
 

Agnieszka Grodzińska’s artistic method is akin to the constructivist sensitivity. The 

artist distils meanings and presents them in a purified form, leaving a rough draft for herself. 

Her spatial constellations that combine found objects and images await activation by a 

viewer, but at the same time they initially defy his or her curiosity. They seem sometimes to 

be not easily accessible or hermetic. The origin of the word “hermetic” relates to the Roman 

god Hermes, and Thoth, the Egyptian god of wisdom, alchemy and astrology, who was 

associated with writing. Accordingly, Grodzińska’s strategy is not about complicating a simple 

message but about providing a complicated message directly to the addressee. After all, 

Hermes was an “ancient post-office” and a god of poignant speech.1 

 Grodzińska’s projects are often accompanied by publications - art books that situate 

the visual material on the surface of the page rather than in the gallery space, providing also 

a possibility of discursive commentary. The artist does not only share with us the results of 

her artistic research. In her practice she poses very precise questions but also articulates 

answers and clearly delineates the field of her artistic research. The method of conducting 

the research, however, remains exempted from the intellectual calculation; it is a domain of 

artistic alchemy governed by the paradigms of openness, intuition and chance.  

In recent years, Grodzińska has explored the field of artistic education in the context 

of art academies. Although John Elkins helplessly stated that nobody actually knows how art 

should be taught, and if art should be taught2, Grodzińska decided to embark on a systematic 

research of the pedagogical habitus. She looked closely at the systemic measures and 

individual didactic methods, at the particular educators and physical spaces of art academies, 

at the educational materials, didactic iconography and the language which is used to teach 

art and which is used to speak about teaching art.  Her interest in the problem of the artistic 

knowledge production and transmission resulted in the series of works realised within the 

project Classy of an Art Class (2016-18). The series of episodes includes multi-object 

installations realised as curated exhibitions (Manipure in Art Centre in Gorzow Wielkopolski 

in 2018 and No more, no less in Zona Sztuki Aktualnej in Szczecinie, also in 2018) and „open 

studio” presentations during residences in Prague and Budapest which functioned as 

                                                             

1  Sz. Wróbel, Polska pozycja depresyjna. Od Gombrowicza do Mrozka, Kraków 2015, p 381. 
2  J. Elkins, What Do Artists Know,  Penn State University Press 2012, p. 2. 



presentations „of open visual tropes, which arrived at particular time in particular places”3,  

as well as this present publication.  

It must be stressed that it is a perfect moment to start analysing historical, theoretical 

and practical contexts of art education and to try to join the debate on art education from the 

local Central-Eastern European perspective, which can be defined as a place between two 

paradigms - art as a certain kind of knowledge, and knowledge as art.  

The current process of consolidation of art education within the EU is ruptured by 

different degrees of implementation of the Bologna  Process which generates different 

formats of higher art education and at the same time, differing intensities of polemics related 

to artistic methods of knowledge production and transmission. In many places in the EU, 

including Poland, artistic education still functions within the romantic paradigm of the master-

disciple model, replicating clichés about talent and exceptionality, but at the same time 

defying the neoliberal model of collaboration-based education focused on implementing 

communication skills. 

This educational geography is ultimately not that relevant– the artists travel and 

create their own networks of connections, they make their projects both in the centres and 

on the margins of the art world. Nonetheless, within both artistic circuits - local education 

and global distribution-  artistic knowledge is being defined in many different ways.  

 

Artistic knowledge 

Artistic knowledge is being described by contemporary theorists as non-knowledge, not-yet-

knowledge, sensual knowledge or tacit knowledge4. When elaborating on artistic knowledge, 

most researchers refer to the ancient distinction between theoretical and practical 

knowledge situating artistic knowledge in the field of phronesis – i.e. practical knowledge that 

enables one to act in an adequate and ethical way. Also, they often refer to the existing 

traditions of phenomenology, hermeneutics, or cognitive science, positioning artistic 

knowledge between the sphere of comprehension and creativity. Aside from theoretical 

deliberation, there are also urgent and more practical questions: what do artists know, what 

and how do they learn? 

                                                             

3  Unpublished interview with Agnieszka Grodzińska, 4.12.2018.  
4  See S. Maharaj, Know-how and No-How: stopgap notes on “method” in visual art as knowledge 
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In the joint publication What do Artists Know? James Elkins rephrases these questions 

in the following way: which fragments of the history of artistic education are still relevant 

today? Which historical periods and intuitions remain important for contemporary artistic 

education? What kind of knowledge is specific for artists? 

Elkins distinguishes three historical remnants from earlier art academies that prevail 

within contemporary art academies: disegno (drawing), inherited from the baroque academy; 

the master-disciple model which was introduced to the academy during Romanticism and 

realistic painting, which is the relict of 19th century art education. Here I would like to focus 

on the vertical master – student relation which in the framework of the Bologna Process – 

which promotes research and creativity – is gradually replaced by the model of team work 

based on communication skills. At the same time studio practice is being superseded by a 

course that includes collective research and seminars, designed by a student. Accordingly, in 

the textbook SHARE Handbook for Artistic Research Education (Amsterdam 2013) edited by 

Mick Wilson and Schelte van Ruiten, the aims of education within the field of artistic research 

have been defined as: generating agents of social change, enhancing creative management 

skills, mapping contradictions, and gaining an experience in the field in dialectic coexistence 

and polyphonic opinion5.   

Recently published reports on artistic education in Poland reveal the specificity of the 

Polish system as one that operates still merely within the categories of talent and artistic skills, 

and relies on a didactic model of “one on one”6. In the mentioned publication What Do Artists 

Know? Marta Edling describes this educational formula as rooted in the Kantian paradigm of 

the impossibility of teaching genius. In this constellation, an artist-master remains for a 

student an older and more mature colleague. The method of teaching relies on a charismatic 

relation between the two of them. What takes place between them remains hidden, beyond 

debate, and is not a subject of evaluation and critique.  

In the Grodzińska installation No more, no less (curator: Przemek Sowiński) an art 

teacher, traditionally posited as a master and an object of admiration, although not physically 
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education-high-definition.pdf (dostęp: 1.12.2018). 
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present, has been defined as a trainer who imposes an appropriate amount of exercises on 

trainees. Grodzińska constructed a specific obstacle course that shows art students - ironically 

represented in a video as young sheep - being trained to the role of an artist. This de-

mystification of the model of artistic knowledge transmission focuses not only on the 

moments of the actual physical training but also on the strategic moves that guarantee 

success within the art system (Hire the Freak-Shoot the Freak, Naked Promo, Compare to 

What). Grodzińska shows that artistic education is not only a realm of freedom but can also 

become a field of misuse and bad practice - a field of reproduction of violence that arises from 

the asymmetrical relation between art students and art teachers that is also engendered by 

the lack of clear boundaries between fun and common work.  

 

The production of knowledge  

In the case of art based on research, practiced by many contemporary artists including 

Agnieszka Grodzińska herself, we have to do not only with the transmission and attaining of 

knowledge but also with the production of knowledge: we have to do with art understood as 

knowledge production, as a process of constructive thinking. Thus it is not about the transfer 

of a master’s knowledge to a student, or a transmission of experience from a trainer to a 

trainee, but about a certain surplus value that is related to the artistic knowledge. Henk Slager 

described a specificity of artistic knowledge in his book The Pleasure of Research (2015) as an 

experience-based knowledge opposite to an expert knowledge. Moreover, if scientific 

research is often performed within the paradigm of purposeful uselessness, artistic research 

arises always from a social engagement, focusing on social, and not academic goals. Slager 

points also to the different status of a mistake in the context of scientific and artistic research.  

However, Slager argues, while performingartistic research as a form of idiosyncratic research 

the artist has to be able to describe his/her own methodology. 7 

With respect to the methodology of artistic research, Henk Borgdorff distinguishes a 

spectrum of strategies and concludes that it is after all a hybrid form that employs both 

experimental and hermeneutic methods such as laboratory experiment, qualitative and 

quantitative research, historiography, and critical theory8.   

                                                             

7  H. Slager, The Pleasure of Research, Hatje Cantz 2015. 
8  Compare H. Borgdorff, The Debate on Research in the Arts, 
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In his 2009 essay Catch Me If You Can: Chances and Challenges of Artistic Research, 

Mika Hannula, another theorist of artistic research, describes the methodology of artistic 

research by referring to the Aristotelian paradigm of “good practice” understood as an idea 

of articulation of subjective opinions which remain commonly understandable, coherent, 

honest, systematic, relevant, important and reliable9. He emphasises the openness of artistic 

research, describing it as an action that has defined direction but remains open to chance. 

Hannula points to the relationship between artistic research and qualitative research and 

argues that the former concentrates on content and is auto-critical and self-reflective. 

Moreover, in the context of artistic research, he emphasises the necessity of acting within the 

paradigm of open source.  

This almost utopian vison of a complete democratisation of knowledge and free access 

to knowledge has however been criticised as one of the manifestations of the economisation 

of knowledge characteristic of neoliberal ideology. Thus, many critics see a potential danger 

in the instrumentalization of artistic knowledge. Some authors question whether the 

popularisation of artistic research really leads to a more democratic and critical culture and 

suggest that it rather complies with the logic of cognitive capitalism, which follows the rules 

of purposefulness and usefulness of knowledge. 

Neoliberal language used in reports on artistic education in the EU and in Poland 

defines culture as factor of economic growth. Moreover,  recently artistic research has been 

included in the 7th edition of the Frascati Manual, prepared and published by the Organisation 

for Economic Co-operation and Development, “a document setting forth the methodology for 

collecting statistics about research and development”.10 

 Grodzińska’s exhibition Manipure, curated by Karolina Sikorska, was a comment on 

the problem of a selfless artistic position and the possibility of the disinterestedness of artistic 

knowledge. With others, Godzińska presented the installation Subjective index forms/ 

Subiektywne formy wskaźnikowe, which consisted of congruent materials and quotations 

from Emil Cioran’s books related to the utopia of selflessness. Cioran’s words could be 

interpreted as a critique of the neoliberal cult of the usefulness of knowledge and of the 
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pitfalls of instrumentalization of artistic action. The exhibition also provided an insight into  

contemporary problems of self- control and self-optimisation, which annihilate an openness 

integral to the procedure of artistic research.  

Another important issue that demands closer analysis within the context of 

contemporary artistic education is the problem of language and its uses. In his essay When 

Form Has Become Attitude – And Beyond Thierry de Duve pointed to the particular moment 

of change and historical evolution within the art academy when the xix tiradtalent, skills, 

mimesis—was replaced by the Bauhaus’ creativity, medium, and invention. The current 

condition, according to de Duve, relies on a pop-cultural paradigm operating within a tirade: 

attitude, practice, deconstruction 11. The interviews conducted by Grodzińska with art 

pedagogues  and published in the present volume show that de Duve’s model is far too simple 

to capture the plurality of art education strategies. Grodzińska reveals the hybridity and 

ambivalence of contemporary artistic pedagogy without pointing to the particular differences 

between so-called centres and margins of the art world. The artists does not have totalising 

ambitions to describe the field as such, and instead proposes a partial dictionary constructed 

from fragments of the interviews. In place of a universalising schema, she offers an open set 

of categories extracted from the verbal statements of practicing art pedagogues. She uses a 

sample– 16 interviews with art professors from Central-Eastern and Western Europe. The 

anonymous statements made by the educators refer to their individual approaches and 

experiences, representing an attempt to describe a situation on the threshold of private life 

and institution. The words are accompanied by a selection of images that visualise 

methodologies of artistic education. Unlike the words, the images are attributed to their 

authors so they can serve as an examples of individual artistic practices. Thus Grodzińska 

shows the infinity of possibilities and the irreducibility inscribed within the practice of 

teaching art – each time it is a different science. 

Formerly the answer to the question posed by Elkins (what do artists know?), would 

have been simple: painters know about painting, sculptors about sculpture. The situation 

became more complicated when painters gave up painting canvases but still continued to 

study in painting departments. It is not only a problem of deskilling but an issue of a certain 

                                                             

11  T. de Duve, When Form Has Become Attitude – And Beyond, w: The Artist and the Academy: Issues in 
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dichotomy: everything has changed in the field of art in the post- medium condition, however 

most academies have not resigned from medium-specific education. So, on the one hand, we 

have critical post-medium discourses, and on the other, an incompatible educational 

infrastructure, which became a field of research for Agnieszka Grodzińska.  

The artist’s project shows that this tension can be productively explored to investigate 

the condition of contemporary art.  Thus through her research on pedagogical habitus, 

Grodzińska seeks a complex institutional definition of art understood as symbolic practice, 

rooted in life and having a certain obligation towards life. Her goal as an artist and as an art 

pedagogue is to develop mechanisms that will allow her to protect autonomy and maintain 

energy and spontaneity within the art system12. Ultimately, Grodzińska defines artistic 

education as affective practice - as a realm of conflict, exchange, and production of 

experience.  She is fascinated by the freedom and autonomy inscribed within the role of the 

artist as pedagogue, but at the same time, she speaks up about the responsibility that arises 

from this privileged position.  

 

                                                             

12  Przesunięcia do innej perspektywy myślowej. Karolina Sikorska rozmawia z Agnieszką Grodzińską o 

wymianie  doświadczeń, dyscyplinie i dzikości, in: „Antywzorce” we współczesnej sztuce i kulturze wizualnej, 

ed. K. Sikorska, Poznań 2018, pp. 337-358. 


