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A college of fine arts of its time

Lively contact with the art world has become an increasingly important component of
Swedish fine arts education over the past century. The origin is to be found in the late
19th century and the Opponents’ rebellion against the Royal Academy of Fine Arts’
education. The role of the Valand School of Fine Arts in this writing of history is well
known and has become part of the school’s self-image. What is perhaps less well known
is that the 20th-century reforms at the Royal University College of Fine Arts also came to
be characterized by this ideal. Colleges of fine arts changed thus from unworldly and
independent institutions preserving seemingly immovable norms into institutions
opening themselves increasingly to the art world. In the second half of the 20th century,
in particular, they became increasingly sensitive to changes and renegotiations and
more attentive to the pivotal art currently on the scene. Fixed-term posts, which ensured
the opportunity for constant new recruitment of leading artists as teachers, were an
important tool in this. (1)

These times of change in the art world thus left their mark on fine arts
education after the first decades of the 20th century. This was also true of Valand in the
1980s. With the benefit of hindsight, the list of the decade’s teachers and students is
sufficient to sense the postmodern renegotiations of the time and the generational
change involved. Several contributions in this issue of Skiascope show that the students
carefully followed theoretical developments and created art that was theoretically
oriented already early in the decade, art that tested new practices and media, and that
questioned traditionally defined work concepts, genres, and values. The teaching staff,
for their part did not oppose this, but neither did they address the students’ concerns.
The students found this passivity frustrating, but for those with resolve (and courage),
this absence of engagement by the teaching staff provided freedom and a space for their
own initiatives. The artistic generations were thus perplexed by each other, as
elsewhere in the Swedish art world. When the school invited people to a debate in 1986,
Olle Granath (b. 1940) complained about what he viewed as the poor quality of
contemporary painting, which Ernst Billgren (b. 1957), then a student at the school,
considered to be a sign of a necessary relaxation of ideas of right and wrong, good taste,
and a normative quality concept. (2)

A pioneering college of fine arts

Towards the end of the decade, when the new art had consolidated its position to a
greater extent, Valand also began to break new ground. A three-year graduate visual arts
course was established on a trial basis for the first time in Sweden. What was



particularly interesting, in the light of the later history of artistic research at Swedish
universities and colleges, was the clearly expressed intent of focusing on artistic work
and artistic quality. The intention was not that participants should carry out research in
an academic sense of the word. The course was to be individually tailored and based on
the projects planned by the individual artists, with minimal outward formalities and
maximal flexibility. The common elements that brought the participants together were
theoretical seminars and discussions in each other’s studios. At the end of the course,
there was to be of a presentation of works of art and a written report on the artistic
process. The course was also regarded by participants as fertile context for those
wanting ‘to drive their issues further’, ‘to put their work in perspective’, ‘to have an
opportunity for discussion and stimulation’, and ‘to make changes in their art’. It was a
course that thus seemed to provide an opportunity to combine reflection and artistic
work, which was difficult to achieve alone in the studio.(3)

The University of Gothenburg - a space of possibilities

It was an explicit intention of the initiators that the art should not be ‘turned into an
academic discipline’. Neither did the university have any such expectations. Funds for
artistic research had been established at Swedish colleges of fine arts in connection with
the 1977 university reform. The University of Gothenburg was very positive about
developing such forms of knowledge and competence development and this had
management support; the head of administration, Lars Gurmund (1918-1999),
formulated strong support for the autonomy of fine arts programmes and the need for
specific educational forms at the graduate level as well. (4) Many of the artistically
active, particularly in the field of music, also had an open, inquisitive, and fearless
attitude toward encounters with academic methods and theories.(5) In the 1980s, the
university thus showed strong confidence in the development potential of artistic
research. This early institutional union of art and scholarship therefore created a space
of possibilities for the course’s inception, where individual talents and interests could be
transformed into practices in an institutional framework and, most importantly,
provided with financial resources.

The course was facilitated, in particular, by the common experience of and
previous meetings between two individuals: the Valand principal, Birger Boman (b.
1926), and the senior lecturer in the theory of science at the University of Gothenburg,
Goran Wallén (b. 1937). They had previously cooperated in graduate architectural
education at the Royal Institute of Technology in Stockholm and had been united by
their commitment to combining, integrating, and understanding practice-based
knowledge in an academic context. Boman’s strong defence of Valand’s artistic
autonomy was also crucial. He was a truculent principal, who, during his time at the
school, did not waver in asserting the school’s distinctive character and special needs.(6)

An open environment for artistic reflection
Anyone wanting to know more about the participants and teaching staff and the type of
artistic projects carried out has few sources to consult. The archives contain only



fragments of the activities, and the participants’ memories vary. (7) The course was
established on a trial basis, and the content and focus changed from year to year. The
printed catalogue, Documentation of Artistic Development Work. Valand School of Fine
Arts 1993 (Dokumentation av konstnarligt utvecklingsarbete. Konsthogskolan Valand
1993), which describes some of the participants’ projects, shows a heterogeneous group
of artists: Pia Hedstrom (b. 1960), Stefan Uhlinder (b. 1953), Lars Goran Nilsson (b.
1954), Asa Projts (b. 1959), Jorgen Svensson (b. 1958), Anders Nilsson (b. 1964), Irene
Westholm (b. 1953), and Bengt Olof Johansson (b. 1959). Neither is there any clear
common artistic denominator at first sight of the works in the catalogue. This is also
consistent with memories shared about the course. Both the principal at the time, Birger
Boman, and several of the participants emphasize that applicants to the course had
neither similar temperaments nor ambitions, except that they saw an opportunity for
developing further dimensions in their artistic work, opportunities not available in their
everyday solitary work.(8) At the same time, the question is whether it was not this
common starting point that united the group. There existed no common artistic attitude,
uniform output, nor shared theoretical interest. Their activities instead bear witness to a
common will for deeper reflection, confidence in discussion as a tool, and an exploratory
drive to integrate reflective elements into a practical artistic process. Underlying this
will can be sensed a readiness to confront artistic problems arising from the postmodern
renegotiations of the 1980s, which also demanded a more reflective attitude. The post-
modern cannot then be simply identified as a definite concept or model, but rather as an
articulation of important issues, artistic problems, and discursive thresholds that the
participants were to address.

Postmodern theory

According to the list of participants in the first course in the autumn term of 1989, four
students were accepted. The course had been advertised at the other colleges of art in
Sweden, but those who were accepted all had links to Gothenburg. Ewa Brodin, Bengt
Olof Johansson, and Peter Hagdahl (b. 1956) had all recently completed their studies at
Valand, while Maria Lindberg (b. 1958) was registered at the Department of Art History
at the University of Gothenburg. In 1990, they were joined by three former Valand
students, Lars Goran Nilsson, Jorgen Svensson, and Stefan Uhlinder, as well as Anders
Nilsson from the School of Photography.

The aformentioned were then still young artists at the beginning of their
careers. However, several of the seminar teachers were at the time of the first course
well-known names in the forefront of postmodern theory in the Nordic region: the artist
and critic Mats B (1951-2009), the artist Hein Heinsen (b. 1935), the art historian and
critic Gertrud Sandqvist (b. 1955), and the art historian and critic Tom Sandqvist (b.
1954). Some of them had previously participated on occasion in the school’s teaching
and were much in demand. Through their colleagues in Malmé and direct contacts with
the education at the Academy in Copenhagen, the students had, for example, channels to
the introduction to French philosophy offered by Hein Heinsen in the 1980s. The



philosopher Staffan Carlshamre (b. 1952), who had submitted his dissertation on
Jacques Derrida in 1986, was also involved in the course starting in 1990.(9)

The list of course teachers and the subjects covered is sufficient to confirm that
the course activities coincided with postmodernism’s institutional establishment in fine
arts education. Around 1990 there was a decisive change in attitude to the importance of
language in graduate visual arts programmes. Seminars and courses were increasingly
designed to respond to the growing interest in theory and philosophy in the art world.
The need for compulsory theoretical courses and written assignments also began to be
discussed. The programmes at the Royal University College of Fine Arts (which lacked
such elements) were also criticized at that time by the critic Lars O. Ericsson for
providing an ‘anti-intellectual’ education. In the middle of the decade, the influence of
academics on the schools was thus marked, and philosophers, critics, and art theoreti-
cians regularly participated in the instruction. The teachers who participated in the
Valand course also continued to play significant roles in this development.(10)

Artistic practice as articulation and statement?

In light of this context, the vestiges of the projects, as presented in the catalogue
Documentation of Artistic Development Work. Valand School of Fine Arts 1993, reflect
artistic processes that are closely connected with many of the important issues of the
time. Stefan Uhlinder’s, Lars Goran Nilsson’s, and Asa Projts’ reports on their painting
projects all bear direct and indirect witness to the difficulties and challenges facing
anyone wanting to work with painting at a time when the abandonment of tradition
appeared for many to be the only practicable route. The agenda seemed to be set by the
times. Merely ‘painting’ was not possible. Instead, the artist had to explore ‘painting as a
flexible practice, which must turn away from its own internal concerns to achieve
renewal’. Préjts’ manipulation of maps, Lars Goran Nilsson’s installations and Uhlinder’s
text/praxis provide an immediate illustration of this challenge faced by painting.
Uhlinder also explicitly asked how the artist, who allowed himself to doubt the ‘failure’
of the traditional despite the conviction of the times, could act: how could painting in its
original form be made ‘playable’?(11)

Both Lars Goran Nilsson’s painting project and Anders Nilsson and Jérgen
Svensson’s project Lars Lithell’s Meetings (Lars Lithells moten) point forward to
practices that would later be summarized as relational aesthetics. The interest in social
interaction is marked in these projects. Nilsson discusses the necessity of (and his own
discomfort at) the ‘interventions’ he made with his paintings and objects in an inmate’s
cell and in a corridor at Harlanda remand prison, in a refugee facility, and on buildings in
central Gothenburg. The meetings and communication with the public are here part of
the work of art. In Lars Lithell’s Meetings, 55 meetings between a number of selected
real individuals (both unknown and well-known people such as the politician Margot
Wallstrém, the musician Sven-Erik Magnusson, or the actor Richard Wolff) and the
fictitious Lars Lithell were arranged and documented. This project was an even more
far-reaching staging, and, moreover, an exploration of possible forms for social



relationships and encounters between people, as well as the encounter between art’s
fictitious level and concrete reality.(12)

The vestiges of these projects are a reminder of the problems associated with
postmodernism’s discursive thresholds, of the different phases of the deconstruction of
modernism’s physical media, creative practice, exhibition venues, work concepts, genres
and the values embraced by the period, and of the attempts at alternative articulations
tested. In this light, the course may be understood as a space that allowed the still-young
artists to test and explore aspects of their own artistic work in the midst of reality,
where it was also practised. The assignment combined artistic creation with reflections
on the latter through, for example, discussion and theoretical reading. If the remnants of
the works in the catalogue are thus read as fragments of such reflexive processes,
several of the decade’s key issues may be discerned: Pia Hedstrom'’s recorded interest in
cavities and empty spaces and Bengt Olof Johansson’s demonstration of both presence
and absence in the depicted reality immediately prompt associations with the period’s
language-critical issues of the conditions for interpretation and meaning. Irene
Westholm'’s interest in using video to depict corporal experience and intense physical
perception resonate with the increasing interest women artists had in the depiction of
(the material) body’s representation in (non-material) digital media at that time.(13)

An important part of history
The course thus opened up a setting for the articulation of artistic problems (and their
solutions) in both theory and practice. Marked similarities can be seen with other fine
arts graduate programmes, as carried on elsewhere somewhat later in the 1990s. Jan
Kaila (f. 1957) describes his graduate studies at the Finnish Academy of Fine Arts in
Helsinki, in 1997, in terms very reminiscent of the Valand course: ‘The starting points
for our studies were radical, perhaps utopian’. As at Valand, the Helsinki programme
focused on individual projects. The core activities consisted of seminars centred on the
works of art. ‘Systematic teaching’ in writing, method, and theory was lacking, ‘since it
was assumed that the making of explorative works of art would develop each student’s
individual methods for creating new knowledge’. As at Valand, the Helsinki programme
assumed that the artistic process and the works of art were ‘the most important part of
the research’.(14) There is also reason to believe that experiences from the Valand
course spread and took root. Malmo6 Art Academy, under Gertrud Sandqvist's leadership
(previously a seminar teacher in the Valand course), started a graduate visual arts
programme around 2000 in which the ‘emphasis’ was similarly on ‘independent artistic
work and ... on achieving deeper artistic maturity’. The former Valand student Matts
Leiderstam (f. 1956), a contemporary and colleague of several of the students in the
Valand course, also participated in this programme as a graduate student.(15) The
Valand course was also to play an important role in the continued development of
artistic research at the school and provides a significant heritage.(16)

The course can thus be seen as part of the development and establishment of
artistic research. Not unexpectedly, it can also be seen that the problems faced by the
course were later formulated as the problems of artistic research. For the Valand course,



the key issue was the place and importance of theory in the course, and this was never
satisfactorily resolved. Following the first year, there was criticism that the theoretical
elements were poorly embedded in the practical work, were too abstract, and had no
connection with the artistic process and the participants’ needs. These theoretical
elements were therefore reduced in the second course, and then stressed once again in
the third course. This ambivalence to and difficulty in handling academic theory, method
and outward forms are also seen in Henrik Karlsson’s summary of the development,
nature, and problems of graduate arts education in 2001, where he highlights the
conflicts, differences, and irreconcilable views on scholarly and artistic methods as
characteristic of the area’s development.(17)

When the course began at the turn of the 1990s, the concept had never before
been tried at a Swedish college of fine arts. It thus represented a new approach to fine
arts education, which was unique at that time. The project deserves to be highlighted as
a leading-edge initiative and a result of circumstances not found at any other Swedish
college of fine arts. The course was provisional and had insufficient financial and other
resources in those early years, and consequently never achieved any stability. At the
same time, it was open, exploratory, and permissive, and succeeded in attracting artists
of different types and interests. The place of artistic research at universities today does
not appear as open and unbiased.
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