Black Mountain as Multiverse

Discursive Conditions for an Interdisciplinary Experiment

Interdisciplinary symposion of the Forum/Institute for the Science of Art, Design, and Media (IKDM) at Muthesius Academy of Art and Design in Kiel, conceived by Arnold Dreyblatt and Petra Maria Meyer.

January 26–29, 2017. Location: Auditorium and Exhibition Space of the Kesselhaus at Muthesius Academy of Art and Design

January 18, 2017,  Reception, Open Laboratory Project: „Performing the Black Mountain Archive“, Arnold Dreyblatt. Location: Administration Building
The Black Mountain College (BMC), which operated in North Carolina (USA) from 1933–1957, developed and implemented concepts in art education that hold particular interest for reformist initiatives in art school education today. Research in this field has already recognised this; a series of publications and events over the past several years, the most recent of which was a cooperation between theHamburger Bahnhof Museum of Contemporary Art Berlin and the Free University Berlin (2015), has deservedly called public attention to this college experiment, highlighting the “prominence of its teachers and students” and its shift away from an hierarchical structure and from teaching thematic content toward an emphasis on method. The exhibition emphasized the fact that the college was organized as an institution in “the spirit of John Dewey” (Andi Schoon), as a result of which social competence and student autonomy in choice of study became declared educational methods and goals. 

Until now, however, neither this “spirit of Dewey” nor the influence of William James, who exerted a significant effect on the discourse of the time, have been examined at any length. The Kiel symposium addresses this deficit as well as previously neglected aspects that go beyond the concrete history of the college to explore questions concerning philosophy and the politics of education from the perspective of American pragmatism (πρᾶγμα / pragma:“a thing done,” “a fact”). In the process, the writings of John Dewey and William James serve as the basis for additional research, as does the work Performing the Black Mountain Archive by Arnold Dreyblatt, which constituted an important contribution to the Black Mountain. An Interdisciplinary Experiment 1933–1957 exhibition at Hamburger Bahnhof, Museum of Contemporary Art. Students of European art academies were invited to engage in an interactive performance to translate an archive Dreyblatt compiled on Black Mountain College into the present day. Former participants in the project and and interested visitors are invited to immerse themselves more deeply in the idea of the Black Mountain College and to work with the symposium in an open laboratory. 

The aim of the symposium at the Muthesius Academy is to introduce two methods of imparting and gaining knowledge in alternating manner: an artistic work about the archive addressing Black Mountain College by Arnold Dreyblatt, and constructions of scientific methods. In an interdisciplinary dialogue between artists and scientists as well as in the interaction between philosophical reflection and “art as experience” (Dewey), which makes the performative tangible in ways that do not lend themselves to words, the discursive conditions determining the values and attitudes at Black Mountain College are seen in relation to today’s needs and sets of problems. The humanistic philosophies of John Dewey and William James allow for a discussion on themes that are highly relevant to today’s discourse. James’s definition of the “psychic” and Dewey’s socio-psychological reflections work to overcome the dualism of body and soul, physical existence and psyche, matter and spirit, the known and the knowing. This effort links American pragmatism to a philosophy of embodiment and to phenomenology. 

Theories of cognition oriented toward a philosophy of embodiment no longer proceed neurologically from concepts of representation, but from a sensory-motoric Gestaltkreis (Thomas Fuchs), a unity of perception and movement that operates such that the recognition of an object occurs via the anticipation of its use, whereby experiential knowledge takes on a particular cognitive function. For Dewey, “the very entrance [of experience] is the beginning of a complex interaction; upon the nature of this interaction depends the character of the thing as finally experienced.” (John Dewey, Art as Experience.) Experience, praxis (Greek πρᾶγμα / prâgma), and action are core elements of American pragmatism. To William James, methods are only relevant when they bring about a practical difference, while answers to scientific questions only count as truth when they possess an active function. Proceeding from Dewey’s philosophy, “art as experience” is conceivable; at the same time, far from any esoteric dimension, the “fact of energy” becomes a relevant concept. 

In this vein, the question becomes one of an “organization of energies” in interdisciplinary communities and/or multicultural societies. On the other hand, the variety of possibilities of connection in a pluralistic, interconnected world is key to William James’s thinking. His philosophy of connection, his thoughts on a “manyness in oneness,” and the integration of the alien in James’s pluralistic understanding of the world lend the American pragmatist’s considerations on a “multiverse” a socio-political weight that is highly relevant in today’s context. 

At the symposium, we aim to navigate programmatically between the languages English and German / German and English and between the arts and sciences / sciences and the arts as various spheres of experience and gather this knowledge together. 

(Arnold Dreyblatt and Petra Maria Meyer)

