
how we might know what we don’t yet know how to know 
 
NOMAD a.i.r. program, Villa Arson, Nice, France, October 8-21, 2007 
 
How to position ourselves between self-organization and institutional ways of working? Which tools could be possibly used in 
order to take larger responsibility and start working beyond our specific field of interest? Why is the development and 
enlargement of critical ways of thinking supposedly a necessary method for the proper continuation of our aesthetic and 
social practices? What does it mean to enlarge our social awareness and to share it with the others? What kind of 
relationships would a hypothetical victory (or defeat) of France at the Rugby World Cup 2007 provoke among the 
protagonists of the country's political, media and social systems today? 
 
 
The international artist-in-residency program organized in the period October 8-21, 2007 at 
the Villa Arson in Nice (France) brought together a group of five emerging artists (Lizza May 
David, Aldo Giannotti, Johan Berard, Remi Bragard, and Mladen Hrvanovic) coming from 
places as various as Berlin, Vienna, Paris, Marseille and Belgrade. The program was realized 
as the first part of critical workshop series in the common framework of a project entitled 
NOMAD - Research and Development of Contemporary Art Practices. The project itself was 
initiated in 2006 by SODAart - Association for Contemporary Arts and Emerging Artists (from 
Vienna, Austria), in cooperation with L'age d'or – Network of Art Schools of the South of 
France (Arles, France), and NewYorkRioTokyo – Project Space for Contemporary Ideas 
(Berlin, Germany). The program in Nice was structured around the two main axes: a two-day 
public seminar and a ten-day workshop for five NOMAD artists, who had been selected in 
July 2007 in Berlin by an international committee of young cultural experts. The entire 
program  in Nice was hosted by the Villa Arson – The Advanced National School of Art, that 
provided adequate residency facilities for the proper preparation and realization of the idea, 
alongside with necessary logistic, human and technical resources and a unique architectural 
setting on the heights to the north of the city of Nice. 
 
The main thematic line of the workshop revolved around the title “Art as Option for Action” and 
consisted of a well-prepared series of activities. They included a series of theoretical as well 
as practice-oriented discussions among the participating artists, formal and informal meetings 
and presentations, lecture-style presentations and less formally structured experimental ways 
of communication, accompanied by relevant resources in terms of printed and digital 
materials (publications, magazines, video-documents, internet sites, etc.) Preceded by deeper 
insights into their previous practices and experiences, and conceived of collective (rather than 
individual) day-to-day meetings, a common discursive framework has been initiated, 
elaborated and  developed among the participating artists, tutors and students of the Villa 
Arson. This framework conceived of specific discussion-topics, exchanges of opinions and 
viewpoints on different matters related to the respective artistic, cultural, social and political 
approaches of all the participants involved.  
 
Besides, selected joint visits to local art associations, organizations, artists’ studios, galleries 
and institutions (such as la Station, La Sous-Station Lebon, Le Dojo, MAMAC) and 
discussions with their respective representatives, have provided a brief overview of the 
current artistic and cultural situation in the hosting city of Nice. Concerning the current 
exhibition programs in Nice, it should not be forgotten that the NOMAD a.i.r. program 
coincided with the closure of exhibitions at the  Villa Arson National Center for Contemporary 
Art devoted to Gino de Dominicis, Saverio Lucariello, Julien Bouillon, and Gerard 
Gasiorowski, as well as with the ongoing retrospective of Michelangelo Pistoletto at the 



MAMAC – Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art. In addition, the nearby Monaco also 
offered another parallel comparative perspective to the actual state of contemporary art in the 
region: the 2007 International Award for Contemporary Art by the Foundation Prince Pierre 
Monaco went to the South African artist Candice Breitz for her video installation Mother and 
Father (2005), accompanied by exhibition-opening on October 9 in Monte Carlo’s Salle 
d’Expositions du Quai Antoine 1er, and followed by the grand awarding ceremony at the 
Casino Royal. 
 
An encounter with 6 curators and art-critics from the United States (Larissa Harris – MIT 
Cambridge, Russel Fergusson – UCLA Los Angeles, Sarina Basta – Sculpture Center NY, 
John Rasmussen – Midway Contemporary Art Center Minneapolis, Christian Rattemyer – 
MOMA, NY, Yasmil Raymond – Walker Art Center Minneapolis, and Emma Archer – French 
American Foundation) during their three-day visit to the region of Nice (October 12-14) has 
also served as an excellent opportunity to meet professionals from another context and to 
compare the knowledge about the differences and similarities between the European and 
non-European ways of working in the contemporary art field.  
 
 

 
 
The workshop addressed the main theme of the project (“Art as Option for Action”) in a way 
that accentuated theoretical, empirical, political, social, economic and artistic aspects of 
contemporary meanings of action-oriented practices through art. The main orientation has 
been based upon the necessity to draw a clear line between the starting point of the NOMAD 
project in general, its first developmental part in Villa Arson, and its consecutive phases: the 
production period (throughout the year 2008) and presentation-oriented period resulting in the 
final exhibition format by the end of 2008. It is exactly the awareness about the structure of 
the NOMAD project, as well as the way of thinking in-between these conceptual phases - 
theoretical pre-production, production, and synthesis of the two (through the final presentation 
and post-production) – that have constituted the main axes of conceptual framework for the 
workshop in Nice.  Such a tripartite form has also been supported by thoughtfully reflecting on 
the functional dimensions of the workshop’s main context, i.e. the venue itself. Being a state 
educational institution and an art school (The Advanced National School of Art, principally 
focused on contemporary art production and art history), a contemporary art centre and 
exhibition space (The National Contemporary Art Center, with a research-oriented policy 
towards the organization of exhibitions and the production of works, accompanied by 
publishing activities), as well as a residency for both French and international artists (artist-in-
residence program, facilitating exchange with other similar programs and providing a 
necessary infrastructure and environment for project-based activities by guest-participants), 
the Villa Arson provided the workshop by three main conceptual references:  EDUCATION 
(knowledge production & intellectual exchange - teaching, learning, researching), 
EXHIBITION (artistic production & public communication - organization, production of 
artworks, and display), and RESIDENCY (production of cultural and social networks - 
nomadism, collaboration, and temporary exchange of people and experiences).  
 
The main issue emerging from such a given structure was the one reflecting the professional 
TRANSITION, characteristic for emerging artists and graduating art students, in-between (1) 
their regular academic education at universities and art schools, and (2) their further 



professionalization and institutionalization within a respective art system and their local, 
regional and/or international environments. Simultaneously, another issue was raised while 
opening up a possibility to reflect on the innovative ways for (artistic and cultural) production, 
namely: how to translate the concept of education to the concept of exhibition through the 
experience of a residency program for critical thinking? And what does it mean to think about 
education as a form of exhibition? Which frameworks for such a postulate have already been 
established in the contemporary global sphere, and what kind of theoretical and empirical 
reason go in line with (or against) this way of thinking and working? Is there any sense to 
propose such a discursive line to the people who have just finished their formal academic 
education, without achieving the goals of “ordinary” positioning in the “regular” art system? 
And who still have quite little experience in the world of “real” production, usually so easily 
attached to the professional field of art career? 
 
The main, discursive (rather than “productive” in terms of object/product-based) orientation 
of the workshop has emerged from the necessity to think about the processes of artistic 
production out of exhibition making: the focus was, from the very beginning, consciously put 
on experimentation and simulation methods, while developing conceptual frameworks for 
linguistic actions – collaborative speech acts - that have been exemplified through a series 
of internationally recognized projects (by artistic, curatorial and broader social groups, 
collaborators and collectives such as Bik Van der Pol, Andreja Kuluncic, Acces Local, Inga 
Zimprich, Carlos Motta, Kleines Postfordistiches Drama, WHW, Andreas Siekmann,  Basis 
voor Aktuele Kunst Utrecht, Vanabbe Museum Eindhoven, etc.). One of the principle methods 
to achieve the goal of such an approach has been manifested through constantly insisting on 
the values of negotiation processes, both among variously positioned participants involved in 
the same temporary collaborative structure, and among a larger – potentially participatory – 
sphere reserved for audience as partners. A speech act occurring in public space: this is how, 
according to Hannah Arendt (The Human Condition), action constitutes a communicative 
space as the political sphere par excellence. The action-character of linguistic phenomena 
has been fully taken as a tool for cognitive and linguistic development of participatory 
practices, aiming at dialogical confrontation which takes a crucial part in the construction of 
political, and thus – in the construction of a democratic field of action.  
 
Approaching artists as citizens (rather than as inspired geniuses), and especially by 
approaching them as intellectual beings (rather than as creators oriented towards the 
production of aesthetic objects), has been a starting point taken in order to enlarge the fields 
and visions of productive potentialities in the arena for open talks, discussions, exchange of 
opinions, attitudes, experiences, and behavior-codes. This method was provoked by putting a 
simple question in front:  how to engage people to speak in a certain arena and how to open 
up the possibility for a political moment to appear in art (as Inga Zimprich stated in her 
introductory speech to the seminar-audience at the Villa Arson). It is exactly this COMMON 
DISCURSIVE SPHERE that provides a joint platform for collaborative type of work.  It is 
precisely the values and meanings articulated in this common sphere that further constitute 
the production of knowledge. These are backed up by “collective intelligence” and collectively 
elaborated articulation of voices to be heard and understood within the “silenced society” of 
contemporary neo-liberalism. “Giving the voice”, just as “giving the image” to those previously 
unheard and/or unseen, to those whom Brazilian thinker Paulo Freire would name 
“oppressed” in his renown publication (The Pedagogy of the Oppressed), has proved to be 
significant in defining the role of a contemporary artist and also in detecting his/her working 
focus. As Marina Grzinic, Slovenian theoretician, philosopher and professor at the Academy 



of Fine Arts in Vienna, would claim: “If we talk about art, today there are a lot of questions, if 
art, and especially art which is connected with the art market - most of what we perceive as 
art is commercial and has no point of meaning anymore – has meaning not in terms of being 
productive as an artist, but to develop ways of resistance: in terms of changing, in a utopian 
way, changing the cultural, social and political context. So I would tell that if any art matters, it 
is maybe such practices not perceived as art, it is cultural practices, working, questions of 
networking, the global movement, of opening to what is going on in the field of labor and in 
which way to break this self image of the God of Capitalism, which is always talking about 
discoveries of poor people inventing how to survive. So, maybe it is necessary to change and 
to talk about cultural practices, discover cultural practices as new forms of art. I will just say: 
do not think about art, think about practices that can change, motivate, put upside down this 
unbelievable lightness of the system dealing with the homeless, dealing with precariousness 
of labor, dealing only with the civilization of images of the First Capitalistic World, images 
which are circulated everywhere, but not in the core of the capitalist system” (interview with 
M. Grzinic by Kerstin Kellemann for Augustin, homeless people magazine, February 2005). 
 
 

 
 
Lizza May David (1975, born in Quezon City, Philippines, lives and works in Berlin, Germany) 
addressed the problematic around the notion of “silent society”. The group approached this 
notion from the perspective of a critical interview as given in MASKA - the performing arts 
journal published in Ljubljana (Slovenia): its 2007 Winter edition was entirely devoted to the 
subject of our concern (“Art in the Grip of Education”). In a discussion around Paulo Freire’s 
belief that “education for critical consciousness has the power to transform reality”, Marta 
Gregoric, an activist and sociologist from Slovenia, argues: “Besides cooperation and 
dialogue, criticism is a prerequisite for social doing. Social doing has almost completely 
deserted in the times of capitalism, which works on the principle of shattering and annihilating 
social bonds. We live in a “silent society”, which has denied dialogue in order to “respect the 
law”, and disarmed any reflection and criticism. Neo-liberal concept “everything goes” is 
emerging, through verbalisms and activisms. According to Freire, verbalisms sacrifice action, 
and activisms lack reflection.” (See: Adela Zeleznik, Between Radical Pedagogic and 
Participatory Art Practices, MASKA, 103-104, Winter 2007, Ljubljana, pp.73-79).  
 
Lizza May David’s recent work has been centered on exploring issues of political dimensions 
of artistic practice, such as migration and economy, in collaboration with political 
organizations, activists and social workers particularly related to the non-European (in this 
case, Filipina) migrant communities in Europe and Asia. Her interest for the complexity of 
conditions of invisible, migrant subjects will surely concentrate on the gestures allowing 
visibility and public voice to those who lack the “legal opportunity to speak”.  
 
Her preliminary format for a collaborative research and articulation of resistance against the 
given status quo has already been posted online: a blog serving as a work-in-progress, a 
common platform for collaborative work. The aim of it is to function as a preliminary internet 
tool for an ongoing process of exploring and enlarging the limits of critical consciousness. 
Following the credo that (direct) democracy should become first a form of everyday life, 
before becoming a political cliché, May David insists on the principles of self-education and 
self-organization, of mutually upgraded trust and international solidarity of all the participants 



involved in the upcoming working process, backed by the utopian vision of “totale 
partizipation”. In parallel to such an approach, she proposes a free-to-use documentary 
construction based upon selection, collection and archiving of materials pertaining to socially 
aware and critically-positioned visual and political practices. In this game, oscillating between 
(the reasons for and consequences of) exclusion and inclusion, she is daring to take over the 
responsibility of “curating the public speech” in a dialogical confrontation between the 
multitude of “speechless communities” and their “invisible political representatives and 
interlocutors”, and to act as a bridge towards higher levels of comprehension of social 
democracy.  
 
Quite comfortably pursuing the role of a visual artist (institutionally protected within the circles 
of a white-cube and its respective defenders), Remi Bragard (1978, Marseille, France, lives 
and works in Marseille) has decided to opt for a possible sublime and discrete alternative to 
such a preconceived professional ground. Playing between the fields of personal academic 
formation and opportunities to experiment in a group-engaged activity, Bragard attempts to 
pose the question about the ways of (secure) positioning of an artist today: without surprise, 
his focus rests on the safe grounds of an object-oriented discipline, but however proposes a 
descent step forward. The idea of sharing (knowledge, information, experience) under the 
pressure of global conditions determined by precarious work environments, and of necessity 
to defend (or still to build up) the independent status in the art world, has served as a critical 
arena for his own search for “survival” and recognition in the collaborative environment. As a 
result of such endeavors, he has proposed a sculptural intervention outside exhibition walls, 
an open-air installation entitled DIY (do-it-yourself) enthusiast. The ambiguity of the concept, 
quite alike the artist’s own ambiguous position, balances between the given body of 
knowledge as formally experienced at an art academy and the unknown territory of future 
career, and leaves the space for the installation’s potential inclusion into the interiors of any 
given exhibition contexts.  
 
The work at stake is a solar reflector, the model of which originates from internet-accessible 
methods for survival - a surviving solar-cooking unit, made from an open umbrella covered by 
protective layers of high-reflective soft aluminium. Beside the protective function, it further 
explores the solar-energy benefits and visualizes processes of transformation, re-distribution 
and sharing. It attempts to propose the way of converging (translating) a personal (individual) 
object of protection into a sharing system as a common property, owned by many instead by 
only one. This is achieved by a net of round mirrors attached to umbrella’s stick, which – while 
using the solar energy – have a capacity to reflect the sun rays and to transform the artificial 
object into a “living” thing. Bragard investigates the possibility to introduce the concept of 
(everyday) Life into the artificial world of artistic objects, through practice that does not deny 
any of given solutions for a proper “existence” within the boundaries of art systems. Even the 
interior space of a classical exhibition venue still has a potential to “recreate” the power of 
such an imagination, no matter how much the popular superstition could usually be provoked 
if an open umbrella is being observed in an interior space: artificially re-created natural solar 
light in such a condition questions the public perception of “bad and good signs”. It could 
possibly serve as an open invitation aiming to involve a larger audience in a thought-
provoking public dialogue and debate about the necessity to criticize neo-liberalist concepts of 
individual property and ownership, of fostering individualistic logic of being, and consequently 
– to remind of a necessity to share, in a utopian way, what has been left on the thresholds of 
capitalist egocentrism and values of “social responsibility”. 
 



In a slightly different “language”, Mladen Hrvanovic (1977, Belgrade, Serbia) proposes 
creative solutions for a dialogical action. They are manifested through (1) the simulation of a 
public campaign and (2) design of discursive spaces for educational purposes within the 
institutional and/or non-institutional environments. As a critical reflection on the actual state of 
political, cultural and economic transition of a post-socialist society without solution 
Hrvanovic's method emerges from knowledge and personal fascination by the corporate 
identities, strategies of branding and advertising, and digitally manipulated virtual worlds. 
Being educated as a sculptor, he is building up his way through graphic and industrial design, 
sculptural and installation work, and research-based intermedia projects in the fields of urban 
graphic and spatial solutions, public art and open-air architectural constructions. His main 
activity stems from the new media practices and cybernetic realities, and questions the ways 
through which artists position themselves in-between the self-organized structures and those 
pertaining to larger organizational and institutional team-based frameworks. His main 
professional concern revolves around the issues that put together socially and politically 
engaged work with a broad range of economic, market oriented issues, within and outside the 
mainstreams of contemporary aesthetics and culture.  
In the same vein, Hrvanovic proposes a mobile structure based upon the concepts of 
participatory design for discourse-producers and discourse-consumers. His idea emerges 
from the need to provide a collaborative spatial environment for critical contemporary 
discussions and debates: these environments “occupy” the territory of traditionally conceived 
exhibition areas within art and non-art spaces. He inverts a classical display into a discursive 
arena - for thinking, talking and acting, in a way that offers new understanding of exhibition-
concepts, of “education for the masses”, and of the principles of social inclusion for 
“unprivileged, uneducated and marginalized” social groups (and their political and economic 
counterparts). 
 
Johan Berard (1977, Paris, France, lives and works in Bourges and Paris) explores the world 
of relationships, or – to be more precise – of power relationships in the political, cultural, and 
social structures of contemporary France. Issues like centralization & concentration of (state) 
power find their reflection in the construction of hybrid forms: they emerge through mass 
media communication tactics, backed up by military strategies of the political and financial 
systems behind. Mass spectacles and large-scale public events, such as sport competitions 
and championships, not only serve as a medium between the aforementioned systems, but 
also as a mirror for analysis. This is where deep social tensions - taking place among the 
members of “democratic” societies once the control is being performed – are made visible. 
Berard’s interest in sport, especially team (collective) sport games - such as martial arts, 
football, and rugby - gave him a possibility to approach the NOMAD workshop in a way that 
assimilates two of his fields of interest (professional one - artistic, and sport - his hobby). A 
collective organization model, seen through the sport lenses, is here used as a language and 
a positive model for the teamwork. Berard intends to put into question the interdependences 
connecting politics, state, government, national heroes, media, and – citizens. In such a 
network, would it be possible (and how) to confront one with another? Berard is especially 
interested in exploring a perpendicular (rather than parallel) way of confronting the top-down 
(from government to people) and bottom-up initiatives (from people to government), which 
describes the current situation in France, according to him. He is exploring les regles du jeu 
(the rules of the game) operating on a thin line between Power / pouvoir and Knowledge / 
savoir. Accordingly, production of power is correlated to the production of knowledge, and 
from here on Berard introduces the concept of education: it is understood as a tool for social 
elites to keep their private arena protected and guarded. In this context of hierarchically 



maintained power relationships, Berard wants to question the limits of democracy and to offer 
a space for emancipating social dialogues, while putting forward their distinction from 
authorized, censored, artificial dialogical actions / protocols. 
 
The understanding of the workshop’s main orientation by Aldo Giannotti (1977, Genova, 
Italy, lives and works in Vienna, Austria) serves as a positive and optimistic example of how a 
discourse-oriented program could (not) possibly be formulated, grasped and materialized. His 
total immersion into the day-to-day process of discussions, of intellectual exchange and 
production of meanings and relations, resulted in his exceptional direction towards a 
completely immaterial sphere of interest. Being exclusively based upon thought-provoking, 
positively conflictual, and ultimately discursive (dialogical, but also non-material, non-
objectified) conclusions, Gianotti’s participatory energy and constant engagement confirm the 
necessity that artistic practice today must be approached from a radically different 
perspective. He was the one who literally performed the production of pedagogical concerns 
for an exhibition, and he was the one who “lived” it to its full extent. Without forgetting his 
personal aspirations for specific artistic subjects and genres, he activated all his physical and 
intellectual potentials in order to achieve any possible idea / solution for the success of a 
collaborative work. However, what he has offered (“Nothing” - that actually stands for the 
production of intellectual experience in a rhetorically conceivable way) was a perfect state of 
thought, a goal without solution, a confused image of the Self mixed with the Others, being 
engaged on a collaborative group project. This is what one could expect from an artist (or any 
citizen) caught in a transitional flux: between a previous phase of being (an art school, 
perhaps the fathers’ land left long ago), the current situation (perhaps or revealing the status 
of a knowledge-migrant in a neighboring country, in search for better knowledge resources 
and methods, and better living conditions), and the phase to come after (further professional 
establishment within the international art system and self-recognition within new social 
circles).  
 
 

 
 
The residency program principally attempted to provide a firm theoretical framework for the 
main NOMAD subject (Art as Option for Action), and was related to the main mission of the 
project: to question the fundamental lack concerning a systematic critical and theoretical 
orientation that emerging artists face after their regular academic formation. In order to 
stimulate an interdisciplinary, multi-leveled and trans-national approach, the workshop 
fostered the need to encourage a broad range of approaches, from social and economic 
sciences and humanities to law and public policy, as well as a diverse set of topics that have 
been explored in accordance with the artistic and cultural scope of the idea. Hopefully, the 
intentions proposed by the main framework of the workshop, as well as by the project in 
general, will find their most adequate reflection in the productive forces of all participants 
involved.  
 
Marko Stamenkovic 
 
 
 
 


