Open Studio: Manchester School of Art
Un-learning with students past and present

A pilot project with students from Manchester School of Art
supported by Bauhaus Dessau Foundation and KFI, Knowing
from the Inside: Anthropology, Art, Architecture & Design,
University of Aberdeen.
The open studio emerged from several conversations around the Bauhaus
as a crucible of the modern art school and the relevance of these
pedagogic approaches for future generations. As learning about and
with materials is a process at the heart of the Bauhaus we made the
decision to focus on material traces that might trigger conversations and
future possibilities.
The fundamental premise, in common with that of the Bauhaus, is that
knowledge is not created through an encounter between minds furnished
with pre-formed concepts and theories, but grows from our practical and
observational engagement with the world around us. Education here is
a process of discovery that will continue to shape our understanding of
the world as we encounter new people, places and situations.
Here we wanted to move beyond art historical models and conventional
research methods. Our concern was to spotlight Bauhaus teaching as
an ongoing process rather than a specific curriculum or menu card of
teaching resources; to bring to life the changing educational and reformist
perspectives of the early 20th century and ask how these principles might
reverberate between past, present and future.
By proposing an approach that requires us to un-learn, this pilot project
shares an anthropological space; to see hear and feel the familiar as if
visiting for the first time. This is moving away from the current educational
systems and methods, beyond art historical interpretations and conventions
of practice-led research.
With a striking sense of déjà vu, we are asking why our relationship
with materials matters? What approaches to visual, sensory and haptic
learning are needed for future generations? How do we understand
the relationship between materials and form? How do we create more
opportunities for cross-disciplinary collaboration? How do we bring the
intellectual, emotional, social and technological components of our lives
into balanced play?
By drawing attention to these questions of how and where we learn,
by opening up our perception of the world and allowing detours and
chance encounters to influence projects we are also acknowledging the
key Bauhaus principle that ‘experimentation means learning through
experience’ (Albers, 1941)
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5 Questions to Judith Winter from Dr. Regina Bittner,
Bauhaus Dessau Foundation
1. You have created a pilot project for students at Manchester School of Art to
come for a short visit to Bauhaus Dessau. What were your plans for your studio?
I wanted this pilot to be very open and to allow detour and chance
encounters to influence responses to the site. At the heart of this experience
was this idea of un-learning and the principle that knowledge is not created
through pre-formed concepts and theories, but grows from our practical and
observational engagement with the world around us. Here I hoped to echo
the principles of the Vorkhurs (preliminary course).
Our ongoing discussions were triggered by the material experimentation
that existed in each location (concretes, metals, glass, pigment, wood, triolin
etc.). In the evening we had plans to work together in the studio space, but
instead we decided to lay-down in the historic building and listen to sound
recordings of Walter Gropius and Josef Albers circa. 1968. These were
selected around three themes: learning with materials; The Bauhaus as an
open and living endeavor; Utopia – a message to future generations.
Based on our tour through the historic Bauhaus, meanderings through
the social housing estate at Törten, swimming in the Elbe and visits to
the re-imagined Masters Houses I created a studio session entitled
Re:ordering Things: a material lesson. It was loosely inspired by the
educational approach of Josef Albers and an anecdote by Hannes
Beckmann a student of the Bauhaus from 1928 – 1931. He describes
his first impression of Alber’s preliminary course:
Josef Albers entered the room, carrying with him a bunch of newspapers,
which were distributed among the students. He then addressed us, saying
something like this: “Ladies and gentleman, we are poor not rich.
We can’t afford to waste materials or time. We have to make the
most out of the least. All starts with a material, and therefore we
have to investigate what our material can do.”
Taking my cue from Beckmann, an art student separated by almost a
century I invited the group to take some sheets of newspaper and ‘make
something out of them that is more than you have now. I want you to
respect the material and use it in a way that makes sense – preserve
its inherent characteristics. If you can do without tools like knives and
scissors, and without glue, the better…’
Through the open studio it was interesting to think about how history and
future remained connected through our physical handling of materials
and imaginative capacities. The activity brought to life the historical
and theoretical questions around educational reform and how these may
resonate in our present time. Many of the students were questioning the
current systems that privilege theory and language over perceptual
acuity, haptic and sensory learning.
2. In which way do you use the Foundation’s annual theme “substance”?
Throughout this journey we were gathering new questions that were
formed through continuous search and generated through our physically
and sensory understanding of spaces. Our experiences began with real
physical matter with a tangible presence.
My thoughts around substance also pay attention to Josef Albers, who
urged students to listen to materials and material relationships. So it
was as if substance also asks questions of the maker. This is not so much
mastery of materials but a dialogue with material. Therefore, substances
are not passive matter onto which forms and meaning can simply be
imposed. Rather every material has its own particular life that is constantly
in forming or in conversation. Substances change in different situations,
through new uses, relationships and values and they also change the maker.
It is in the handling, playing and experimenting that this life makes itself
known to experience and future possibility. Here I think our understanding
of substance beyond just theoretical, also recasts material experimentation
as a critical process.
3. To what extent do material studies and the classical material doctrine,
which were an integral part of teaching at the Bauhaus, still have relevance
to teaching at art schools in the 21st century?
There has been a new wave of interest in material culture and material
studies across the humanities. This ironically comes at a time when art
schools have encouraged students to develop their critical and conceptual
skills. I think we need to rebalance the situation because our artists and
designers are in danger of being encouraged to move further away from
learning through making and doing. Whilst we theoretically value process
and material culture, new pressures distance us all from material handling,

drawing and visual acuity. As handling of materials is likely to impact
on our environments, ways of living and working, many art and design
students are expressing a desire to return to some of the foundational
principles that were so relevant at the turn of the century. However,
the thread has almost been severed and many of the students in Dessau
were genuinely inspired by how relevant the pedagogic ethos could
be for future learning. They like many associated the Dessau Bauhaus
with a rationalistic approach to industrial production and had not fully
understood the complexity and pedagogic principles rooted in making
and crafting the modern. I think this pilot triggered us to ask pressing
questions around our educational futures. Here there is a remarkable
sense of déjà vu, where the artist, designer and educator are speaking
again to the problem of how to ‘bring the intellectual and emotional, the
social and technological components [of our lives] into balanced play.’
(Moholy-Nagy, 1941)
4. The Bauhaus is not an unknown place for you. What leads to the
connection between the Bauhaus and the Manchester School of Art?
As you are aware I have been drawn to Bauhaus pedagogic approaches
since my own art school education and formative experiences in the
Northeast of England. I have also an interest to keep these ideas alive
and attempted to do this through co-curating the exhibition: Bauhaus
1919 – 1933 & The Language of Vision at mima (Middlesbrough Institute
of Modern Art) in 2007. My recent experiences as a senior Lecturer at
Manchester School of Art have also seen me questioning the current state
of art school education and this has informed my research with the social
Anthropologist Professor Tim Ingold.
This open studio gave me the opportunity to extend my curatorial
approach that is always triggered by a specific context and through
conversation with people and places. Students initiated this project
following a series of lectures at Manchester School of Art. Here I wanted
to explore alternative ways of working that were independant of my
core lecturing responsibilities. I certainly didn’t want this to be part of
any student obligations, assessment protocols. My own motivations are
to re-imagine a different kind of approach that is situated between the
art school and significant sites as a trigger to new creative possibilities.
There is another important link to the Bauhaus for British art students who
have had the opportunity to study on a foundation course. This intensive
preliminary diploma was introduced in the post-war era and aimed
to teach foundational skills that were to underpin all art, design and
architecture education. It is this foundation course that was both directly
and indirectly based on many of the principles of the Bauhaus Vorkhurs.
These alternative approaches to pedagogy were championed by artist
educators particularly in the industrial heartlands of the north of England.
Key advocates included: Olive Sullivan at Manchester School of Art
(who was connected to the Bauhaus through conversations with Herbert
Read and the influence of his publication Art and Industry); artists Victor
Pasmore and Richard Hamilton at Newcastle (Kings College, Durham);
artist educators Tom Hudson and Harry Thubron who were principle
advocates at Leeds College of Art. In common with Bauhaus the foundation
disassociated itself with historicism and academic methods based on
imitation. It countered the notion of prescribed pedagogic theories.
5. How was your experience living in Dessau, at the Bauhaus? What do
your students take home with them?
It is too early to say how this will affect their practice, but we have
created an informal group who will continue to share ideas and
experiences. The students also hope to create something together
that responds to their experience.
It was clear that staying at the Bauhaus challenged assumptions and
sign-posted alternative ways of working together. The environment
very much triggered new possibilities of learning. The students enjoyed
the communal living, the camaraderie. They were also inspired by the
physical spaces and also the consideration of the ways our physical
environments shape our learning and futures. The student accommodation
(prellerhaus) created many opportunities for conversations. In common
with the images of students from 100 years ago, show not only the
importance of social spaces, but also encouraged students to explore
new perspectives and spatial relationships.
Overall I believe the experience was particularly valuable at a time
when education across universities is facing ideological and economic
pressure. The Open studio has enabled us to think collectively about
education as a process of discovery that will continue to shape futures
that remain uncertain and unknown.

