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The Artist as Art Educator
Mark Cloet as artistic game developer and games master
By Willem Elias

My friend Mark Cloet, the artist, has been
obsessed with my profession right from the start
of his career. Whenever he utters the Dutch word
for my department, ‘agogiek’ - which is not quite
a byword yet in Dutch either – he makes it sound
like a magic formula. He also likes the English
word ‘agogic’, a lot - though this has only musical
connotations (it is a certain way of accentuating)
and no meaning at all in the educational sense of
‘active enhancement of personal, social and
cultural wellbeing’ as it has in Dutch.
After twenty years of trying to introduce the word
‘agogiek’ into the Dutch vernacular, I have finally
given up. Not out of any weariness that would
befit my advancing years but, to the contrary, out
of the kind of sheer prankishness that doesn’t
come before the age of wisdom. The darkness
surrounding the term ‘agogy’ can only reinforce
its magic. So whenever I am asked to explain the
notion ‘agogy’, I use circumscriptions, whether in
Dutch or in other languages whose vocabularies
do not contain the notion.
Poster IMAS , Cheko Tapia, Celebrity Magazine 2012

I have finally given up wondering why the more complex word ‘pedagogy’ is
effortlessly understood by just about everyone, yet that is no longer the case when the
first part of the composition is dropped. Actually, only the object is omitted: the child
(‘ped’ comes from the Greek pais, paidos for child). Only now, after years of brooding
on the conundrum, has it become clear to me what the problem is with the shortening of
‘pedagogy’ to ‘agogy’: not only does it remove the object of the verb, but in one fell
swoop it undermines the whole didactic system.

Which is why I like ‘agogy’ as non-curricular education. In specialist literature,
it is now called ‘informal and/or non-formal education’. A succinct
phenomenology of a school tells us that it is an institution with the following
characteristics:
authoritarian relationship between teachers and pupils (master/slave)
consensual conviction regarding subjects and curriculum (agenda)
which is based on an age long tradition of the fundaments of Western culture
(Christianity + Platonism)
clearly defined consecutive lesson hours in a designated building of a quite
penitentiary design
rather rigid didactics
qualitative evaluation system
authoritative direction

1999 Ostend - Museum of Modern (2 exhibits in the same place)

Turn all this on its head and you have the
definition of ‘agogy’. ‘Ped’ stands for more than
just the object ‘child’. It represents an
authoritarian system. The latter is being
undermined by ‘agogy’.

It is a kind of bottom-up education that I like to call the oldest profession in the world and that consists
of learning how to live and passing this knowledge on to others – call it taking care of oneself and others,
finding and showing the way to be happy, objectively and subjectively. The being that is a wellbeing is
part of this from the start: taking care not just of oneself but also of others and particularly teaching
others to take care of themselves mean that attentiveness and teachability are at the core of agogy. (The
attentiveness attributed to those who are active in what is popularly known as the oldest profession
proves to be applicable in a more general sense here, too ;-) ). For a long time, the question at the core
of cultural philosophy was the progression from nature and the animal phase of man, to culture, the nolonger-animal stage.

Anthropology and biology have, by now, provided us with too much information
for a number of typical cultural characteristics to be exclusively attributed to
humans. As can be observed, these are also present in animals. That is certainly the
case of non-formal education, for instance in the guise of a game, as Huizinga
taught us.

“Golden Stone D. Sweigart” Photoprints and Gold, IMAS, 2012

“C. Stone” lost wax aluminum and charcoal on texmex cotton IMAS, Clark Gallery, 2012

“C. Stone” bronze, wood, aluminum, cotton and charcoal, IMAS Clark Gallery, 2012

Here is the connection with art:
in cultural philosophy, art belongs in the category
of ‘the game’. What is interesting about Mark
Cloet is that he is not just an artistic game
developer, but also a games master.

MANUAL
The exhibit needs a space for plastic
installation and a space for film and new
media.
Aldo the exhibit is very flexible, the advice of
the artist and assistants for installation and
hanging is required.

“Nuntius” lost wax bronze, Rotterdam Gallery Phoebus, 2011

This systematic doubt is the logical consequence
of the crisis that follows the disappearance of the
certainties (the canon) of established art and the
loss of its former functions: safeguarding images,
expressing religious beliefs, moralizing,
celebrating powers, adorning buildings and
spaces, keeping the memory of acts of heroism
alive… The function of modern art is to tear down
old worlds and above all to create new ones.
Professional art practice is characterized by the
fact that its features have become recognizable to
such a degree that it becomes feasible to
designate them by name. The artist’s name is
clear from these features, while the work does not
require a label. Said features are the product of a
mix of authorship and social influences related to
their period and as such also a determining factor.

“Stone Lithostone” Preparation of the poster for IMAS, 2012

“movements of a stone ” M. Ramirez projection-installation, Main Gallery IMAS, 2012
Impressionistic and abstract soundscapes as avant garde musical theory…

Which is the case with Mark Cloet:
‘He has developed his own style’, is
how his work would once have been
described. Extending the metaphor of
art and games, we could also say that
he has developed a game that bears
his label.
This is avowedly postmodern, as is to
be expected, of course, from
someone of his generation. This
entails that he is not seeking for one
single consequent form he keeps
refining – he plays around with
existing forms, adding his own mark
(…). From Mark Cloet you may
expect expressionist sculpture, but
just as well certain constructions in
bronze that require a conceptual
explanation. His drawings sometimes
seem nineteenth century; at other
times they are linearly accurate
contemporary.
“do it yourself ! ” lost wax aluminum, IMAS 2012.

“Allegory I” lost wax bronze, Boxy – Maarten Van Severen house, 2012
Exhibit view,Clark Gallery IMAS, 2012

His sculpture is a natural, inevitable
extension of his physicality, as it involves
more than manual action. In ‘Der Ursprung
des Kunstwerkes’, Heidegger beautifully
describes this as the ‘equipment’ quality of
human beings. It is also a guarantee of
authentic meaning. He writes: ”What
matters is a first opening of the sight by
which the workly in the work, the tool-like
in the tool, the thingly in the thing, first
come nearer to us, if we think the being of
beings (das Sein des Seienden).” His
conclusion: “Indeed it belongs to the beingwork of the work, must be thought from out
of the workly. If so, the way leads to a
determination of the thingly actuality of the
work by going not over the thing to the
work, but over the work to the thing. The
artwork opens up in its own way the being
of beings (das Sein des Seienden).In the
work happens this opening, i.e. the
unconcealing, i.e. the truth of beings (des
Seienden). In the artwork, the truth of
beings (des Seienden) has set itself to work.
Art is the setting-itself-to-work of truth.
What is truth itself,
that it ereignet itself at times as art?
“Two Wedges, Me and Him” collaboration with Brian Wedgworth. Sight on the exhibith
detail, Clark Gallery, IMAS 2012

“C.Stone II “ IMAS 2012

“C.Stone II” lost wax bronze, lost Allu Clark
Gallery IMAS Museum, 2012

“Allegory
lost wax bronze, Den Bouw, Kalken, 2012
Detail “C. Stone
II” IMASII”2012

What is this setting-itself-to-work?” It is interesting to see how we can work our way
into Mark Cloet’s oeuvre via Heidegger. By doing, he substantiates his existence.
Out of the doldrums of his surroundings he distils his own world-around-him, his
environment (Umwelt), and transforms it into art in which his heart beats. Yet it
would be a mistake to smother Mark Cloet in phenomenological hermeneutics with
an existentialist streak. As a postmodern artist he has managed to avoid a singleentrance approach.
“Stone – Salt Lakes”” Projecton Michaël Flanagan, Main Gallery, IMAS 2012

The postmodernist prefers to dance like Shiva, waving more than two arms. This is why
Mark Cloet’s work should also be considered to be a semiotic system in order to find out
how he derives meaning from the various contexts. Post-structuralism is, after all,
characterized by its view that multiple approaches are enriching, mindful of Nietzsche.

Let us stick with Heidegger for a while longer. Mark Cloet develops his art by
means of his interaction with the world around him. But that is not enough for
him. He is not the kind of artist who creates and then just abandons his creations
to their fate. Most artists have a fundamentally anti-didactic attitude: their work
speaks for itself, as far as they are concerned. Which would be rather a lot to ask
from a sign in a semiotic system that is characterized by a secret language and a
code that is at first unknown.

“Installation III” film projection I-phone, Main Gallery, IMAS 2012

Stones in stone, wax, aluminum, chocolate and silicone mold, IMAS 2012
“Allegory III” lost wax bronze, Entrepot Fictief, Gent ,2010

The artist has no wish to elucidate his work. The spectator has to draw his own
conclusions from the work of art in front of him. Didactic, from ‘didaskein, to teach’ is
etymologically linked with ‘deiknumi, to show’. We might state that it is the artist’s
intention to exhibit, but not to show, that he wants to attract spectators, but not to
present his work in such a way that it is intelligible to them. Art has arisen from religion,
and shares one of religion’s basic characteristics: its mystery. Art criticism is the
accomplice of art in this respect. A lot of what is written about art is intended to obscure
the work, not enlighten it. Educational explanations have no part to play here. What
distinguishes Mark Cloet is the fact that he has broken with this anti-didactic attitude.
Not that he provides any pedantic explicitation of his work, but he does make a serious
effort to allow the public to participate in his work. Besides a surrounding world
(Umwelt) in which his works are created, he also provides a Mitwelt, a world of
communality with others, in which he acts as a games master. Which implies that Mark
Cloet attributes a high social value to art, quite apart from its decorative function.

“Cases” lost wax bronze, Bruges Gallery Witte Beer, 2010

“Allegory IX 1-3” lost wax bronze, Boxy – Kerspit Foundation, Ghent 2011

Kant clearly distinguishes aesthetics from ethics and theory. In doing so, he
attributes an equal position to art and to religion and science, within the domain of
knowledge. Habermas further develops this classification: reality is divided in an
objective, a social and an inner world; attitudes toward this can be either
objectivizing, normative or expressive. From these attitudes, three domains of
rationality can be distinguished. Cognitive-instrumental rationality applies to science,
technique and social technologies; moral-practical rationality to justice and morality
and aesthetic-practical rationality concerns eroticism and art. Clearly, the unity of
rationality is fragmented here. But what is important is the equality of the three
areas. A unified worldview did once exist, but that was in a mythical explanation
model. Habermas positions myth and rationality diametrically opposite each other.

“Do it “Allegory
yourself”III”21lost
little
boxes in aluminum detail of the “C.Stone” exhibit, IMAS 2012
wax bronze, Entrepot Fictief, Gent ,2010

This is why Lévi-Strauss is more interesting to
base a substantiation of Mark Cloet’s artistic
praxis on. He sees art as a contemporary form
of ‘wild thinking’. In his ‘La pensée sauvage’
Lévi-Strauss develops the idea that any form of
classification produces knowledge. Myths are
not regarded as a preliminary stage of science
but as an equivalent parallel approach. Myths
may have a scholarly dimension, like western
science may also have its mythical traits.
Kinship and differences that are comparable to
the distinction between the engineer and the
bricoleur: though they make use of quite
different toolboxes, they may both accomplish
the same goal. The engineer builds a bridge
over the river by means of scientifically
warranted methods and the DIY’er does it by
means of whatever tools and material are
available to him. Mythical thinking is a kind of
intellectual bricolage.

Lévi-Strauss situates art somewhere between myth
and science. The artist is something of a scholar and
something of a bricoleur. The importance Lévi-Strauss
attaches to art is manifest from the degree to which he
takes ‘the science of the tangible’ seriously, which is
based on a ‘rationale of sensory experience’.
Clearly, Mark Cloet fully takes on the function of the
modern artist who emerged sometime around the
middle of the nineteenth century. This ‘new’ artist
wants to reveal his view on reality to the community.
So he breaks with the tradition in which the norms
were set by the powers-that-be. He points out
alternatives. In fact, he rejects the idea that within a
community there has to be a consensus. This is where
the individualism arises of which he himself is a good
example. Admittedly, this is a marginal stance. With his
‘otherness’, he positions himself at the margin of
society. He breaks with traditions and viewing habits
and presents new, stimulating material. This shocks
conservative members of the public. But the modern
artist also catches the attention of a number of people
who are curious, who think they understand him and
are fascinated by his creativity. The modern artist
disturbs established order. Not with the intention of
creating mayhem, but from a conviction that there is
not just one order, but a large number of equivalent
ways of ordering things.

The story of modern art is the history of
its successive renewals. When I speak of
modern art, I am talking about
contemporary art that has become
history. When I speak of contemporary
art, I mean those products that create
aesthetic confusion, surprise us by their
novel take on things and astonish us by
their unusual use of media. Whatever is
striking, as an artistic expression of
contemporaneity, is contemporary art.
It is doomed to become modern art. It is
interesting to note that there is a
difference in their relation to the public.
Modern art is heritage. Contemporary
art belongs to the realm of surprising
here-and-now experiences. There is a
huge difference between showing an
interest in previously unseen new
(contemporary) art and recognizable,
generally recognized formerly new
(modern) art. The latter is part of our
historical cultural heritage; the former is
part of current events.

It would be a mistake to allow the prefix ‘post’ in ‘postmodern’ to give us the
wrong idea. As postmodern art is contemporary art that has existed since
the eighties, by now it, too, can be classified as modern art. Postmodernism
is the starting signal for a new twist in modernism, not a rupture.
Modernisms most puritanical principle was that styles had to be pure and
required that each style ignored all others. Traditional ‘old’ art was
prohibited. Postmodernism mixes up any or all styles and isn’t averse to
adopting ‘old art’ acquirements either.

This research attitude has warranted art
its place alongside of science in the
human endeavor to understand the world
and its human inhabitants. Science
achieves this by means of methods that
yield exact results – or aim to do so,
anyway. Art is free of this obligation and
gives free rein to imagination. This
freedom is what art is about. It becomes
more interesting as its form becomes
more interesting. Academism in art
corresponds with dogmatism in science:
following the rules without questioning
them. In this respect, art is also a brotherin-arms to philosophy. For as long as the
latter was theology’s handmaiden,
established ‘old’ art used to be the
confirmation of religious truths. Modern
art, on the other hand, is experimental and
as such runs parallel with free thought, the
main characteristic of western philosophy.

So it is hardly a surprise that
after more than 40 years (19642011) Mark Cloet is the first
artist, after Pierre Vlerick (
director of the Ghent Academy
(KASK)), to have been awarded
a Fulbright grant to fund his
stay in the US, in accordance
with the illustrious senator’s
words:

“The rapprochement of peoples is only possible when differences of culture
and outlook are respected and appreciated rather than feared and condemned,
when the common bond of human dignity is recognized as the essential bond
for a peaceful world.”

To this ideal, art contributes to the fullest.

“If art can teach us anything, it would be the private character of human life. As the
oldest and most liberal form of a private initiative, it enhances in the human being at
least “the feeling of being an honorable individual”. In this way, arts can transform a
human being into a responsible personality.” MC 2011

