Site of Autonomous Connection
1 INTRODUCTION

This paper will discuss the lessons learned by an architect/educator and an artist/educator during the design and facilitation of a five-day collaborative workshop held in Kosice, Slovakia in April 2007. This project was initiated by IC Culture Train and the British Council and managed by KOD architects (Bratislava). The brief we were given by KOD Architects was to design and facilitate a cross-disciplinary process involving post-graduate students from the fields of design, architecture, philosophy and art. The results of the workshop would later form the basis for the design and construction of a ‘Speaker’s Corner’ in Kosice. The brief for the ‘Speaker’s Corner’ was based on the presumption that the ‘Speaker’s Corner’ in Hyde Park, London would be a valuable addition to the public realm of Kosice, Slovakia. The workshop was set up to provide ideas for the form and function of that space. 
2 QUESTIONS

The starting point of our collaboration was a questioning and unpacking of the brief we had been given. This raised several key questions:

· Is there a need/a problem?

· What is the need?

· How can it be addressed?

· Who is it for? (audience/participation)

· What is it? (platform/monument memorial)

· Space for action or space for reflection and thinking?

· Why corner, why not center?

· How do we spatialise social interaction?

Through these questions we began to locate different practices and case studies from across the disciplines of art and architecture; visual ‘co-ordinates’ for the territory we wanted to explore
. What we valued in these exchanges were the common concerns approached from different perspectives. The tension between our different disciplines complimented and deepened our knowledge and liberated us from the respective conventions of those disciplines. Dialogue and exchange built trust and helped to open up a series of very important questions relating to democracy, collaboration, authorship, autonomy, communication, connection and responsibility.

3 Collaboration and cross discipline

The initial invitation to participate in the workshop came as a consequence of KOD architects attending a workshop in Trondheim
 facilitated by one of the authors. Because of the nature of the Kosice brief (which had cross-disciplinary and collaborative dimensions) it became apparent that the design and facilitation process would also benefit from collaboration and creative exchange. Early discussions proved the value of this approach. One of the reasons we had been invited to participate was that facilitated workshops were not common practice in either the educational or public sphere in Slovakia (‘facilitation’ rather than ‘leadership’). There was also a sense that our outside perspective might allow fresh perspective on the city. Collaboration was suggested because it was perceived that a public artwork to be used by the public in a public place, would benefit from a process that included a collaborative effort. When it was proposed that the workshop design and direction would itself be a collaboration between an artist/educator and an architect/educator, KOD Architects agreed with this approach as it echoed the overall intention of the project. Although the workshop shared some aspects of community design ‘charrettes’ used to encourage public dialogue in the delivery of public projects (eg. Housing or community plans) it was also distinct from this approach
.

A negotiated approach was something we were both familiar with in the educational context of learning and teaching. We wanted to see if it was possible to link this with the practice, where product as well as process would bare the hallmarks of a collaborative approach. We firmly believed that this was vital in order to successfully engage with the given brief. Interestingly though, this privileging of the collaborative model met resistance in the context of Slovakia where generations of collectivism had spawned a desire for the ‘individual voice’. Far from providing an exciting alternative model to a pervasive, late-capitalist individualism, collaboration in this context still had an unpleasant whiff of the socialist past. It took some work to unpick these perceptions in order to allow participants to feel a sense of ownership and commitment to this process. Indeed, it was only after we had opened up the initial brief (explaining that it had not been written by us), that we were able to get the participants to fully buy into the project. At this point, where they effectively rewrote the brief, we saw a dramatic shift in attitudes: The first level of trust had been established. Once this question of ownership had been addressed there were still occasions during the five days when the question of authorship re-emerged as individual tolerance for the ‘shared idea’ diminished. However, this tension between Ownership and Authorship provided a constant and fascinating focus throughout the workshop period.

The cross-disciplinary nature of the workshop group meant that there was a range of skills and knowledge to draw from. The fact that there were so many different disciplines and backgrounds represented meant that there was no assumed common currency in terms of values, approach or even language. Whilst creating many difficulties, this also helped to question lazy thinking or assumed understanding. Pyramid
 discussion methods were used in the first day to formulate and unpick key definitions in order to deepen, share and expand knowledge. Potential barriers were taken apart carefully through dialogue and augmented with discussion notes. However, dialogue itself was not limited to aural means and more often than not involved non-verbal as well as verbal communication; drawing, mark-making, diagrams, models, photographs, physical gestures, in-depth explanation – all of these methods were drawn upon in order to communicate meaning. This multi-faceted attempt to find a common language brought a level of openness to the process of learning. Language was acted out, improvised from a flexible script.
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‘Thinking Aloud’ in the studios.

4 the workshop

Being Introduced and billed as ‘workshop leaders’ encouraged us to make some considerable effort to explain and demonstrate the process of facilitation – allowing others to take the lead. This built on methods familiar to those in education and the creative industries and is described by Brockbank and McGill
 as reflective dialogue. Trowell and Marriots
 insistence on listening twice as much as speaking (the two ears one mouth principle) also enabled a healthy mutual respect to develop. The workshop model shared many of the principles described by Biggs in his description of Problem Based Learning. PBL is achieved when situations demand of a participant the following:

· It calls on different disciplines and integrates them in solving the problem.

· It raises options that promote discussion.

· It activates and incorporates previous knowledge.

· It requires new knowledge the students don’t yet have.

· It simulates participants to elaborate.

· It requires self-directed learning
.
These qualities ensure that the process provides a rich learning context - one that mirrors the professional environment ‘out there in the real World’.

The workshop was structured as follows;
· Day One a.m.: Analysis of the brief. Group discussion of the brief, the formation of the working questions, (as outlined above in section 2).Whole group divided into three groups for separate discussions. Each group presented their progress at the end of each day. 
· Day One p.m.: Site visit and on site discussion.
· Day Two a.m.: Site analysis discussion. Facilitators presented methodologies provoking a group discussion that generated various approaches.
· Day Two p.m.: Application of different methods by each group.
· Day Three a.m.: Initial design development by each group.
· Day Three p.m.: Discussion of each groups progress.
· Day Three evening: Public Talk by facilitators presenting case studies from various disciplines.
· Day Four a.m.: The whole group discussed each group’s approach. Each group prepared a presentation for the client.
· Day Four p.m.: Client presentations and client feedback discussion. Informal discussion and drinks.
· Day Five all day: Individual group preparation of proposal presentations for public.
· Day Five evening: Public presentations and feedback.
The main engine of the workshop was a continual feedback process constructed between the three smaller groups. Every day each group would present their exploration, research and findings to the whole workshop regarding the day’s activity. This enabled each of the smaller groups to get specific feedback on their ideas. It also allowed the collective understanding of the problem to be deepened through the emergence of new questions. This constant process of presentation and reflection resulted in a continuous exchange of approach, methods and solutions, forming a more shared sense of direction for the group as a whole. Establishing this shared sense of direction eventually aided the smooth translation of the various different workshop outcomes into the single KOD design for construction.
 This convergence of thinking enabled the architects to take on board many more different design concepts within the final outcome, without contradiction. The success of the facilitation methodology and the feedback processes we had established on the inter-group level was proven by the manner in which these processes were adopted and acted out successfully within the smaller groups.

One interesting observation we made during the workshop related to the way in which student learning behaviour seemed to be at least partly forged by subject discipline. As facilitators we were struck by the innate desire for architects and designers on the one hand to attempt to overlay structure and problem solve from an early stage in the process. On the other hand we were amazed by the degree to which students from Fine Art were able to tolerate sustained periods of uncertainty and ambiguity. This almost clichéd distinction resulted in a creative tension which gave the three working groups a dynamic energy. Group action oscillated between making and reflection, doing and thinking, speculation and analysis.

A key concern we had in taking on the workshop was our own position as cultural aliens, coming into a situation where we were historically and culturally ignorant. This awareness made us acutely sensitive to our own assumptions and even more determined to design the workshop in a way that would exploit ignorance as a creative and reflective tool. In the context of the workshop, seemingly ‘stupid’ questions enabled participants to reflect on and share knowledge. At the beginning of the workshop it became clear that some of the participant’s familiarity with the context made it difficult for them to see the possibilities within the brief. Our ability to ‘ask the obvious’ or ‘appreciate the everyday’ allowed them to see new possibilities.

The physical site of the workshop deserves some mention here: It took place on the margins of the city in a public building run by IC Culture Train. It comprised of exhibition space, ‘class-rooms’, large hall, bar and office space. We were able to eat together each day (lunch was provided), and mingle after work. There were also occasional social events in the evening with music. On one level the space functioned well because it provided a breadth of different spaces ideal for a variety of activities to take place – many of these not directly related to the workshop but social occasions where it was possible for all of the participants to get to know each-other. Secondly, the space was on the outskirts of the city, providing a critical distance from the site under question. It felt more relaxed, time seemed to pass more slowly, and crucially it was a space where everyone felt on equal terms. Everyone shared the spaces available to them and there was no hierarchy in terms of access.
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The Final Presentations at IC Culture Train Kosice.

5 Conclusion

Our experience suggests that cross-disciplinary collaboration has intrinsic educational value because of the way it promotes reflective learning and relational thinking. This caused us to question the role of expert knowledge within collaborative processes. Traditionally, expertise has been valued for its specialized and distinct character not its ability to communicate between different bodies of knowledge. Cross-disciplinary collaboration generates equivalence between participants and undermines unwanted hierarchies. The methods and techniques we adopted allowed us to address the key aims of the ‘Speaker’s Corner’ brief, also key educational imperatives - ownership and participation. We designed the workshop model as a ‘one-off’ in order to negotiate a specific context. However, our observations suggest that this approach might also be transferable precisely because of the way it encourages participation and ownership. Through use the model develops character and integrity specific to its context.

‘When the social context of learning is recognized and collaboration is valued rather than penalized, the significance of relationship in learning makes sense, prioritizing involvement and connection, nurturing joint endeavours and stimulating the creativity of constructed knowledge, thereby encouraging movement towards higher stages of learning’.
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Above: The ‘Platforma’ construction in situ - showing the relational possibilities.

6 Glossary toolbox

Central to the project was a complex interaction of concerns and themes including democracy
, globalization, collaboration, and authorship. We designed the workshop as a tool to open up a field where these various strands could be developed, whilst resisting oversimplification or the loss of necessary depth. What follows is a list of terms, we found useful, something like a glossary. These words became the building blocks in our collaboration and in the facilitation of the workshop. Like a modular toolbox they were assembled in different configurations, denying traditional linearity and encouraging a dynamic and flexible mapping of meaning for each user. What seems apparent in the final outcome, constructed from modular plywood sheets, is that this ethos has been maintained from conception, to design and construction. The work is able to change in relationship to time, site, place, and use. This ‘dynamic’ aspires towards an authentic democratic exchange.
Collaboration.

Collaboration requires collective decision-making, trust, and the embrace of indeterminacy. Collaborative processes derive solutions that are more than the sum of their parts. The range and complimentary skills of participants can build understandings unavailable to individual practitioners and disciplines.

Democracy.

The project’s enquiry into democracy and its attendant myths of political virtue, was provoked by the brief’s assumption that the western tradition of free speech was both still politically effective as a model for the development of public discourse in the emerging political culture of Kosice. We realised early on that a democracy or a democratic society also requires the ability to listen. No good screaming and shouting if you can’t listen! No good having the freedom to act if you don’t have the opportunity to openly reflect.

Communication.

Effective communication was essential, in our establishment of a shared field of action/interest, through our interaction with the various disciplines and their interactions with each other during the workshop, and to the exchange of information with the architects using the outcomes of the workshop.

Trust.

In our collaboration this trust was developed through a dialogue about art and architecture. In the workshop trust was achieved through a series of explorative discussions and creative investigations. The support for and the careful consideration of the work accomplished by the workshop, established trust between the workshop participants and the end users of the workshop outcomes.

Connection.

Creative actions in the public realm can encourage and support social connections, but should not lapse into clichés and valueless simplification. The workshop sought to establish appropriate connections to the civic culture of Kosice and Slovakia at large. The participants also questioned some of the assumptions in the brief, debating whether the work could achieve such connections and indeed if such connections were desired in Kosice.

Autonomy.

Is there scope for an autonomous Public Art that remains engaged and relevant to society? How does art negotiate the space between being co-opted and remaining cutting edge? Should art always maintain a healthy distance from politics in order to retain its social value? Art requires a coherent autonomous conceptual matrix, which still has the ability to engage social, political, ecological and cultural concerns.

Authorship.

Issues surrounding authorship in a collaborative process are interesting, challenging and pointless. Interesting, because ways of operating individually and collectively are established and the group learns to recognize that something has been created beyond the capacities of its members. Challenging because contributors have put their ego to one side to seek shared results.
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‘Platforma’ as homeless shelter.
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� These included Mark Wallingers installation ‘State Britain’, Michael Rakowitz ParaSITE shelters for the homeless, Jochen and Esther-Shavez Gerz ‘Invisible’ monuments, Diller & Scofidio Facsimilie, Maya Lin Vietnam Veterans Memorial and Bernard Tschumi Screenplays.


� This 3-day group workshop Ecology Through Art/Art Through Ecology took place at Gallery KIT and formed part of the exhibition More Than This and it attempted to explore the relationship between art and ecology. (February 15, 2007)


� This workshop did not have members of the public working with design professionals but was rather a group of students from various disciplines exploring a problem openly through a facilitative process.


� Also known as ‘snowballing’.


� BROCKBANK, A. and McGILL, I., 1998. Facilitating Reflective Learning in Higher Education. The Society for Research into Higher Education.


� MARRIOTT, J. and TROWELL, J., (from PLATFORM) taken from ‘Words Which Can Hear – Educating For Social And Ecological Art Practice’.


� BIGGS, J., 2003. Teaching Quality Learning at University. The Society for Research into Higher Education. p 232-240.





� BROCKBANK, A. and McGILL, I., 1998. Facilitating Reflective Learning in Higher Education. The Society for Research into Higher Education. p.147








� Our invitation to participate in the project came at a time when a recent parliamentary act in the U.K. had made it increasingly difficult for peace protester Brian Haw, to continue his action opposite the Houses of Parliament, in Parliament Square, historically a designated place of political protest. New legislation limited any protests within one mile of the Houses of Parliament, to three square meters. This fact gave the workshop theme renewed relevance.
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