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The Body as Form 
or: Desiring the Modeling Body 
KLAUS WASSERMANN 

 

 

 

Foucault suggests an extreme form of nominalism. Nothing – not even the forms of 

potential self-description – can only be one of two things.  

Ian Hacking1 

 

This text is about the impossibility of mediating the capability of mediating art, or simply: the 

pedagogy of art. Or at least it is about the permanently impending impossibility to construct that 

strange relation. It also gives an account of an attempt, carried out by the research project «The 

Situated Body»2 at the LGK Institute of the HGK Basel,3 to constructively resist the incipient 

resignation also ensuing and its collateral disaffections.  

This impossibility is acknowledged4 and well-known5 not only among art pedagogues but also, 

at least in central Europe, by bureaucratic administrators who are in charge of distributing 

budgets to universities and schools. According to the often streamlined credo of global invest-

ment efficiency, what is impossible will not be accorded any funding and should be done away 

with in record time.6  

The respective reflections on the efficiency of education obviously stand in stark conflict with 

the concepts of the so-called humanistic education project, which until very recently had been 

                                              
1  Ian Hacking. Historical Ontology. Harvard University Press 2002 [dt. 2006] (p.100, cited from German version) 
2  “The Situated Body,” FHNW / HGK Basel, 2005/2006, (Lüber, Cassens-Stoian, Gebhardt-Fink, Engel, Mathis, 

Schürch) cf. http://www.situated-body.net (September 10th 2007) 
3  Fachhochschule Nordwestschweiz FHNW, Hochschule für Gestaltung und Kunst HGK, Institut Lehramt für 

Gestaltung und Kunst LGK, Basel (CH) 
4  Pazzini: “Kann Didaktik Kunst und Pädagogik zu einem Herz und einer Seele machen oder bleibt es bei ach zwei 

Seelen in der Brust?“ [“Can Teaching Unite Art and Pedagogy, Or Will It Remain in Two Minds about It?”] 
(Presentation for the lecture series “On the Pedagogy of Art,” Hamburg University, 29th Apr 2004) 

5  Kirschenmann Johannes, Schulz Frank, Sowa Hubert (Hg.), Kunstpädagogik im Projekt der allgemeinen Bildung. 
kopaed, München. 2006. 

6  Kirschenmann, Johannes (2005). From Munich to Leipzig – Introduction to the Opening Conference 
MenschKunstBildung. Leipzig University, Institute for the Pedagogy of Art, December 3rd -4th 2004.  
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appeared in: Vera Bühlmann, Martin Wiedmer (eds.) 
pre-specifics: Some comparatistic investigations on research in design and art. 
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granted a core position; this goes for the teaching and pedagogy of art above all. The conflict 

has sharpened in recent years and was energized to a large extent by the pervasive expansion of 

digital procedures and of the accompanying complex of the dispositives of automation, 

miniaturization, acceleration, and efficiency.  

At the same time, aesthetic competence is today already being regarded as a core competence 

and essential skill for the success of the average central European, or more generally for the 

members of postmodern societies. Within liberal societies, individually rooted abilities are 

naturally mirrored in mechanisms for product sales, whose profitability is to be maximized 

beyond their rooting in material or technical issues of production. In post-industrial or 

postmodern societies, the value that products promise to deliver refers less and less to the 

product’s material quality, which indeed is already being comprehended as infrastructure for 

contemporary products and commodities, so to speak, as their sine qua non. Instead, within the 

interplay of the different markets, it is foremostly immaterial ascriptions of value to products 

and to respective organizations themselves that are molded into critical success factors for the 

respective products on offer. Nowadays, products no longer serve a single expectation; rather, 

companies set out to generate or at least assist the genesis of specific lifestyles (e.g. Nike) or to 

infiltrate the lifestyle of their target groups. In the case of Volkswagen, the aesthetic competence 

of potential clients has been playing an increasingly important role, which culminates today 

with Volkswagen not only funding design and art exhibitions, but already taking the initiative of 

actually organizing them.7 

 

Aesthetic competence remains, however, an extremely complex idea, since it affects all levels of 

an individuals’ constitution, from cognitive and emotional dimensions to the giveness deriving 

from social conditions.8 Next to the reasoning based on economic interests and the 

corresponding funding possibilities for research projects, this complexity and the (still) 

correlated feeling of a lack of understanding for the respective societal phenomena may well be 

the reason why aesthetic competence has landed in the focus area of humanities research, be it 

in design research9 or in studies on visual criticism10 and competence.11 Aesthetic competence is 

not only complex, as an inward reflection of current fields of statements (Foucault12) into the 

                                              
7 Christopher Peterka, “Jeder sieht ARDS, aber keiner kennt sie” [Everybody Sees ARDS, but Nobody Knows 

Them] in: GDI Impuls – Wissensmagazin für Wirtschaft Gesellschaft Handel, winter 2006, “Das Ende der 
Zukunft” (pp.76-83). see also https://www.gdi.ch/Latest_Issue.72.0.html?&L=1 (September 9th 2007)] 

8 Pierre Bourdieu. Die feinen Unterschiede. Kritik der gesellschaftlichen Urteilskraft. Suhrkamp, Frankfurt am 
Main 1982. Translated into English by Richard Nice as: Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. 
Harvard University Press, Cambridge 2007. 

9  E. B.-N. Sanders. Design Research in 2006. Design Res. Quart. Vol.1, 2006 (p.1-8). 
10  cf. http://www.eikones.ch (April 10th 2007), a project investigating the power and meaning of images as “Iconic 

Criticism,” funded by the Swiss National Science Foundation SNF. 
11  cf. Klaus Sachs-Hombach. Wege zur Bildwissenschaft. Herbert von Halem Verlag, Köln 2004. 
12  Michel Foucault. Archaeology of Knowledge. Routledge, London 1990. Here, Foucault developed his concept of 

“fields of statements” as an important category for reflection about cultural phenomena. 
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individual, it is also subjected to a dynamic process of transformation. Probably, it is just this 

dynamics or flexibility that challenges any attempt to provide a definition or an encyclopaedic 

overview of what “aesthetic competence” should mean, and quite reasonably here lies one of the 

reasons for the alleged impossibility of the idea of didactically mediating aesthetic competence.  

 

The other reason for the impossibility of mediating aesthetic competence, however, is the more 

general impossibility of mediation itself. The model of the infamous Nuremberg Funnel (things 

are pounded into you with it, figuratively speaking) and the various sub-species derived from it, 

do not function at least for two reasons. First, because the concept of an universal mediation 

strips any notion of reality from the discourse,13 and second, because they are based on a naive 

model of meaning. It is simply impossible to literally implement the meaning of any object our 

Lebenswelt consists of into somebody, be it material or immaterial, to tell the so-called 

“recipient” used to appear in all too simple schemes of communication what this or that should 

“mean.” And quite naturally, this applies to the immaterial even more than it does to material 

things. Ludwig Wittgenstein explained this clearly quite a long time ago.14 According to 

Wittgenstein’s widely applicable theory, the significance of an object or concept can only be 

deduced from its usage, and that means also from applying or following of rules. As Wilhelm 

Vossenkuhl concisely puts it, for Wittgenstein meaning does not have a mental basis,15 but is 

rooted instead in social exchange only, as a kind of rule-oriented “game.” Rules can obviously 

not be conceived without a corresponding context, that is, not without a proper building made 

from other rules, one which may be preferently inhabited, renovated, or abandoned depending 

on conditions, intentions, or purpose, temporary stumbles included. One could add with Charles 

Sanders Peirce that we always stumble together, and in this common stumbling we co-constitute 

the sign itself by being part of it.16 

 

The project «The Situated Body»17 of the LGK Institute at the HGK Basel under the supervision 

of Heinrich Lüber aims as an exemplary assessment of a case study precisely at the location of 

                                              
13  Michel Foucault. Die Ordnung des Diskurses. Fischer, Frankfurt am Main 1991 (p.32). engl. Michel Foucault, 

“The Order of Discourse.“ in: Young (ed.). Untying the Text: A Post Structuralist Reader. Routledge and Kegan 
Paul, Boston 1970 (pp.48-78). 

14  Ludwig Wittgenstein. Philosophische Untersuchungen [Philosophical Investigations]. Suhrkamp, Frankfurt am 
Main 1967. §§203-242. 

15 Wilhelm Vossenkuhl. Ludwig Wittgenstein. Beck, München. 1995 (pp.252). 
16 C.S. Peirce. Naturordnung und Zeichenprozess. Schriften über Semiotik und Naturphilosophie. Suhrkamp, 

Frankfurt am Main 1991. Edwina Taborsky. The Architectonics of Semiotics. St.Martin’s Press, New York 1998.  
Peirce and even more clearly Taborsky point in their conception of semiotics repeatedly to the fact that signs are 
not mediated as a kind of “object,” instead signs appear as an irreducible situation that encompasses the origin, 
the receipient, and the mediated corpus in equal measure, and is only fixed through an interpretative act by the 
recipient. 

17 Heinrich Lüber. The Situated Body | Feld Erziehungswissenschaften, Fallstudien: Performance und Unterricht 
(project report), FHNW/HGK Basel, 2005/2006.  
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this aforementioned twofold fundamental impossibility. As the title itself indicates, the basic 

thesis of the project points to the corporeal dimension of any situation. This refers, of course, 

especially to those situations in which one person tries to bring something into another or, to use 

a more familiar phrase, to make her or him pick it up. Teaching situations are unavoidably 

bound with personal manifestations of the didactic purpose. As a research project, «The Situated 

Body» sees itself facing, after the two already mentioned impossibilities, a third methodological 

vicissitude. A project or a process is generally considered scientific when focused on providing 

classifications or corresponding bodies of concepts, on creating taxonomic systems or, generally 

speaking, on supplying consistency,18 carried out on the basis of a specific language as specific 

toolbox. But how can situations, people, and their interference be classified, when they are 

connected by nothing more (and nothing less) than a twofold impossibility?  

 

The answer of «The Situated Body» seems at first sight to be a methodological one. The 

deliberately chosen means is to map the “complex relations of a teaching-learning situation at an 

art school, with as many of its interweavements as possible.”19 These maps appear at first sight 

as overwhelmingly diverse collections of interconnected concepts, statements, and singularities. 

At closer inspection, however, it becomes clear that they cannot be a direct mapping of a social 

space coming into being at an art school, would such a process, after all, assume – in analogy to 

traditional geographical mapping – that the dimensionality, as well as the metrics of the 

respective measurement, were constant, fixed. Instead, such a description aims, according to 

Foucault, at “a deconvolution of a diffusion, […] which does not relate to two referential axes in 

an absolute sense. It is about to carry out a decentralization, which does not grant privileges to 

any central point.” 20 

To understand «The Situated Body», it is especially relevant to make sense of Foucault’s 

program in his Archeology of Knowledge. In the citation above, Foucault clearly speaks about 

the dissolution of fixed coordinate systems. The cartographical work as provided by «The 

Situated Body» thus does not refer to the meridians and parallels of a two-dimensional map, but 

to dimensionality itself. Benoit Mandelbrot gives the gist of this idea from the perspective of 

                                              
18 No definite means is thereby determined for the production of consistency and even for what that precisely 

entails. Even if several and partly contradictory mechanisms for the explanation of “consistency” are available – 
from Popper to Lakatos, Stengers, or Latour – the consistently performed narrative remains a central focus 
precisely for critical schools within the humanities, even when the impossibility to know becomes 
institutionalized as non-transcendable “blind spots.” (cf. e.g.: C.G. Tholen. Die Zäsur der Medien. Suhrkamp 
Verlag, Frankfurt am Main 2002). The existence of contradictory schools is less of a counterargument and more 
of a confirmation for a theory of science as an intentional and institutional project to commonly construct 
consistency.  

19  “The Situated Body,” (p.2).  
20 Michel Foucault. Archäologie des Wissens. Suhrkamp Verlag, Frankfurt am Main 2002 (p.293). [The quote is 

translated from the German Edition: “Es handelt sich um die Entfaltung einer Streuung, die man nie auf ein 
einziges System von Unterschieden zurückführen kann, eine Verzettelung, die sich nicht auf zwei absolute 
Bezugsachsen bezieht.”]. 
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applied mathematics by insisting that dimensionality should not be conceived as 

epistemological apriori, but itself as genuine measuring device.21 The decisive question in 

Mandelbrot’s Fractal Geometry pertains to scaling, and respectively to scale invariance: How 

does a concept change as a result of measurement with a modified scale? How does broken 

dimensionality, fractality, influence the phenomenological constitution of objects? And relating 

these considerations back to the scientific description of a practically impossible art pedagogy, 

how do concepts and bodies relate to each other?  

The procedure of an archeology attempts to determine the conditions for the constitution and 

occurrence of statements irrespective of form and propositional content. This can trigger stormy 

debates and warping if one considers for instance, as Foucault does, phenomenology and 

positivism as concrete manifestations of the same archaeological layer,22 resulting from a 

common order. Along these lines, the idea of an “impossibility” itself refers to a certain game, 

and claiming an incompatibility may perhaps itself contain premises which are too decisive to 

remain implicit and unmentioned.  

There are definitely some strict prerequisites that can be discerned as fundamental, asserted 

configurations, providing the grounds for the possibility of impossibility. The most important of 

these are the already mentioned fixation of dimensionality as an apriori record about the form in 

which a statement comes to appear, as well as a conceptuality deeply anchored in the human 

mesocosmos.23 At the very latest with nanotechnology, but already with the “uncanny” world of 

quantum mechanics – including the merely virtually alive, or respectively, the virtually already 

dead cat of Schrödinger24 – we learn the limitation of our mesocosmic inventory for the 

construction of thought images.25 Fluids that are solid as well as fluid,26 “objects” that are either 

particles or wave, depending on the measuring device, reveal common formulations and 

                                              
21 Benoît B. Mandelbrot, Richard L. Hudson. Fraktale und Finanzen. Piper, München 2007 (p.187). English 

Edition: The (Mis)behaviour of Markets: A Fractal View of Risk, Ruin and Reward. Basic Books, New York 
2004. 

22 Ian Hacking points in “Historical Ontology” on page 108 (German Edition, Chronos 2006) explicitly on the 
ensuing contradiction.  

23 Gerhard Vollmer uses this concept for his idea of an evolutionary theory of knowledge in order to express the 
physical scales that can be detected by human organs of perception. Gerhard Vollmer. Was können wir wissen 
I/II. Hirzel, Stuttgart 1986. 

24  Refers to “Schrödinger’s Cat”: Erwin Schrödinger (1935). Die gegenwärtige Situation in der Quantenmechanik. 
Naturwissenschaften 23 (p.807-812; 823-828; 844-849). 

25 Deleuzes “Thought Images” (from Difference and Repetition, Continuum, London 2004, cf. in the German 
edition “Differenz und Wiederholung” pp.169) can also be interpreted as semi-internalized fields of statements 
after Foucault (“Archaology of Knowledge”), as the total sum of conditions within which individual statements 
for instance as logical propositions, grammatical phrases, or as sources of artworks can be actualized. Of course, 
Deleuze aspires to overcome “dogmatic thought images,” which result from representational thought (cf. p. 215): 
Gilles Deleuze. Differenz und Wiederholung. Fink Verlag, München 1997. 

26 Dilating fluids from dispersions such as of corn flour in water, or thixotropic fluids such as honey or shampoo. 
cf.: Sandoval A. J., Barreiro J. A. “Off-line capillary rheometry of corn starch: Effects of temperature, moisture 
content and shear rate.” in: Lebensmittel - Wissenschaft + Technologie, Vol.40, no.1 2007 (pp.43-48); Wikipedia: 
Non-Newtonian fluid. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Non-Newtonian_fluid (September 10th 2007). Non-Newtonian 
fluids, so called Shear Thickening Fluids, are also used for the so-called “Liquid Body Armors.”  
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anticipations based on habitually available experience to be pointless in their capacity to 

explain. Already the tertium non datur of the common binary logic turns out to be a trivial 

derivation from the non-permeability of table and chair for our bodies, as well as that of house 

and scaffold, a derivation which the postmodern medial27 reality, as a socio-immunologically28 

mediated reality, has recognized as being in need for revision already some time ago29 (even if 

the “interface” as a surface ultimately conceived to be just as inert and sealed is still being 

rendered homage to, with more or less enthusiasm, but far beyond the technical domain of 

designing apparatuses). Conditions of inter-penetrability are, as turbulent intimacy within the 

social fluid of rhizomatically mediated reality, always also paradoxical, and for that reason also 

meaningful.30 

 

It is precisely these yield lines of potential splits that Heinrich Lüber addresses within the field 

of art pedagogy in his project «The Situated Body». Contradictions and potential split lines 

showing up within his maps, drawn along the diverse relations among concepts, are willfully 

not aimed at being dissolved by him. Instead, Lüber asks for dynamic ways to represent such 

virtualized relationality. Therefore, it is not the intention of these maps to guarantee secure 

orientation in “factual reality.” Much more do they point to the potentiality, the inherent share 

of virtuality always implicit to social relations, especially when these relations are intertwined 

with diverse and extremely disparate discursive formations, or even germinate from them and 

grow into new fields of statements. Heinrich Lüber’s maps, which point much further than the 

fixed representational matrix developed in the project’s predecessor “Perform Space,”31 can 

only be grasped as instant records of a dynamic and above all irreducible, para-chronical, and 

paradoxical multiplicity.  

Nevertheless, the expressive format of a map remains a specific method that results into the 

situative localization and positioning of didactic and mostly human bodies within a specific 

model. As example and model of para-chronical multiplicity, maps also constitute futile grounds 

for a semiosis, for a process of creating signs, which associates the genericity and the 

constructive productivity of all modeling with that of artistic self-draft. While the map 

actualizes itself by selecting one intention as a model, the latter serves as ideal original source 

for actualizing the body in performative relations. Here the body is no longer a body, it becomes 

a formal form, very much showing a relativistic materiality, flesh and abstraction at the same 

time. Against this background, contemporary pedagogy of art and media is not possible without 

                                              
27 G.C. Tholen. Die Zäsur der Medien. Suhrkamp, Frankfurt am Main 2002. 
28 Peter Sloterdijk. Sphären I-III. Suhrkamp, Frankfurt am Main 1998-2004.  
29 Peter Sloterdijk. Tau von den Bermudas. Über einige Regime der Einbildungskraft. Suhrkamp, Frankfurt am 

Main 2001. 
30 Gilles Deleuze. The Logic of Sense. Columbia University Press, New York 1993.  
31 Perform Space: SNF Research Project at the FHNW / HGK Basel, 2002/03, (Cassens-Stoian, Engel Gebhardt-

Fink, Lüber, Schürch, Stäheli), see http://www.perform-space.net (September 21st 2007) 



 7 

an integral consideration of the performative aspects, but just as impossible is the construction 

of a pedagogy that tried to make do without virtuality and occasional paradoxical multiplicity. 

From this projection one can immediately deduce, or in fact it becomes hard to overlook it, one 

of the central experiences of didactic configuration: the reciprocally conditioned relation of 

exposure between the teacher and the person who is being taught. (And when do we ever stop 

teaching and being taught?)  

Seen in this light, the artistic work of Heinrich Lüber32 becomes almost emblematic, in that he 

translates diverse relationalities of exposure back into the realms of the physical and materially 

manifest. He attaches himself to the upper rim of a building, as performance artist or as part of a 

semi-living installation, commentators are still unsure about this point. Sometimes also on a 

structure, or on a scaffolding, and this for many hours, usually it is also wet and cold. He 

undertakes his exploration of exposure also through alienation – how does it behave as talking-

bubbling flower stalk in good company?33 – or as extraterrestrial traveler on a mobile powered 

by language and spoken words?34 And of course, the practical experience of exposure as 

performance also takes its appropriate space in the pedagogy curriculum at the LGK Institute. In 

addition to that, «The Situated Body» is in the sense of a “Situational Analysis”35 also a 

contribution to the body of qualitative-narrative social research based on case studies.  

 

«The Situated Body» shows, with the method developed for the field of educational science and 

as continuation of Foucault’s methodology, a very practical possibility of addressing the 

increasingly prominent issues of design research. The conceptual field of design reveals itself to 

be sufficiently disintegrated, deep enough so to wish for a new beginning, a “linking thinking.” 

This “thinking things together” will only make sense as a comparatistics, which retains 

multiplicity and does not reduce it positivistically, not even within partial fields of design 

research. The disintegration itself can, on the other hand, and with a theoretically differentiated 

method as performed for example in «The Situated Body», using aesthetic competence or 

design competence respectively, again be conceived as being mapped out on the same 

archaeological layer. On such a “campus,” there might already be found as a candidate for 

sustainable cultivation the awareness for synthesis, whose heralds ought to be looked out for 

somewhere in between Helga Nowotny’s conditional ontology “Things could also have 

                                              
32 http://www.lueber.net (September 21st 2007) 
33 Karen N. Gerig. “Mann mit Hang zum Überhang. Der Basler Performance-Künstler Heinrich Lüber liebt die 

Schräglage” [Man With a Propensity to Overhang. The Basle-Based Performance Artist Heinrich Lüber Loves 
Inclinations]. Interview, Basler Zeitung, Jan 31st 2005 

34 Vera Bühlmann. “Ungewohnte Landeplätze. Heinrich Lüber und die peristaltische Kunst des Performativen” 
[Uncommon Landing-Sites. Heinrich Lüber and the Peristaltic Art of Performing], CAN, Centre d'Art Neuchâtel, 
2005. 

35 Adele E. Clarke. Situational Analysis: Grounded Theory After the Postmodern Turn. Sage Publications, London 
2005. “Situational Analysis” is an important continuation of “Grounded Theory.” 
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developed differently”36 and Wilhelm Vossenkuhl’s suggestion of a meta-ethical, paradoxically 

unsecured yet nevertheless naturalistic-generic possibility of the Good37.  

From this perspective it should come as no surprise that design appears as central process in all 

fields of activity and, actualized within the individual, as a basic competence. The game of 

“design” has long ceased to refer to door knobs, typographic cuts, or the mere ordering of 

materials in indoor architecture, and neither to the possible primacy of form, function, or 

content, or the debates surrounding all of these. The stormy development of scenography38 

attests eloquently to this and brings the advent of a rhetoricized performativity to the fore, in 

which the question of how to speak about things and other states of affairs enter into the realm 

of material things and bodies. «The Situated Body» therefore shows clearly and emphatically 

that scenography and lifestyle no longer address the desire for the body, but rather the desire for 

the body of the model, of which the body as model of volatile dimensionality forms an integral 

part.  

 

For further information on the project please refer to the project’s website:  

http://www.situated-body.net (September 20th 2007) 

 

                                              
36  Helga Nowotny. Es ist so. Es könnte auch anders sein. Suhrkamp Verlag, Frankfurt am Main 1999. 
37 Wilhelm Vossenkuhl. Die Möglichkeit des Guten. Ethik im 21.Jahrhundert. Verlag C.H. Beck, München 2006. 
38  1st International Scenographers Festival IN3 in Basel devoted to the topic “Spatial Arts – Life in Search for Style“ 

November 23-26 2006: http://www.in3.ch/2006/ (September 10th 2007) 


