord 2010). In Brock’s practice, the curator
becomes a mediator between the viewers and the artworks and active communica-
tion with the visitors does not allow him to fall into the endless repetitions of his
own aesthetic views. The process of teaching art becomes more unpredictable and
mutually enlightening for the mediator and the public. However, it should be
stressed that notwithstanding the relative freedom of discussion, the content of
the Visitors’ Schools was subject to a certain set of topics connected with the gen-
eral concept of an exhibition and Brock’s own theoretical positions. Thus, even the
Visitors’ School sought to establish Brock’s own repertoire of mediation.

Visitors’ School: content and reception

The first three documentas were devoted to the art of modernism, but documenta
4 in 1968 presented current trends of the new artistic era of postmodernism –
Pop Art, Minimalism, Op Art, Post-painterly Abstraction and so on, which were
incomprehensible for an unprepared audience. Documenta 4 has a special place in
the row of documenta exhibitions as it marked the transition from the art of mod-
ernism to the ambiguous postmodernism period, but the contemporary art demon-
stration was not accompanied by a coherent concept and gave an impression of
chaos. Christo and Jeanne-Claude’s object 5,600 Cubic Meter Package became sym-
bolic of this problem (Figure 2). It was exhibited in the open air and for many
members of the public this giant art object – a sort of inflatable ‘bubble’ – embod-
ied the senseless attempts of the curators to maintain a dubious illusion of rele-
vance while appealing to cheap populism. In this regard, there was a necessity for
a kind of ‘school of reception’ for the public, and the Bazon Brock’s Visitors’ School
effectively served this purpose by actualising the turn of art to the postmodern
paradigm. Throughout the entire period of documenta 4, Bazon Brock led his Visi-
tors’ School in the building of Fridericianum with the implementation of the ‘action
teaching’ method.

Brock asked the visitors questions about their attitude toward the exhibition,
and what it reminded them of. Using the experience of R. Filliou, he put questions
about art into an everyday life context. Gesticulating and pointing to artworks,
Bazon Brock uttered common comments of philistine art reception, which had
been visualised on cardboard shields or written on the walls such as ‘A desire to
create artworks is senseless’, ‘Who will say a word of consolation, is a traitor’, and
‘It should be fresh and pass off quickly.’ Brock criticised these statements and
continued the discussion adding his own theoretical ideas of ‘speaking image’ and
‘image war’, which are considered further in this article.

In 1966, during a press conference at Experimenta 1 in Frankfurt, a part of ‘ac-
tion teaching’ became a short dramatic performance such as As long as I am here,
nobody will die, performed on an improvised theatre stage in a doorway. Above the
stage, there was a mock ‘motto’ to the exhibition: ‘It is chic that everything fits to
each other! May I also make so? But certainly!’ The motto was totally in the sense
of common opinion about contemporary art, which is ‘so easy’ to make. But at the
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same time it looked similar to Joseph Beuys’s famous slogan ‘Everyone is an artist.’
These somewhat negative demonstrations of ordinary attitudes to art alternated
with Brock’s theoretical interventions in the form of sentences written on the
white walls by the mediator himself. For example, ‘Rising of picture’, which had
been explained as an appearance of ‘art of ideas’, an intention of ‘making it verbal-
ized’, or the statement ‘The speaking picture is here’ in the sense of Brock’s theory
of ‘speaking image’.

The creation of a certain unity, a collective, engaged in collaborative learning is
very important for educational practices in art exhibitions. ‘At its best, education
forms collectives – many fleeting collectives that ebb and flow, converge, and fall
apart. These are small ontological communities propelled by desire and curiosity
and cemented together by the kind of empowerment that comes from intellectual
challenge’ (Rogoff 2008, 6). In documenta 4, the viewers mainly represented a col-
lective of young people encouraged by social changes in 1968. They greatly appre-
ciated the interactive manner of Brock’s mediation and responded actively to the
questions put to them in the course of the Visitors’ School. Sometimes they all
raised their hands to utter an argument during the discussion.

Bazon Brock continued to organise the Visitors’ School in Kassel from 1968
(documenta 4) until 1992 (documenta 9). The context of a big exhibition institution,
such as documenta, gave Brock the possibility to continue the Visitors’ School in a
profound and logical way.

Figure 2
Christo and Jeanne-Claude, 5,600 Cubic Meter Package on documenta 4, 1968, Kassel ©
documenta Archive / Heinrich Poradowski
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Conception of documenta 5 and its Visitors’ School

The Visitors’ School in documenta 5 became the most compelling and consistent, as
Brock and Jean-Christophe Ammann, Director of the Art Museum in Lucerne, and
the chief curator, Harald Szeemann, wrote in their conception of the exhibition.
The main ideas of this conception became the basis and subject for the discussion
of Brock’s Visitors’ School.

The exhibition’s full title became documenta 5: Questioning Reality/Artistic Worlds
Today and it was structured according to thematic sections. One of the most unex-
pected for the audience was the section Parallel Artistic Worlds in the New Gallery,
where Bazon Brock acted as the co-curator of H. Szeemann.

In the exposition of Parallel Artistic Worlds, refined representatives of the new
conceptual art were placed side by side with those of the advertising photographer
Charles Wilp. A Fluxus participant, Joseph Beuys, was exhibited next to Klaus
Staeck, a poster illustrator. There was also the exposition Painting of Insane Men,
‘trivial emblematic’ (Kitsch), religious cult objects (Worlds of Images and Belief) and
political propaganda (Social Iconography) in the form of 40 headers from the maga-
zine Der Spiegel.

The sections Museums of Artists and Individual Mythologies embodied the indi-
vidual ideas and utopia of artists. For example, there was the project of Mario
Merz with a motorcycle attached to the wall of the Rotunda in Fridericianum. It
began the movement on the route determined by the figures of the Fibonacci
sequence (Figure 3).

The section included the project Calling German Names of James Lee Byars
where the artist shouted from the window of Fridericianum to the public, calling
people by their common German names.

These and other objects and actions were unclear to the general public and
required profound curatorial comments. From his student years, the works of
Theodor Adorno had influenced t Brock’s scientific views. His work on the Visitors’
School was, in some way, a rethinking of the theory of Adorno in the field of con-
temporary art education.

The art of the late 1960s and the 1970s – Conceptual Art, Pop Art, Land Art,
Photorealism, Arte Povera, Actionism, practice of performance – was difficult mate-
rial for an exhibition organiser. Even more difficult was the task of describing this
art from the point of view of traditional aesthetics. One of the most relevant in
this regard is the theory of Entkunstung (translated as ‘deaestheticization’, ‘de-artifi-
cation’ or ‘de-arting’) by Theodor Adorno, which first appeared in the article On
Jazz (1953) and later continued in Aesthetic Theory, which was posthumously pub-
lished in 1970. The concept of de-arting states that the transformation of a work
of art to ‘just an object among other objects’ deprives art from its sacral position
in a number of surrounding objects. According to Adorno, ‘The poles of the art-
work’s de-arting are, that it becomes an “object” amongst “objects”, or the medium
of its beholder’s psychology’ (Adorno 1970, 374). The economisation of culture or
the dangerous possibilities of art becoming kitsch (or a part of cultural industry)
were, to Adorno, the obvious perils of de-arting. The concept of de-arting certainly
had a potential positive effect of removing art from a valorised sacred context and
thus allowing it to remain autonomous and independent of theory. But such a ‘lib-
erating process’ was not entirely possible in the postmodern situation: the art of
seemingly unclear form, such as conceptual art or performance art, required con-
text. Though, instead of using evaluative aesthetical judgements, curators tend to
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explain contemporary art from the points of view of emotionally intensive individ-
ual conceptions, such as Brock’s ‘speaking image’, in particular.

Aesthetic mediation instead of aesthetic judgement

The nature of de-arting is, to a certain extent, the projection of the modernist
rhetoric of denial of ‘archive’ – a baggage of the past or ‘dead’ culture. The easiest
route for aesthetic assessment of contemporary art became its opposition to the
classics. With this basic negative approach, it was difficult to estimate and there-
fore select art works for contemporary exhibitions. In his book Aesthetics as Media-
tion: Working Biography of Generalist (1977), Bazon Brock presents his own
conception of aesthetic interpretation of contemporary art and argues with critics
who try to consider art from a point of view similar to a sharp political judgement.
For instance, he included in the book the report he had prepared in 1973 in

Figure 3
Mario Merz. Accelerazione = sogno, numeri Fibonacci neon piu motocicletta fantasma, 1972,
Installation on documenta 5 © documenta Archive / Mario Merz/VG Bild-Kunst
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Munich about contemporary art’s independence from theory. The report was an
answer to the article by Thilo Koch in Hessische Allgemeine Zeitung (repeated in
Kunstmagazin 42/1972), in which the critic called documenta 5, an ‘epidemic’, ‘pollu-
tion’ and compared its conception with the ‘collective mad ideas in the Middle
Ages’. Brock’s reaction was quite severe,

The critics of documenta react so obviously uncontrolled and emotionally
because they saw clearly the crucial requirement of artistic manifestation, which
they from the one hand ingenuously held for granted, and on the other hand
were not able to formulate. This condition is better to describe as a fulfillment of
a sense requirement. Artistic manifestations are to be adjusted over the question
of sense. (Brock 1977, 314)

Here we may return to Adorno’s phrase about artworks being ‘the medium of
its beholder’s psychology’ in the situation of de-arting. Psychological needs, that is,
a possibility to discuss one’s attitude toward art, have also needed adjustment over
the criteria meaning.

According to Brock’s determination of sense (meaning) of contemporary art:

A possibility of question of meaning in art and science to be made adequately
reflected today, could be formulated as follows: requirements of meaning can be
fulfilled only by means of judgments in oral communication. Finally, it is a problem
of meaning of a judgment, which means the justifiability of a statement. The ques-
tion of meaning can now only be found appropriate when it is asked in the field of
science and art as the context of a reasoned speech. (Brock 1977, 315)

Therefore it is especially important for Brock to have a possibility ‘to discuss’
art, that is, in form of a lecture, a ‘reasoned speech’ or ‘action teaching’. Depen-
dence on theory, which cannot be a subject to discussion and therefore to doubt,
is no less problematic for new directions of art than the obvious lack of the tradi-
tional art form. The postmodern position in culture does not tolerate reliable, obvi-
ous statements. The appearance of a new idea or image immediately provokes a
desire to profane or discredit it. In the chapter ‘The New Image-War’ (‘Ein neuer
Bilderkrieg’) of Aesthetics as Mediation there are texts prepared by Brock for the
Visitors’ School to documenta 5. He starts with a determination of the meaning of
the ‘new image-war’ idea, which he thinks began in the eighth to ninth centuries
AD in Byzantium:

Can you imagine that 35,000 men of the West Byzantium army organized a
bloody massacre against 27,000 men of East Byzantium army because the first
were icon (image) worshipers and the second – icon (image) enemies? The bloody
battle for the sake of fine arts in the years 730–843 AD has found to the present
day no end. (Brock 1977, 265)

The pedagogy of Brock’s Visitors’ School goes on to analyse the dialectical
problem Harald Szeemann, curator of documenta 5, poses as the theoretical con-
ception of the exhibition: the problem of identity of Abgebildetes und Abbildung
(prototype and image).
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From ‘parallel artistic worlds’ to G. W. F. Hegel’s triad

Harald Szeemann used some principles of G. W. F. Hegel’s aesthetics to create an
inner structure for documenta 5. The term ‘image of reality’ (Abbildung der Wirk-
lichkeit) was the most significant in the classification of the content of documenta 5
though Szeemann changed it to ‘reality of image’ (Wirklichkeit der Abbildung). Trans-
forming this definition in the sense of the so-called ‘triad’ – Dreierschritt, based on
Hegel’s dialectical reasoning of thesis – antithesis – synthesis, Szeemann created
an aesthetic formula of the concept:

1 The reality of image.
2 The reality of prototype or ‘what is depicted’ (Wirklichkeit von Abgebildeten).
3 Identity or non-identity of image and prototype. (Ammann et al. 1971, 2)

The curators determined that demonstrated ‘art worlds’ were organised in the
context of three structural fields as ‘primary and secondary material complexes’.
According to the conception (Ammann et al. 1971, 4), the exposition’s content was
sorted out into the following sections (Table 1):

Referred to in the second material complex as ‘Identity or non-identity of
image and prototype’, ‘teaching and discipleship as an introduction to art’ implied
value of reception and interpretation of the latest trends in art. The last term of
the concept ‘art = life’ symbolically stressed the intention of contemporary art to
be closer to reality, as it happened, in Viennese Actionism. Some members of this
art group practised self-mutilation in their attempt to achieve authenticity in art.

TABLE 1 Art worlds’ organisation

The reality
of image:
primary

The reality
of image:
secondary

The reality
of prototype:
primary

The reality
of prototype:
secondary

Identity of
image and
prototype:
primary

Non-identity
of image and
prototype

Socialist

Realism

comics actual realistic

painting:

Photorealism

psychedelic

painting

painting of

children

Oldenburg’s

method

Artistic world

of advertising

science fiction Actionism individual

mythology

painting of

insane men

Magritte’s

method

Commercial

art (Kitsch)

political

propaganda

photo-journalism self-representation Concretism teaching and

discipleship

as an

introduction

to art

‘Art of

photography’

media pornography road signs performances Surrealism

public

iconography

(banknotes,

flags etc.)

design formalized

languages

movie and

theatre in

a real time

art as an

intention of a

‘commune’

monuments,

tombstones

Pop art caricature, portrait activities, games ‘art = life’
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Thus, the structure of documenta 5 reflected the feature of equality between art
and life in some art practices leading to the final definition of the concept of art in
contemporary philosophical interpretation. Hegel’s dialectic scheme entered organi-
cally into the structure of the exhibition. The thesis of ‘reality of image’ (Wirklichkeit
der Abbildung) crowned the concept and represented the most radical intention of
twentieth-century art – the substitution of classical mimesis by an imitation of
speculative concepts related to ideology. Then the curators offered an antithesis –
‘the reality of what is depicted’ (Wirklichkeit von Abgebildeten). The final part of the
formula, ‘identity or non-identity of image and prototype’, is an attempt at synthesis
of the first two provisions.

On the basis of these conclusions, Brock suggested a structural principle for
the Visitors’ School of documenta 5. The main symbolical task of art – Wirklichkeit-
sanspruch (‘claim for reality’) had been demonstrated in three different levels of
the notion:

1 The claim for reality of image dominates.
2 The claim for reality of prototype dominates.
3 The image and prototype are identical, or not identical. (Brock 1977, 276)

This determination seems to be especially important in the context of Adorno’s
theory of de-arting. Brock adds a touch of inevitability to Adorno’s idea, arguing
that the possibility to distinguish different levels of reality ‘is lost’ so it results in
coincidence of image and prototype. The art is therefore not necessary and it is
just a repetition of ordinary reality.

The abundance of didactic techniques in the Visitors’ School at documenta 5
reflects a considerable turn to pedagogy, which is certainly present in a curator’s
work.

Art and media. ‘Who dares to speak, when a picture is
speaking?’

For documenta 6 (1977, curator Manfred Schneckenburger), the main idea was an
interaction of art and media. As Brock admitted, the conception of the Visitors’
School in documenta 6 had been, to a great extent, based on the principles of the
audio-visual preface to documenta 5, where not only interaction of realities and
images had been of importance, but also mediation with the public in the form of
messages produced by different media.

In documenta 7 (1982), the curator Rudi Fuchs demonstrated his commitment
to conservative museum views. Fuchs tried to revive the approach to the selection
and display of objects in the tradition of classical museum practice. Fuchs tried to
exclude contacts with social realities and commercial media, and release artifacts
from their everyday life context. Bazon Brock’s reception of documenta 7 was
slightly ironic. He explained the concept of the Visitors’ School from an aesthetical
position of wondering how art and ‘beauty’ in art could be ‘ugly’ (haesslich) even in
the context of a hypothetical museum. The main topics of this discussion were
reflected in the book Visitors’ School on documenta 7: Ugliness of Beauty (Brock
1982) (Figure 4).

The instructions to the public in Visitors’ School on documenta 7 were sum-
marised in three main directions:
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• walking through the exhibition – to see when walking;
• walking around the temple on documenta 7 – to understand when seeing;
• the parade on d 7 – to leave with understanding.

In the context of these main strategies different relevant issues were consid-
ered: ‘the event character of exhibitions’, such as ‘their value as a recreational plea-
sure’ and ‘indicators of life quality’, ‘the quality of sensory experience’ (this setting
is supported by contemplative practice, and the need for mental participation) and
‘cognitive value’ (Brock 1982, 12). He went on to say that today’s manifestations
of attitudes and settings included ‘star-system of the public, star-system of the
artists’ and ‘star-system of the art-mediators’ (Brock 1982, 13).

The hypothetical guided tour through documenta 7 in the context of the Visi-
tors’ School began with ‘entry into the temple’, and then to the works of the artists.

Special attention was paid to Joseph Beuys’s project 7,000 Oaks reflecting the
artist’s idea of ‘social sculpture’. The project involved the planting of 7,000 oak
trees throughout the city of Kassel and near each tree a basalt stone had to be
placed. The stones had been initially stored near the Fridericianum building and
formed an impressive installation. Brock paradoxically included this project in the
category of ‘applied art’, and it was certainly a subject of discussion in the Visitors’

Figure 4
Bazon Brock’s book Besucherschule zur Documenta 7: die H€aßlichkeit des Sch€onen. Kassel:
Dierichs, 1982
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School because Beuys’ initial idea lay not in the field of visual impression, but in
the intention to encourage the public to a collective action in the sense of Beuys’
appeal to Stadtverwaldung gegen Stadtvervaltung (‘city gardening versus city
management’) (Figure 5).

The concept of ‘speaking image’

The concept of ‘speaking image’ appeared already in documenta 4, but was further
developed in the Visitors’ School of documenta 8 (1987) and documenta 9 (1992). In
documenta 8 by Manfred Schneckenburger there remained, as earlier in documenta
6, an overall orientation to medial art, however, having a certain shade of the
catastrophe and a ‘loss of illusions’ (Schneckenburger 1987) associated with the
dangerous consequences of high technologies and natural disasters. Conversely,
Bason Brock stressed in his School the capacity of an image or a picture (Bild) to
be a kind of media in itself. Das Bild spricht mich an – ‘an image speaks to me’, and
‘speaking image’ on display needs a viewer who can consciously choose a form of
reception meaning Zuh€oren (‘to listen to’) instead of Hin-Sehen (‘to look inside’).

Figure 5
Joseph Beuys. 7,000 oaks. Stadtverwaldung gegen Stadtverwaltung (1982–1987) © docu-
menta Archive / Dieter Schwerdtle
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‘Who dares to speak, when a picture is speaking?’ (Brock 1982, 264). ‘To listen to’
meant to reflect ideas and meanings, which an art object can provoke (Figure 6).
This requirement seems understandable in implementation of contemporary art in
which the visual form had often been very poor. The verbal content of the Visitors’
School was, to a certain extent, the result of such ‘listening to a speaking image’.

Belgian Jan Hoet, Director of the Ghent Museum of Contemporary Art (later
to become the Stedelijk Museum voor Actuele Kunst), became curator of docu-
menta 9 (1992). The main theme of the project was anthropocentric orientation of
art and the structure of the exhibition was based on a random principle. Hoet
believed that the principle of positive chaos was fruitful for contemporary art exhi-
bitions. The motto of documenta 9 became ‘From a body to a body and to bodies’.
The historian of documenta, Harald Kimpel, calls Hoet a ‘choreographer’ (Kimpel
2002, 67), referring to his ability to feel the physical component of art and manage
it as an experienced choreographer with a shade of dosed chaos and freedom.
One of the most remarkable objects was Ilya Kabakov’s Toilet. The object, resem-
bling a Soviet outdoor toilet, expressed the quintessence of communal life and
communal illusions and was exhibited in the open air, close to the Fridericianum
building, and this vicinity undoubtedly corresponded to Hoet’s idea of creative
chaos. The aim of the Visitors’ School here was to make clear the connection
between bodily essences and their images in the mind of different personalities or
social groups. The traditional connection of ‘art and body’, having a long history,
could not exist but in a form of parody in contemporary art. Brock also stressed
the role mass media had played in changing the moral imperatives in art. In the
concept of his Visitors’ School in documenta 9 he took into account a ‘natural evolu-
tion of our central nervous system’, which had been ready now to stand more
aggressive art intervention’ (Brock 2002, 472). He believed the task of the Visitors’
School in such a context was mainly to demonstrate the changing character of art
messages in different times and social circumstances as well as to imagine the
appropriate response to the cultural paradigm of ‘pictures’ and their ‘language’.
Furthermore, he wrote about the Visitors’ School:

We must learn to think in pictures. In schools we were only taught verbal lan-
guages. Visual languages or languages of images (‘Bildsprachen’) remain unexplored
and left in the area of vague guesses. This is even more difficult, as we now per-
ceive our world more in pictures (through television, film, newspaper, advertise-
ment, decoration, design) than in words. The Visitors’ School aims to make a
contribution to the study of visual languages. (Brock 1982, 287)

Conclusion

Using a variety of contexts to make art more attractive and clearer for the viewer,
Brock’s educational innovations have impacted contemporary practice of art media-
tion. Brock’s Visitors’ School, apart from its performative features, demonstrated
considerable multidisciplinary approaches. As Kathleen McLean (1993) states:

Most exhibition creators agree that organizing a good museum exhibition requires
the passion, intuition, scholarship, and expertise of a wide range of people, and
more professionals are becoming multilingual (or fluent) in the languages of
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environmental psychology, aesthetics, learning theory, conceptual and spatial
design, and interpretation. They are essentially ‘expert generalists,’ able to synthe-
size the variety of disciplines that inform the exhibit development process to recog-
nize the importance of accurate and meaningful content.

Today, art mediation practices involve more technology-based actions with the
implementation of digital means (computer tests, quests, etc.) and media. Art medi-
ation now is one of the most dynamic areas of art pedagogy.

The results and advantages of Bazon Brock’s Visitors’ School and the method
of ‘action teaching’ are:

• integration of academic knowledge and communicative action;
• focus on the theoretical area of an art project;
• connection of the Visitors’ School’s content to the conception of a particular exhi-
bition;

• exchange of information in the art field;
• emphasis on social and cultural experiences;
• increasing the appeal of an exhibition project;
• reaching out towards a broader audience.

Figure 6
‘Das sprechende Bild ist da’ (documenta 4, Kassel 1968) © Bazon Brock Media Archive /
Hans Puttnies
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The significance of the educational role of art mediation was demonstrated in
the conception of documenta 12 (2007), dedicated mainly to the problems of self-
education for artists and the public. One of the main questions in the programme
of documenta 12 had been ‘Education: what is to be done?’ (Limberg 2008). In rela-
tion to contemporary art exhibitions, there is always a need for an appropriate
commentary allowing a viewer to become oriented in the exhibition content or, at
the very least, create the illusion that understanding had been possible without
the help of an extensive catalogue. The intensive discussion on the educational role
of art and the role of educational practices in art reception still continues.
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