
5.1.3 Face to Face with Contemporary Art (DE) 
The 12th documenta exhibition in Kassel: Evaluation of an AC learning project by BUPNET 1 

 
5.1.3.1 Introduction  

 
Why a cultural topic in an active citizenship project? 
Active Citizenship has a lot of different contents and 
may manifest itself in different contexts 
A lot of people primarily make free associations with 
“understanding democracy”, “voluntary and honorary 
service”, “active participation in daily life”, “voting” etc.. 
 
But it is the engagement with culture as a topic of 
active citizenship which is often underestimated 
especially for the civilisation and the intellectual 
progression of a country. We can see differences in the 
cultural development of countries and can draw parallels to the political and social 
development.  
 
Culture itself may appear in a lot of different subtopics: land cultivation, using tools, writing 
and the development of language, religion etc.  
 
Our project focused on the subtopic arts, especially the Fine Arts. Fine Arts is an issue a lot 
of people are interested in, so maybe the access to the topic of active citizenship is thereby 
much easier. Art is visual and without any language barriers, it is emotional and tells stories, 
gives background information about the political situation of a country or can say something 
about the mental state of an artist. With the right attitude and some explanations nearly 
everybody could find their favoured art. 
 
But there is one chapter in Fine Arts that is complicated and not free of antipathy. In our days 
it still is a difficult job to bring people in contact with modern and contemporary art. Modern 
Art is always a polarising topic. Either people like it or they don’t. If they don’t like it this is 
often because they don’t have a closer look or they are frustrated or demotivated. They often 
don’t understand the inner meaning of the more or less abstract pieces of arts. The final 
result is always the same: Rejection! And if certain people like it, one may have the 
impression that they are rather running after a trend. This is where non-formal and informal 
learning comes in and may contribute to a more profound approach to contemporary arts. 
 
Many viewers of art think that the quality of an artwork depends on the imitation of nature. So 
to their mind only old masters have the capability and the talent to do good art. This is one of 
the prejudices teachers and trainers of art history have to deal with. 
 
There are a lot of exhibitions of modern artists today but most of these with artists which are 
already famous and accepted. One of the great exceptions to these exhibitions is the 
documenta in Kassel which presents an overview of contemporary art from all over the world 
with numerous artists who are unknown to a great public.  
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The documenta - museum for 100 days 
The documenta was founded in1955 when most of the damages of the Second World War 
were repaired. The main reason for the exhibition was the censorship of contemporary art by 
the Third Reich. They forbid all artworks that were modern and so-called entartet 
(“degenerated”). Those times “degenerated” meant abstract, expressionistic or 
impressionistic. A lot of those artworks were banished from the museums and destroyed by 
the Nazis.  
The documenta wanted to show what had happened in the development of art during the 
period that was kept from the German nation’s eyes. The exhibition intended to close this 
gap and to show modern ideas and the development of contemporary art  
A very important fact was that a lot of contemporary art has a political setting. Through the 
aesthetic way of art the visitors of the documenta get a closer idea of  political, economical or 
ecological grievances of the different nations. This still is one of the aims of the documenta.  
Founded as a national exhibition for the Germans, the international success was never 
expected by the developer Arnold Bode.  
The first documenta in 1955 had 130 000 visitors, 148 artists and 670 artworks.2  
The twelfth documenta 2007 had over 750 000 visitors and 109 artists from 43 countries. 
One third of the visitors came from foreign countries.3 
 
The short distance from Göttingen to Kassel (only 60 km) gave us the possibility to develop a 
special course programme to smooth out prejudices and misunderstandings. One further aim 
was to bring people in contact with contemporary art and give them an understanding of the 
development of art. 
 
The fact that accusing artists to produce “entartete Kunst” (degenerated art) in Germany was 
also an important element of the fascist ideology and treatment of different thinking people. 
Vice versa, this is why an open mind towards modern arts is so important for self-secure, 
tolerant and open citizens. This open mind is one of the major aims of the informal learning 
event: Face to Face with Contemporary Art. 
 

 
5.1.2.3 Setting 

 
The preliminary sessions were delivered in Goettingen on the premises of BUPNET. 
The excursion project took place in Kassel on the premises of the documenta which include 
six exhibition buildings and several public places. 
An art historian and adult education teacher was responsible for the planning of the course 
and the accomplishment. 
The target group consisted of interested people without restriction of any kind with different 
experiences and pre-knowledge about modern arts. They got to know about the course in 
adult evening classes at the VHS in Goettingen and through their relationship to the blended 
learning institutions’ cooperative blinc, the course instructor and other participants. The 
participants were aged between 11 and 75 years.  
The known professions were: musicians, teachers, lawyers, kindergarten teachers, project 
leaders in adult education, tax accountants, IT developers, landscape architects and three 
retired persons. 

 
There were three groups with two different course structures.  
 
One group of 30 persons which had a one day guided tour to the exhibition with different 
programme items. 
group discussions 
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short information lectures in-between 
background information  
handouts 
guided tour 
 
Two groups of twelve and six persons which had a lecture of 2 ½ hours about the exhibition 
in preparation of a visit there. The lecture was supported by a PowerPoint presentation. 

� background information on the history of the documenta 
� information about the development of modern art 
� information on several artists of the documenta 

 
All groups where evaluated; the excursion group by interviews and observations and the 
lecture groups by questionnaires. 
 
The project has several objectives: 
To clear prejudices concerning contemporary art 
There are many prejudices concerning modern art, e.g. the artists don’t know how to paint 
anymore, they don’t have a message within their art, and it doesn’t take much time to do 
modern art because sometimes it is just coloured surfaces. Obviously, there are pieces of art 
that seem to have no message and no quality aspects. But also abstract paintings could 
have a deeper meaning. This is what the course wanted to show. 
 
To explain how modern art has developed 
It is easier to understand modern art when you get more information about the development 
of art. This means it is easier to understand contemporary art when you start in the 
renaissance. This sounds curious but helps to understand how modern art was originated 
and how abstraction had come to arts.  

 

To give more information about political 
backgrounds of the nations also of 
Germany 
Many pieces of art have a political 
background which is not visible at first 
sight. To understand what the message 
of the artists is, you need information 
about the idea of the artwork.  
The artist Sanja Ivekovic for example 
seeds a poppy field in front of the 
Fridericianum in Kassel city. At first 
glance, this seems to be just a fancy and 
apolitical piece of art. With background 
information the viewer gets to know that 

the setting on the Friedrichsplatz is a very political place. 
 

“Friedrichplatz, where the enlightened bourgeoisie of the Hessian royal city once 
strolled, where troops paraded during the German Empire and under the Nazi 
dictatorship, where the books were burned in 1933, where Beuys planted his first 
oak, the scene is deceptively beautiful.”4 

 
And going on with searching for information you get to know why Sanja Ivekovic choose 
poppies for here installation. 
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“The variety of meanings of the poppy that come together in Ivekovic’s work allow 
no sense of a false idyll. Mythologised in antiquity as the flower of sleep, death and 
forgetting, glorified in romanticism, when heroin was still called Laudanum and De 
Quincey’c Confessions of an English Opium Eater caused a great public furore, and 
a symbol for fallen soldiers in many English-spoken countries, the poppy has lost all 
metaphoric innocence, in Germany at the latest with Paul Celan’s volume of poetry 
Poppies and Remembrance.”5 

 
And then the bridge to our days: 

 
“If we consider the opium farming that defines the economy in countries like 
Afghanistan the work takes on a very topical dimension. There, after the America-
led war against the Taliban regime, poppy agriculture is booming as never before – 
along with a drug war from which many profit but the opium farmers themselves 
benefit least. […] Twice a day revolutionary songs sound out, sung by Afghan 
women who struggle against fundamentalist terror and the self-righteousness of the 
Allies in their own country – from loudspeakers that often spread opium for the 
masses. ” 6 

 
Without knowing these details visitors just pass trough a poppy field thinking how nice nature 
is. 
 
To take the fear out of talking about modern art  
People often think they do not have enough knowledge to talk about modern art. The course 
wants to show them that it is sometimes only necessary to have a closer look and speak 
about what is seen or felt. The viewer could say what they feel or remember when viewing 
art. This couldn’t be wrong. But it is difficult to interpret things into the artworks without 
knowing facts. This is the difference the course wanted to teach.  

 

To give more self-confidence  
A lot of people feel shy towards of modern art. They think they don’t have the right to say 
something about art because they haven’t studied history of art. The course wanted to show 
them that publicly shown art is there for discussion and to be talked about. Everybody has 
got the right to say that they don’t like a piece of art or that they are confused or disgusted. 
To dislike a special artwork doesn’t mean that someone has no idea of art. So, the course 
wanted to give the participants the self-confidence to say what they think.  
 
To be more tolerant 
Participants in courses about modern art are often tolerant and open minded but sometimes 
there is an antipathy against e.g. abstraction or against alienation. The course’s aim is to 
show that you can tolerance art that you don’t like because of the idea behind it but that you 
are always free to give your opinion. 
 
 
5.1.3.3 Project Activities 

 
The project showed the following informal learning patterns: 
 
Work of Art 
The main object we worked with were artworks - so this is the most important item.  
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We saw them printed, on PowerPoint presentations and the excursion project also saw them 
in original. Some artworks were chosen as examples to give background information and to 
show the stories behind.  
Especially the viewing was important because a lot of people don’t view enough. They stay in 
front of an artwork for only one minute and think that they don’t know what it means so they 
move on.  
 
“Belehrung” - Explanation 
Some aspects of art could be worked out in a group of persons without any kind of 
knowledge. The part of the information concerning facts had to be prepared in our case by 
someone with knowledge. In this project all facts were given by lectures or additional printed 
material. 
 
Excursion 
The excursion course took place in Kassel. One difficulty in the planning of the course was 
how the lecture part could be done without a room or without any media help. Because of 
good weather conditions the course could sit outside with the guide giving facts and 
background information.  
 
Exhibition 
The documenta as an exhibition is aim of all courses. Also the lecture course in Goettingen 
has the intention to prepare the visit of the exhibition.  
 
Hobby 
For all participants of the courses art is a hobby. So they did this course in their free time and 
they liked to spent time for cultural issues. This had to be kept in mind while preparing the 
course. The level of the course had to be suitable for interested laities and the content had to 
be vivid and enjoyable. 
 
Travelling, tourist 
Most of the participants came from Goettingen what is quite near but some of them had 
never been to Kassel before. One of the exhibits was a performance by Ai Weiwei called 
1001 chinese. He also contributed 1001 Chinese chairs for the exhibition. This exhibit was 
called fairytale. For him the 1001 is homage to the Brothers Grimm who lived in Kassel.7 
This wasn’t known to some course members and so they started collecting information about 
the Grimms and their residence in Kassel. After meeting a participant again some weeks 
after the course, she told me she had already read books about the history of Kassel and the 
Brothers Grimm and had been there again twice. 
 
 
5.1.3.4 ACT Evaluation Scheme Applied to the Project 

 
Unfortunately, evaluation is often nothing more but a mere boring list of numbers and 
cohesions which do not come to a point and don’t present the results clearly arranged. The 
IAS system and the evaluation idea of ACT are a long needed solution for the problem of 
evaluations which were difficult to understand. 
The ACT approach for me has three great advantages:  
 
Comparability through standardisation and clearness  
All partners in the project work with the same reference system and with the same list of 
competences and even if they don’t choose the same you can compare the results and the 
changes.  
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More detailed examination with the topic of evaluation 
The given reference system and the detailed single steps through the different parts of the 
IAS were a great help for creating my own evaluation system. The draft makes work easier 
but at the same time it forces you to work more detailed.  
 
Visualisation 
Most people can understand visualised things easier, faster and better than written versions. 
Especially for me as an art historian the possibility of the visualisation of results suits 
perfectly. The ACT Cube allows you to see changes at the first view without reading a lot of 
pages of evaluation analysis.  
 
It was not difficult to decide which competencies we would like to evaluate.  
 
Communication  
You can often observe that people have new ideas or deeper impressions of art when they 
talk about it or better discuss their observations with other people. We wanted to know if their 
communication behaviour changed during the course. 
 
Culture 
All participants were interested in culture but had different backgrounds. We observed how 
open minded participants were and how they had developed their cultural understanding. 
 
Tolerance 
What is the impact of information and learning on the participants’ tolerance in relation to 
modern arts? It is interesting to watch the progression, the development of this attitude in the 
course of the informal learning event.  
 
Self esteem 
It was one aim of the course to make participants more self-confident to talk about art and to 
defend their own opinions. So we wanted to see if the self-esteem had improved through the 
course. Their opinion is important and can help others (see the example of the methodology 
group discussion) to get a better understanding. 
 
Getting and using information 
How do participants react towards the information they get and what activities do they start to 
get more information. How do they use the given information for their own ways of facing and 
understanding art? 
 
Knowledge of the life of others 
Because the documenta shows a lot of political art from countries from all over the world, 
many participants and visitors of the exhibition get in contact with problems or countries they 

have never heard of before. 
 
For example the exhibits of George 
Osodi Oil Rich Niger Delta with 
amazingly brilliant photographs from 
the Niger Delta and the effect of the oil 
industry. The aesthetic of the artworks 
fascinates the viewer but on the 
second look they see the bitter truth 
behind the pictures: Illness (like cancer 
and asthma), environmental pollution 
and exploitation of labour and nature. 
Many participants said that they had no 
idea of any oil in that country and the 

consequences. 



Knowledge about the life of others was certainly a rather unexpected competence when 
preparing the informal learning project. 
 
The most difficult part for me was the establishment of my individual reference system. 
Through the related grades you have to think quiet seriously about the development steps of 
your course and the way and the direction people could develop.  
Because of the three levels (cognitive, affective, active) it is interesting to think which 
possibilities you have. Fine Arts are recovered in all levels. The most difficult part was to 
think about the starting level because sometimes you don’t have an idea on which starting 
point they really are till you hear what the participants say and think. 
 
Group discussions 
Guided group discussions are always a 
good methodology for topics like fine arts.  
Sometimes it is better for the participants to 
get the feeling that they worked out 
cognitions by themselves. It is also a good 
methodology to get to know different points 
of view. 
One example: We sat in a chair circle (on 
30 of the 1001 Chinese chairs of Ai Weiwei) 
and talked about our observations during a 
walk through one exhibition building (Aue-
Pavillion).  
 
The question was:  
What piece of art has impressed you the most or confused you the most? 
Participant A said: “There is such a huge boat made of oil canisters with holes in them. 
What a stupid piece of art. The boat would sink after some seconds. How could they build a 
boat of that material? Wasted space that could be needed for good art!” 
Participant B said: “I was most impressed by that boat made of oil canisters. What an 
emotional message what great piece of art! The message is absolutely overwhelming!”  
Participant A: “What message? That boat made of unlocked oil canisters would sink?”  
Participant B: “Haven’t you read all the 
sentences on the ground around the boat? 
For example: Damned if they leave and 
damned if they stay: better, at least, to have 
gone, and be doomed in the boat of their 
dreams. Or that hope dies last. Haven’t you 
seen the big photo in the background with the 
beautiful beach? My first idea was that I 
wanted to have holidays and spend them 
there but on the second view you see the 
people and the desolation and I understood 
why they want to leave the paradise.” 
Participant A: “I have to go there again. It 
seems I haven’t seen this artwork yet.” 
After that participant A spent much more time in front of the artworks than before. On the 
journey back, she told me that she made a great experience: Art takes time! 
 
Questionnaire 
For the preliminary sessions a questionnaire was developed. 
 
 
 
 



Observation 
You can get a lot of information by observing people while they view art. Before getting any 
information, a lot of participants in the exhibition just went around with short looks on several 
artworks. After the input of background information the participants looked more intensive on 
the art. 
Especially the observations of the two children taking part in the project were quite 
interesting. 

 
5.1.3.5 Project Impact  

 
The project shows that Active Citizenship can be communicated quite well to participants 
through the cultural topic of art. It includes the history, the political development (as seen by 
destroying modern art through the Nazis) and the social identity of a country and gives good 
possibilities to compare with other times and other countries. 
The ACT network gave a good overview of different kinds of micro-projects. A lot of 
exchange happened and gave impulse for new ideas and new project co-operations. 
The ACT cube and the new way of evaluation made it much easier for me to evaluate my 
project and I will use it for my future projects as well.  
The ACT toolbox was a great help for me to get an overview of possibilities of tools that 
could be used for the evaluation. In the same breath the informal learning patterns must be 
named as another helping tool. Both were a great help for designing the course. 
Main parts of the final conference were workshops which introduced some of the micro-
projects, the ACT approach and how they used it. It worked very well and shows how good 
the idea of ACT could be visualised also to people for which the ACT idea was totally new. 
That was a new experience for me and I would like to use more workshops like that in future 
projects. 
 
5.1.3.6 Discussion and Perspectives  
 
The project makes clear that Fine Arts is a topic for a wide variety of people with all kinds of 
backgrounds and for a wide variety of competences and evaluation possibilities. 
As the project shows Fine Arts also is a really good topic for improving the self esteem and 
the self confidence of the participants. Communication also improved and the participants 
were much more able to tell what they see. After one day they often lost their shyness and 
fear to speak about their opinions and likes. 
For the active citizenship idea maybe it is interesting to know that some participants of the 
course asked the adult training institute VHS to develop a course about the history of 
German art and especially the development of modern art in our country. 
This course was designed and participants had to pay 5 Euro for the preliminary course, 
about 40 Euro for the whole day course (including exhibition entry and the trip). The 
participants were all employees and most of them with a higher education. One future project 
could be the implementation of the same course structure for unemployed people or people 
with low income and also for youngsters. 
One next step could also be the development of a blended learning course with a preliminary 
part as face-to-face course and an eLearning part with exercises and background information 
available via a learning platform.  
Last but not least: the objectives of the project were reached. 


