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This essay, clearly based on Michel Foucault’s Of Other Spaces and Pete Whitton’s essay  
Universities as Heterotopias (which gave me the impetus to speculate on Art Schools in this  
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Association for Fine Art Education at the University of East London, London, 22 January  
2016 and then in a revised and updated form at the 12th International Conference on the  
Arts in Society, Paris 14-16th June, 2017. 
 
 
Abstract 
 
“Under the intensity of creative experimentation (the situation and challenge of artists’ 
practice) each work asks itself (and therefore us, too) whether there might be a ‘place’ 
where culture has not yet reached; it hopes to be that ‘place’ – an elsewhere that is not yet 
a ‘place’ on culture’s terms” (Phillipson 1996). 
 
If institutional interests operate such an enclosing grip on the representation of cultural 
production is the prospect of a ‘place for art’ possible? Drawing on previous practice 
research on this topic this paper speculates on the paradoxical necessity of a place for art on 
the one hand and the impossibility of housing such a place on the other. I ask how do our 
current institutions access it without closing it down? And how do we, as artists / academics 
place and house complexity? Could the institute itself, as a place of articulation, 
examination, deconstruction and interrogation, be 'in ruins'? (Shepley & Dutton, 2013). Is 
this anything new? has this perceived threat always been there? and is it useful to reflect on 
Foucault’s types of Heterotopia to understand our new situation and occupy the institution 
differently?  
 
These questions become more ever more critical if we are to create new sites and places for 
art and education, and new institutions for new forms of practice that are somehow 
‘different’: disturbing, intense, incompatible, contradictory and transforming.  
  
I will reflect on the question of whether universities can (or should) contain these places 
without closing them down and also on the ‘possibility of a place’ re-imagining itself. I will 
discuss the potential of ‘place’ which is dedicated to the housing of its own impossibility 
citing examples of recent practices and projects related to the concept of heterotopia as an 
idea in the making, the suggestion of a place which is not yet a 'place', a place which is 
always destroying and re-imagining itself anew. 
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Art Schools as Heterotopias 
 

“I still think that art can’t be taught. But on the way to not teaching, a 
lot of interesting things can happen” (Elkins, vii 2014)  

 
1. Introduction 

 
‘Idleness, in a society as busy as ours, is a deviation’ (Foucault, 1966). That said, colleagues 
in creative arts education also know that inactivity and boredom (possibly perceived as 
laziness to the outsider) are moments where we find time to question, to reflect; they are 
vital components of the creative process. 
 
I often worry about idleness and the enfolding grip of overarching institutional interests in 
increasing efficiency and productivity. I worry about it on behalf of my school, my students 
and our collective endeavor in terms of cultural production. I find myself wondering - is the 
prospect of a place to facilitate creativity possible these days? After all, surely the possibility 
of making art must begin with the prospect of it not being possible?! In this paper, I am 
reflecting on three broad questions, firstly the terrain around the paradoxical necessity of a 
place for art on the one hand and the impossibility of accommodating such a place on the 
other, secondly how do we, as artists and academics place and give shelter to complexity, 
and thirdly how do our current organizations access it without closing it down? (Shepley & 
Dutton, 2013). 
 
Flowing out of the issues above come worries about how the establishment itself is fairing, 
as a place of articulation, examination, deconstruction and interrogation. Could it be in a 
parlous state, in ruins even - and is the perception of threat posed by the overarching 
institution anything new? I have found it useful to reflect on Foucault’s types of heterotopia 
to understand my own situation and how I might (as an artist and an academic) occupy the 
institution differently. From my perspective, it has become ever more critical to ask such 
questions if I am to help enable or support new sites and places for art and education, and 
relationships for new forms of practice that are somehow ‘different’: disturbing, intense, 
incompatible, contradictory and transforming (Johnson, 2013). 
 
The following four broad topic headings have provided a useful conceptual framework – 
firstly, the art school as a heterotopia, secondly, the hidden curriculum, third is the idea of 
co-creation and the student as contributor to knowledge generation, and finally, the 
relationship with my own practice and artistic research. I am indebted to Pete Whitton for 
his web article ‘Universities as Heterotopias’ (Whitton, 2013) and Elizabeth Nelson’s article 
‘A City Campus Heterotopia’ (2010). 
 

2. The art school as Heterotopia 
 
Heterotopia is a concept in human geography elaborated by Michel Foucault to describe 
spaces of otherness, which are neither here nor there, that are simultaneously physical and 
mental, such as the space of a phone call or the moment when you see yourself in the 
mirror (Foucault, 1971; Blair, 2009). Foucault said their role is to create a space of illusion 



 3 

that exposes every real space, all the sites inside of which human life is partitioned, as still 
more illusory. These ‘other spaces’ are located in the world we live in but are ‘outside of all 
places, even though it may be possible to indicate their location in reality’ (Foucault, 1967). 
 
Foucault describes six principles or traits that heterotopias may exhibit. His six principles 
suggest to me how art schools could be considered heterotopic spaces and offers ways in 
which we might occupy space differently. I accept that this is not going to be a perfect fit, 
but Foucault himself suggested that it is perfectly acceptable for us to try out different ideas 
and use his theories to develop new perspectives. In my case, it is about how I might occupy 
space differently to focus on maintaining a place for art (Blair 2009; Foucault 1971; 1984; 
Whitton, 2013). Foucault described crisis heterotopias - privileged, forbidden and sacred 
places reserved for people who are in a state of crisis e.g. adolescents. He claimed all 
cultures have heterotopias; some as sacred places like cemeteries, and others more profane 
such as museums and ships. The crisis heterotopia comprises separate spaces where coming 
of age activities or rites of passage happen out of sight. Going to art school for many 
students is a rite of passage between childhood and adulthood. According to Whitton (2013) 
“it is a time for many young people, where personal views on politics, society and sexuality 
– can be developed, experimented with, and tested – away from parental scrutiny”. 
Furthermore, I would argue that for many art students this is the first time they encounter 
the very place of indeterminate and dizzying possibility – immersed in the paradoxical space 
of the studio – the locus of the subject, where we define together the indefinable and learn 
the unteachable (Elkins 2001, Sweet 1992). For me however, this ‘unknown’ area beyond is 
a vital component and part of the terrain where art must find itself (Thomson, 2011). These 
paradoxes it seems, are key to the art school’s ability to reveal itself as a positive and 
creative space of potential. 
 
Secondly, heterotopias all have a precise and determined function which can shift over time 
according to how a particular society regulates – for example the rise of secular society over 
the sacred (Foucault, 1967). It often feels like a heterotopia of deviation “institutions where 
we place individuals whose behaviour is outside the norm” or somehow different such as 
hospitals, asylums, prisons, rest homes, and cemeteries (Whitton, 2013). These spaces have 
also been prone to physically being relocated, for example, from being placed near the 
town's centre until their migration to the outer districts, or in the case of art schools, the 
university campus, and “provide us with an attractive way to mould eccentric and radical 
individuals into productive members of society, containing them in a safe environment until 
they are ‘safe’ for release” (ibid). Of course, the shared aim to foster interdisciplinary and 
entrepreneurial working practices in public/private spaces discloses a precise and 
determined function, but this relies on the equilibrium of power. This suggests one of the 
perceived dividing lines between the art school and the university and heterotopia goes 
some way to “offering an intangible spatial setting to overcome problems of resistance” and 
difference (Nelson, 2010). 
 
The third heterotopia sits well with the art school in that they are capable of "juxtaposing in 
a single real place several spaces, several sites that are themselves incompatible" (Foucault, 
1967). Foucault gives the example of the garden and I would cite the example of the art & 
design studio, which is a place to interpret and reshaped a type of reality but containing 
images or objects, from around the world that may not normally be found together. Art 
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schools are a good example of this concept. They are microcosms of the world around them, 
mini cities displaying processes of exchange, social engagement, recreational and learning 
facilities – real, yet outside the so-called real world. Art school society is also a version of 
reality – often bringing students from different backgrounds together in a single space 
(Whitton, 2013) They can be seen as “heterotopias of time, such as museums, as they 
enclose in one place objects and images from all times and styles. They exist in time but also 
exist outside of time because they are built and preserved to be physically insusceptible to 
time’s ravages” (ibid). Art schools set up a direct fusion between people, objects and space, 
and yet within this environment there is also the possibility of anxiety arising regarding the 
occupation of the space, with the physical and cultural location of users to be emergent 
through use. This “premeditated expectation for interaction” and so-called productivity and 
space usage efficiency in turn has led to questions of authority and real struggles for identity 
which mirrors Foucault’s concern with complex power (Nelson, 2010). 
 
According to Foucault (1967) the fourth principle heterotopias of time refers to spaces that 
appear resistant to the passage of time such. He cites examples such as museums, which 
encompass things from many eras. According to Whitton (2013) “they exist in the present 
but contain and preserve memories of the past” and for all the rhetoric around universities’ 
claims to be ground-breaking and forward-thinking – they are in many cases ‘custodians of 
tradition’ often seen by the public as a societal prop entrenching and preserving traditional 
values and beliefs. 
 
The fifth principle describes heterotopias of ‘opening and closing that both isolates them 
and makes them penetrable’ and generally speaking, as site that is not freely accessible to 
the public (Foucault, 1967). He refers to rituals of purification that involve rites of passage 
while others appear to be publicly accessible but "hide curious exclusions" and require 
permission to enter (Foucault uses the example of a sauna or Turkish bath/hammam) – 
entrance is given or withheld (ibid). Art schools appear superficially to be open. In most 
cases, anyone can walk in off the street unchallenged however to enter the institution of 
the art school, students must satisfy elaborate entrance conditions e.g. the portfolio 
interview, grades, points, visa conditions, financial vetting etc., (Whitton, 2013). There is a 
system of opening and closing that both isolates the art school and yet also makes it 
penetrable “to get in, one must have permission and make certain gestures” (Foucault, 
1967). 
 
Finally, the heterotopic art school operates in relation to all remaining spaces that exist 
outside of them. At the same time that they mark a culturally definable space that is unlike 
any other space, they also act as microcosms reflecting larger cultural patterns or social 
orders (Dobrin 1998). The art school creates a heterotopic space of illusion that discloses 
every real space, and secondly serves as a heterotopia of compensation, which is to create a 
real space—a space that is other: “Their role is to create a space of illusion that exposes 
every real space, all the sites inside of which human life is partitioned, as still more illusory”. 
(Foucault, 1967).  
 
According Whitton (2013) Foucault wondered if colonies might have functioned in similar 
ways to heterotopias of Illusion or of compensation, in the same way the studio has a 
similarly understood function i.e. the frontier of spaces yet to be determined. The 



 5 

complexities and paradoxes of the ever-changing boundary between tradition can be seen 
in terms of education by osmosis. According to Boris Groys (2009) students are expected to 
acquire a certain level of knowledge, skills and understanding and gain a level of 
professional practice – especially in undergraduate studies. Indeed, as a rule of thumb the 
aim of any undergraduate programme is to expose students to breadth, depth and finally 
independence as they move on through each level of study. And then there are the 
transformative effects of this process “students are supposed to be changed as human 
beings, formed anew by their education – to become different, more accomplished, even a 
better example of humanity” (Groys 2009 26-27). However, modern art is steeped in a 
tradition based on the rejection of all prior established criteria of artistic professionalism as 
obsolete and this historical fact is not lost on art students or their teachers. According to 
Groys, students begin to look for something alternative, something outside the school and 
out of reach for the existing art system. This is because it offers a place of difference, is 
often sketchy, in a nascent state and exists on a different and often crackly and barely heard 
wavelength (ibid). So, it (art education) is more about attitudes, behaviours and approaches 
allied to skills and knowledge and this requires of the student to step off the path and to go 
for a walk in the woods – in the dark - alone. This paradox is perhaps the most practical 
thing about contemporary art education. “It is an education without rules” (Groys, 2009 27). 
 
Foucault calls for a society with many heterotopias, not only because they are spaces that 
can affirm difference but through this affirmation of difference provide a means of escape 
from authoritarianism and repression and to resist hegemonic control. Metaphorically 
speaking the ship is the utmost heterotopia, claiming that a society without ships is 
inherently a repressive one (Foucault, 1984 46-49; Wright, 2014). This paradox where the 
curriculum is used as something to work against or outside of, enables the student to 
negotiate with others, with physical borders, conceptual limits, with preconceptions, 
knowledge etc., and this helps them as artists, affirm difference 
 
Students as co-creators 
 
In the following section I discuss one of my students, Thomas Meilleur and his project to 
challenge his own habits and conventions and those of the academic course of study as well, 
to hopefully provide a brief sketch of a crisis heterotopia through what he termed a 
‘disruption of habitual systems’. 
 
During a series of conversations, Tom spoke about how he arrived at a point of crisis in his 
work1. The crisis manifested itself in the form of ‘giving up’ or reaching and end point which 
was paradoxically a beginning as well. His convention of making art objects somehow was 
simply not enough and he did not know how to move on. He gave up. Right at the start of 
his final year after the summer vacation, precisely the point at which in the course when 
plans should be being implemented he felt in order to progress, he would have to make 
nothing and by agreement with his studio tutor he documented several iterations of doing 
nothing for his assessment.  
 

                                                        
1 Recorded conversation between Shepley and Meilleur 25th April, 2017 at the Art School, 49 Regent Street, 
Wrexham 
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These experiments, he referred to as a turning point – a turning point in his relationship 
with the teaching process. He described a need to deal with it on his own terms - a visceral 
feeling of reaching a terminal point with the teaching/learning process per se, and yet 
something was still there creatively so to speak, however unknown. He described a very 
intense feeling of wanting to escape, and yet ‘stay in the room’. Everything became rawer 
through this giving up and therefore more real. Here was the paradox; his giving up was the 
start. He began to question everything he did and through reading about Duchamp’s 
claimed indifference to aesthetics, he felt as though there was a gap opening up in his mind 
– a space forming that could be available occupy – through looking at Duchamp’s ‘giving up’ 
- it seemed, he felt someone was speaking his language and it gave him more confidence to 
move on with his enquiry which just kept going really into what he called a disruption of his 
habitual systems.  
 
He embarked upon a series of what he referred to as ‘silly performances’ which started 
from when he woke up in the morning, lasted throughout the day until he went to bed that 
night. They were all designed to disrupt his daily routine and habits. For example, his first 
performance was singing all day. From day break until night fall any words spoken would be 
sung. Of course, during the day this included studio time, classes and tutorials etc.  
 
The second example was blind for a day where, with the aid of friends to and from town, 
and a university assistant, he went about his daily work, lunch breaks etc. Others included 
removing audience. He created a series of several performances within the disruption of 
habitual systems, where there was no audience and towards the end no documentation (or 
assessable outcomes) either. Creating works that no-one got to hear about (or ever will) 
presented the assessment team with somewhat of a challenge as you can imagine. 
 
However, this was not important to Tom as the overriding effect far outweighed any 
necessity of the course - he said this process had an important and significant effect on his 
mind, he became somehow freer. Systematically taking away or disrupting his conventions 
and habits, one at a time, such as sight, audience, speech, had a paradoxically liberating 
effect on him and led to a major project in one of the town’s artist-run galleries, This 
Project, Wrexham, ‘The Miracle of Drowning’ 3rd April 2017. This was a durational, 
performance project which resituated the problems he had encountered within a newly 
reconfigured practice and which incorporated the behavioural disruptions mentioned 
earlier. 
 
‘The Miracle of Drowning’ comprised a two-hour lock-down with an invited audience in a 
former hotel in Wrexham.2 The idea of the lock in was to let the audience know that they 
were there for the duration. There were three artists involved - Tom Meilleur, Paul Heppell 
and Kate Cyfenw each occupying a room, plus four ‘players’ walking around each with 
transistor radios tuned into static noise which changed according to where they were. In an 

                                                        
2 Undegun was the first of a series of pop-up creative spaces run by THIS Project in Leeds. It opened in July 
2017, and has welcomed an array of artists, musicians, dancers and film producers to exhibit, perform and 
record on the site. It is a multi-purpose creative space that encourages the Wrexham community to get 
involved with the arts and also provides studio spaces to rent for artists, designers and other creative 
practitioners (http://thisproject.co.uk/undegun/) 
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interview with me he said it came from the notion that when someone is drowning their life 
is supposed to flash before them.  So, as the event started he began to draw. It started with 
the very first memories which were him being in that room, the immediate past, the objects 
in the room and the room itself. He was interested in the idea of visual lag and the thought 
that everything we see has already happened and therefore all we see are memories or 
something that has past. 

 
There was an invited audience of twenty and prior to the start each was asked to handover 
their watches, phones and any other such devices. They were then blindfold and led by Tom 
to a place within either the corridor or one of the rooms. At the sound of a bell, the two-
hour piece commenced, audience members could move around but during the 
performances none of the audience was allowed to speak. Tom said that the effect of 
aphasia, of taking away speaking language was a way of tuning in to a different kind of 
space – the kind of space that Foucault was talking about. Tom referred to a space that is 
not driven by purpose or utility but a space between function as a form of escape from 
institutional effects and habit-forming systems.  
 
Conclusions 
 
Tom found that the types of spaces on offer in the art school were limiting, they were 
somehow not enough. Staff encouraged Tom to occupy alternative spaces away from the 
institution such as derelict hotels as they offered bolt-holes or gaps – the kinds spaces that 
compensated for what was lacking. Paul and Katie also spoke of the same need and to 
engage audience within a disruptive experience of space and time rather than simply regard 
an art object in a one-for-one relationship. Paul was particularly interested in the rooms 
themselves. These spaces had served as overnight accommodation in what was once a 
‘temperance hotel’ and he felt there may be some avenues for work in that and his focus 
then concentrated on one particular room. The room he chose to work in had a readymade 
hole in the floor boards. He had already been thinking about the idea of reaching into some 
kind of liminal space and this created an obvious opportunity to occupy such a void space – 
under the floor: occupying a position at, or on both sides of, a boundary or threshold. He 
saw the chance to place himself between the floor boards and be a part of the event as a 
performer. This is a continuation of the break away from his previous practice as a maker of 
objects. This lean toward performance has been influenced by his exposure to questioning 
what art actually is, who it is for and to what end – extending the line of questioning that 
had often put him beyond the realms of the curriculum. In other words, the perceived 
boundaries set by the curriculum or curricular limits, were found to be porous; they allowed 
for a model of co-creation to be encountered and thus new work to be explored and new 
audiences to be engaged. In this way, the heterotopia is a spatial tool, a method of using 
space as a means of analysis for art practice and for teaching, for new ways of thinking 
about what art practice could look like (Johnson 2012, 9). Art schools function in relation to 
all other spaces that exist outside of them. They are culturally defined spaces unlike any 
other and also act as microcosms reflecting cultural patterns and mess, but to me they are 
more like billboards or parking places. In this sense, they create a compensatory situation 
for difference to be explored using the medium of space itself as a stratagem, whether be 
real or conceptual space (Foucault 1967). This inaugurates a rethinking of ‘place’ as an 
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active presence - to foreground through practice, a poetics of usage as a vital axis of art’s 
inhabitation with life and its potential (Bagchi, Narula and Sengupta 2014, 10). 
 
Further research 
 
The project has prompted further lines of enquiry and so the next phase of this project will 
explore how we as artists, researchers and teachers are allowing our current institutions 
access to our spaces without closing them down or cause yet another crisis. Secondly, there 
are questions about the institution itself (or the idea of the institute) is functioning as a 
place of articulation, examination, deconstruction, criticality and interrogation. Third, there 
is the question around what we can say about how we, as artists / academics are placing 
and housing complexity and how can we work better with the institutions that house us – to 
be on the outside might be too isolating, but what are the benefits of a mutual opposition 
(Mouffe, 2007)? Clearly the inherent tensions of difference still have an energizing effect so 
how do we ensure this possibility remains and are we doing enough within the public realm 
to ensure the public appreciate the benefits a different kind of knowing (Baumgarten, 
1750)? Finally, how can the art school’s becoming be a work? In other words, the potential 
of a place dedicated to the housing of its own impossibility - the very place where the 
subject of fine art is still debated, defined, destroyed and redefined (Sweet, 1992). 
 
These questions become more ever more critical if we are to create new sites and places for 
art and education, and new institutions for new forms of practice that are somehow 
‘different’: disturbing, intense, incompatible, contradictory and transforming.  
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Illustrations 
 

 
Figure 1. Paul Heppell, Tom Meilleur, Kate Cyfenw The Miracle of Drowning, 2017 
 

   
Figure 2. The Miracle of Drowning, 2017 (details) 
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Figure 3. Paul Heppell The Miracle of Drowning, 2017 
 

 
Figure 4. The Miracle of Drowning 2017 (detail) 
 

 
Figure 5. The Miracle of Drowning 2017 (poster)  
 

 
Figure 6. Paul Heppell The Miracle of Drowning, 2017 
 



 11 

 
Figure 7. Tom Meilleur Blind for a Day, 2017 
 

 
Figure 8. Tom Meilleur Blind for a Day, 2017 
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