Grenzgang – Artistic Investigations on Perception and Communication of Space in a Trinational Border Area

1/6

University of Applied Sciences and Arts FHNW
Academy of Art and Design HGK
Institute for Art and Design Education

Grenzgang. From Dreispitz to the space of the trinational region.
Beate Florenz, Markus Schwander, Translation: Erin O’Mallon
What constitutes the space in which we live? How can this space be grasped by way of the
individualized experience of walking? And how does the conglomeration of defined and
undefined – wild – uses of the tri-national space around Basel become perceptible? Grenzgang
– Artistic Investigations on the Perception and Mediation of Space in the Trinational Border
Area pursues such questions with the modus operandi of artistic research. Making the
compiled results available to a broader discussion and bringing them into the discourse of
Kunstvermittlung, or art education, is integral to the project. Grenzgang will be carried out at
the Institute for Art and Design Education at the Academy of Art and Design (HGK) FHNW in
cooperation with the Academy of Music FHNW. With support from the Swiss National Science
Foundation (SNF), Daniel Brefin, Amadis Brugnoni, Simone Etter, Beate Florenz, Corinne
Hasler and Markus Schwander will work together in an interdisciplinary research team over the
course of two years. The Dreispitz campus is the home base and geographical starting point of
the project.
The investigations of the research project Grenzgang begin in a specific spatial field: the location of
the project’s experimental proceedings is Basel’s trinational border region. This densely populated
area is utilized in notably varied ways. Production and traffic zones, nature sanctuaries, residential
areas, and recreational, industrial and harbor facilites are abut and intermingle with one another. The
conversion of various zones and its ensuing discussions emphasize the high value given to space in
the Basel region – and not only there. The pursuit of the question of the perception of space in such
an area can be thought from diverse disciplinary perspectives; sociology and ethnology for example.
Grenzgang, however, places emphasis neither on sociological nor on ethnological approaches.
Although the team members extract a large volume of data, this collected material is generated by
artistic methods of operation. The experimental make-up of the project proceeds from artistic
research, whereby artistic research is not to be understood as a method, in a narrower sense, but as a
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mode of research which appertains to contemporary artistic practice. The conceptual make-up of the
project as team-based research implies a way of thinking that is characterised by the interplay
between individual investigation and collective discussion. This approach was tested in the first halfyear. Collective and individual walks led to various protocols, each the result of an independent
approach, and all of which were shared in the group. The results of the conducted discussion were in
turn incorporated into the planning and execution of the individual procedures. A medial concentrated
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Compare Dombois, Florian / Bauer, Ute Meta / Mareis, Claudia / Schwab, Michael (Hg.): Intellectual Birdhouse: Artistic
Practice as Research. London 2012, S. 4. The editors state here: «We believe that artistic research should not be seen as a
discipline or a topic, nor is it really a method.» They call for a search for approaches in the arts which are well-suited to
research, without defining disciplinary borders. The suggest a manner of working, «which tries to steer into a direction that is
closer to contemporary artistic practices and the challenges they face.»
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plurality of the data collected was thereby reached, which can be read as multiple specific perception
protocols of the space examined.
Performance, installation, improvisation/audio design and video constitute, as individualized artistic
working forms, the respective research modes of the team members, and are implemented on location
while walking. Precisely this act of walking earns a particular status in the project Grenzgang. Within it,
2

the approach of artistic research meets Lucius Burckhardt’s method of Strollology. Founded by
Lucius and Annemarie Burckhardt, strollology should «reveal, simultaneous to perception (of the
landscape or urban space, respectively, A/N) the determinacy of our perceptual forms, so that new
3

and unusual assessments of well-known situations become possible.» At the time of going to press,
the test-phase of data collection through artistic working methods on walks in a predetermined
geographical area has been completed. The analysis of the test phase published here reflects a first
preliminary result of this work in progress. The heterogenous collections of data originate from the
same areas, on the same day and/or at the same point in time on the occasions of the predefined
walks. Urban zones, local recreation areas, agglomeration and adjacent agricultural zones were
traversed on foot. The following figures and explanations offer insight on a selection of the data
compiled during the test phase.
Based on a performative artistic practice, Simone Etter set her focus on the collection of data by way
of sheer presence of her own body. Following a predetermined mode of collection, she collects traces
of the path walked on her feet and hands.

The authenticity of these traces, collected on socks and gloves – the socks were worn constantly
during a walk and on various surfaces and the gloves attest to the fact that Etter slid her hands over
2

Lucius Burckhardt’s researches have increasingly gained attention again in the recent past. Hans-Ulrich Obrist, for example,
sets him in dialogue with the English architect Cedric Price in the Swiss pavillion at the Architecture bienalle 2014, compare
www.prohelvetia.ch/Biennalen-von-Venedig.1477.0.html (11.9.2014). The new director of the Documenta 14, Adam Szymcszyk,
also mentioned Burckhardt in the ZEIT ONLINE on January 14, 2014 as someone who, in his opinion, occupied himself very
productively with landscape, compare www.zeit.de/2014/01/documenta-adam-szymczyk-interview (11.9.2014). Strollology
(Spaziergangswissenschaften) was founded by Mr. And Mrs. Burckhardt in the context of Prof. Lucius Burckhardt’s job as a
teacher at the GHK University of Kassel of a class called Architecture, City and Landscape Planning, compare Obrist, Hans
Ulrich / Burckhardt, Lucius: Strollology als Nebenfach – Ein Gespräch mit Hans Ulrich Obrist, in: Burckhardt, Lucius / Ritter,
Markus / Schmitz, Martin (Hg.): Warum ist Landschaft schön? Die Spaziergangswissenschaft. Berlin 2008, S. 5-11.
3
Lucius Burckhardt, Spaziergangswissenschaft (1995), in: Burckhardt, Lucius / Ritter, Markus / Schmitz, Martin (Hg.): Warum
ist Landschaft schön? Die Spaziergangswissenschaft. Berlin 2008, S. 259. Original quote: «gleichzeitig mit der Wahrnehmung
(der Landschaft bzw. des urbanen Raumes, Anm. d. Verf.) auch die Determiniertheit unserer Wahrnehmungsformen aufzeigen,
so dass auch neue und ungewohnte Beurteilungen altbekannter Situationen möglich werden.»
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house walls, railings and the ground over the entire distance of a walk – is as great as their altering of
our understanding of what is perceivable during a walk. As relics of a transitive act, material traces,
signs of wear and holes in the fabric manifest a physical presence of the body which walked the path,
or that with which we walk the path in our imagination. The length of the path covered and thereby the
dimension of time are as inherent to these data as their physical presence.
On the walks during the test phase, Markus Schwander tested a system of recording which links both
written and drawn notation. Following Burckhardt’s 0m which is based on an intervention by Paul4

Armand Gettes , Schwander sketched that which lay directly before him on the walks and made note
of things in the distance with short written sentences or series of words on the same map.
The view that this method of recording casts on the landscape leaps from near to far, linking the
documentary aspects of drawing and denotation through written language with the imagination of
landscape and space. The organizational character of this data collection, the parts of which are
numbered and assigned to specific locations, remains well-preserved despite its poetic quality.

The data collection of the musician and audio designer Amadis Brugnoni serves as an acoustic
5

document of the walks. The recordings document the temporal expansion of walking with all of its
acoustic inconspicuousness, but also the meeting of sounds and tones from the surroundings and
Brugnoni’s own steps. Punctual sounds thus mingle with those continuously heard, determining the
auditory coloring of each given situation. With this data collection the perception of space is expanded
to an acoustic level.
In the first phase of the project Daniel Brefin tested a photographic data collection in space. Close-ups
taken along the paths walked show unspectacular objects from the sides of the streets, which escape
our daily perception.

4
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Paul Armand Gette, Kassel, 1985.
A selection of this audio material is available at the following link: www.raumforschung.ch/grenzgang_brugnoni
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The photographs document a particular place while their being labeled with a written encoding system
refers simultaneously to the measurement of the path walked. The 0,0 point of Bundesstrasse 3 (B3)
in the German border region near Basel refers to the continuation of this old connecting road, which
runs for 812 km along medieval trade routes and connects Weil am Rhein to Buxtehude in northern
Germany. The photographic image of the street sign condenses what remains invisible at this
geographical point: the connection of one place to another. To put it another way: As a documentary
close-up the image refers not only to another, unseen place, but also thereby to our lifeworldly
interconnectedness in space.

Artistic Research and Art Education
The project Grenzgang aims at connecting the means of cognizance used in artistic research with an
6

epistemic practice of art education, in order to further develop both educational forms of spatial
perception, on the one hand, and the advancement of theories of art educational action on the other.
Such an aim only becomes possible in the configuration of the research team, which brings artists with
decided interests in artistic research and/or art education together with a theoretically well-founded
position on art education. Some of the central research instruments are the collective development of
the aim of the research and the orientation of the projects’ structure towards enabling an intensive
dialogue among the researchers. Furthermore, a decidedly mediation-oriented stance characterizes
the collective work: engaging with the thinking of the others.
For the discussion on art education, such an intention lends itself particularly to tying into Karl-Josef
Pazzini’s position: Pazzini focuses on the contemporary interplay of art and pedagogy and discusses
7

the pedagogical understanding of his art-pedagogic as emerging from the consideration of
contemporary art. Adopting Pazzini’s approach, thinking of art and pedagogy in an interactive
relationship, means incorporating artistic research approaches in art-pedagogical thinking. Grenzgang
6

Florenz, Beate: Kunstvermittlung: Eine epistemische Praxis. In: Caviezel, Flavia et al: Forschungsskizzen. Einblicke in
Forschungspraktiken an der Hochschule für Gestaltung und Kunst FHNW. Zürich 2013, S. 41-46.
7
Pazzini, Karl-Josef: Kann Didaktik Kunst und Pädagogik zu einem Herz und einer Seele machen oder bleibt es bei ach zwei
Seelen in der Brust? Kunstpädagogische Positionen 8. Hamburg 2005. The following publications also substantiate the
proximity of art education and art pedagogy to research-oriented approaches in the arts: Meyer, Torsten / Sabisch, Andrea
(Hg.): Kunst Pädagogik Forschung. Aktuelle Zugänge und Perspektiven. Bielefeld 2009 und Sturm, Eva: Von Kunst aus.
Kunstvermittlung mit Gilles Deleuze. Wien 2011.
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puts the resulting implications regarding the perception and consideration of space to the test. It will
incorporate the experiences of the project into the theorizing of art education and inasmuch also into
the art pedagogical discourse. Thinking pedagogy from the perspective of contemporary art is not
alien to art pedagogy. Precisely the contemporary art of any given time influences the discussion of art
pedagogy strongly, at the latest since the 1960’s; even if the question of how exactly this occurs is
8

handled in markedly divergent manners. However, bringing artistic research approaches into the art
9

pedagogical discourse means accentuating changes to art pedagogical thinking: Art and artistic
action are thereby understood not as objects to be communicated or taught, but are recognized rather
as active research partners.
Thanks to its dialogical concept, the project lent itself to becoming the focus of a broader discussion.
Foundational considerations of the project were made available to the general public as well as
external experts in a trinational festival of walking in May 2014, thereby opening the platform for
discussion well beyond the project team.

Walks, participative performances, culinary intermezzi and thematic speeches offered multiple points
of contact with the perception and consideration of space. The public and experts came into contact in
an unconventional way, as walking festival participants. The festival served as a research tool for
Grenzgang. It enabled the project team to view its perspective on the object of examination critically
8

Even the art pedagogue Gunter Otto based his thinking on art education on the contemporary art of his time, see, in addition to
his own publications: Wolfgang Legler: Gunter Otto – Begründung und Ende einer Kunstdidaktik. Vorlesung in der Reihe:
Kunstpädagogische Positionen. Hamburg 2002, S. 7 – 22. The divergence of positions reveals itself in categories like ‚artoriented’ and ‚education-oriented’, to which art-pedagogical positions are often assigned.
9
For this correlation reference may be made to Maset, Sturm, Meyer, Heil on the art pedagogical discourse.
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from within the heterogenous field of the festival participants and to clarify its view of the space to be
examined. Thus the concrete investigation of locations instigated the intensive perception of various
spatial situations, individually and collectively.
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In the field of art, and therefore in the field of artistic research, research means above all trying out,
experiencing, acting. Janneke Wesseling characterises this connection as follows: «The exceptional
thing about research in and through art is that practical action (the making) and theoretical reflection
(the thinking) go hand in hand. The one cannot exist without the other, in the same way action and
11

thought are inextricably linked in artistic practice.»

To spur on this reciprocal process of doing and

thinking, ideas have to be tested and actions completed. Only in this way can their potential be
fathomed. While walking, the body is used as an active and perceptive organ. The collective walking
of participants in perceptible proximity to one another leads to the perception of the expansiveness of
space. Dieter Mersch in particular stresses the sensuality of such an act: «Artistic research is a
different type of research, namely because it doesn’t utilize precise justification or discourse, working
instead with the senses in the field of the perceivable, letting materials, which are always singular,
react to one another and show themselves. Its logic is therefore not one of telling, but of showing.»
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Further information, images and videos from the festival, links and adresses as well as recordings of lectures under
www.wegfestival.org (11.9.2014).
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Wesseling, Janneke: See it Again, Say it Again – The Artist as Researcher. Amsterdam 2011, S. 2.
12
Mersch, Dieter: Paradoxien, Brüche, Chiasmen. In Mersch, Dieter / Ott, Michaela (Hg.) Kunst und Wissenschaft. München
2007, S. 97. Original Quote: «Die Künstlerische Forschung ist eine andere Art von Forschung, und zwar deswegen, weil sie sich
nicht der exakten Begründung oder des Diskurses bedient, sondern mit den Sinnen im Wahrnehmbaren arbeitet und die
Materialien, die immer singulär sind, aufeinander reagieren und sich zeigen lässt. Ihre Logik ist deshalb nicht das Sagen,
sondern das Zeigen.»

