The art of working together

Researchers from Learning Lab Denmark, businesspeople and artists from all
over the world met in a romantic farm in Liseleje to create a common
publication. It went far better than expected, maybe because some artists
are no longer what artists used to be?

By Tine Byrckel

"It went far beyond any expectation" 
These were the words from David Barry, professor at  Learning Lab Denmark
after a successfull three days session with the impressing title
"Organisational Art Summit". Artists from all over the world, had been
meeting with searchers, artcritics and businesspeople in a conference
center in Liseleje late november.
You have to imagine that you enclose this heterogenous group for three
days, and then expect them to come up with a common publication on the
cooperation between artists and different kinds of organisations.
And why is it then, that you don't expect it to work? What is it, in the
role of the artist, that works so thoroughly against the idea of artists
working together, or working with "normal" persons?
Since 2001, the research consortium "The Creative Alliance", from Learning
Lab Denmark, has been focusing on the indeed not very well developped
possibilities enclosed in regarding artpraxis as a model for companies.
The outset was a very commented report commonly issued in 2000 by the
Ministry of Cultur and the Ministry of Industry, pointing out that a
political initiative was needed to strengthen the links between culture
and the industrial world. On the one hand to spread culture and art, on
the other to develop the capacities of the industrial world to adapt to a
constantly changing world. There is a need for creativity to do this, and
is'nt that exactly what artists are supposed to know  about?
For three years now, "The Creative Alliance" has been putting the artworld
under microscope. "Aesthetic Management", "Artful Creation", "Project
Management as a Work of art" , the first attempts to extract the special
segment of creativity implanted in the mythical artist, have been pretty
close to classical  notions in art theories. Maybe so close to  a
classical  concept, that art has long ago run astray?
That whas kind of the impression you got after the session that The
Creative Alliance in alliance with organisationsartists had jungledrummed
together for three winterdark days in a romantic setting in Liseleje.
For there were neither brushes, director sticks (?), narratation
constructs or modelling clay in Liseleje. The artist Kent Hansen from
"democratic innovation", who in 2001 arranged a cooperation between some
factories and the artist groups N55 and Superflex was a co-conceptor of
the meeting. His outset is the conception that art, which has for already
a long time coped with working with business and other kinds of
organisations, is in need of a platform. The artworld is reluctant from
one side, the busisnessworld from the other, and this is not least a
result of a conception of the artist deeply rooted in workshop-romantics
and divine inspiration.
For the group of artists who showed up in Liseleje, artists cooperation is
far from being a new phenomena. There were vivid protestations against
calling "Organisational Art" a new kind of art. For Barbara Steveni,
cofounder of APG "Artist Placement Group" somewhere in the mid-sixties, it
is for sure an old story. Artists from for example "Acces Local"  in
France "Orgacom" in the Netherlands, or "Reinigungsgesellschaft"  in
Germany have been working for years. Common to all is a high degree of
interdisciplinarity, internal to their artistgroups, on the boundaries to
the organisational structures they work with, but also crossing borders in
the artworld, as when the artists are at the same time curators.
Maybe it was this manner of being "already-integrated" who blowed over the
researchers from "The Creative Alliance" with a kind of winterstorm?
Anyway what caracterised the work which was done in the three days was an
extremely high level of consciousness from all of the participating folks
about what game they were playing. The meeting itself curiously enough did
not make use of specific artistic methods in a particular large scale, it
was rather a mixture of older and newer management methods which were
outplayed. "Open space" where different interests were outpinned, 
"groupsessions" where the different subjects were elaborated and the last
day of playing "Bookfactory" with a manager and productionsgroups, were
then politely but rather efficiently exercised.  The only example in the
session of "art" was the conversation-table "Simulation", set up by Acces
Local. 
The Artistgroup Acces Local has created the table in narrow partnership
with the consultant Patrick Mathieu. The idea is, quite simply, that a
groupdiscussion goes on with headphones on. You can choose who you listen
to - but not who you are talking to. A function of pure listening is taken
up by turn, so written fragments of the discussions constantly and
anonymously are written on a big screen. God is listening, but who is he? 
In real life situations it has proved to be an extremely efficient way of
disrupting managing hierarchies. Suddenly you can just zap away from the
manager or the guy who normally cry out loud, you can choose to listen to
folks who usually cant get through. Groups of discussions appears and
develops, ideas spread and blossom. 
 In Liseleje the table once again proved its ability to move stucked
subjects. This did not surprise the consultant Patrick Mathieu who was 
participating in Liseleje. For him, the table is a perfect example of how
art can at the same time be dangerous and without danger, when it deals
with areas in a company that has gone stuck. He has several times
wittnessed how ways of producing have been changed or ways of managing
forced to question themselves.
But the table and the artistgroup Acces local is above all an expression
of a totally different way of conceiving the working of an artist with a
company, than the way of being an artist which throughout the procces got
the name of "king of subjectivity". It is this alternative way of
regarding the role of the artist, that seemed to be the common point of
all these "organisationartists". They do not work in an artistic
provocation of other people, the artist is not regarded as the one who is
in possession of a special truth, or a specific sensibility and thus is
devoted to awake other less conscious beings. As the artists themselves
often are organized in groups, they work with forms resulting from their
group experiences and use these to disrupting/breaking through. But anyway
it is the collectively worked out forms that works. It is art working -
not the artist working. In this sense it is evident that anybody can be an
artist - but not sitting alone in a corner. And the researchers from The
Creative Alliance will get a whole lot of trouble finding out what is
going on unless they jump into the procces themselves. In Liseleje they
maybe just got a toe in?
The working together in Liseleje, in itself an example of organisational
art, did result in something. In a perspective of six months an artisticly
conceived three-level "Thinbook" will come to light. The work is going on
right now and can be seen on an informal homepage
www.schmidtivanov.com/bb/, but also on the homepage of Learning Lab. 
The day before the last, one of the participant aladin (with lowercase a)
made some magic card tricks. He is a combined finance-expert, magician and
thirdworldconcerned, and for three days he had been trying to swift the
concept of art into a concept of culture and to make it relative to other
kinds of societies. 

It is aladins credo, that you should not believe what you see. But maybe
there is something else you can learn from those card tricks that did
indeed fascinate the spectators ? For it is truly impressing, that the
king of spade, which a moment before was in the game or in the head of one
of the  spectators, suddenly is to be found under the cellphone in a
corner. And of course it is magic that the king of spade is all of the
sudden gone, or that the whole deck of cards consists only of kings. Kings
of subjectivity?  But maybe the point is not so much that you should not
believe what you see, as to see that the king of spade after all is
playing. And for that purpose you sure are needed to be able to
recognize... a king of spade?  Where is the art then? It does not matter,
as long at it is a part of the game.
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