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The Poiegg and the
Mickeymaushaus:
Pedagogy and Spatial
Practice at the California
Institute of the Arts
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The California Institute of the Arts (CalArts) has been associated
from its inception in 1970 with another famous experiment in arts
pedagogy, the Bauhaus, which rose to prominence in Germany be-
tween the two World Wars. The two institutions are linked by a com-
mon desire for a@mmunity of the arts;”)where the various media
or disciplines might come together in common cause. Though the
Bauhaus vision (largely attributable to Walter Gropius) is a modernist
one seeking coordination of the various arts, and the CalArts vision
(attributable both to founder Walt Disney and to the members of the
late sixties avant-garde who were its first administrators) is a post-
modernist one seeking the transgression or melting away of boundar-
ies between the arts, a holistic vision of artistic practice reigns in both
instances. Al o{) Do undon ey

Unlike CalArts, however, the Bauhaus had a spatial metaphor
(from which it derived its name) uniting its enterprise—the image of
the building, which was central to Gropius's manifesto for the school:

The ultimate aim of all creative activity is a building! To embellish buildings
was once the noblest function of the fine arts; they were the indispensable
components of great architecture. Today the arts exist in isolation, from
which they can be rescued only through the conscious, cooperative effort of
all craftsmen. Architects, painters, and sculptors must recognize anew and
learn to grasp the composite character of a building both as an entity and in

its separate parts. Only then will their work be imbued with the architectonic

spirit which it has lost as ‘salon art.’
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The Bauhaus school was also housed in an actual buudmg—

designed by Gropius—that was widely perceived to be the incarna-
tion of its pedagogical vision. When the Bauhaus building opened

its doors in Dessau in 1926, newspapers described it as the “most
modern art school in the world,” and “a triumph of lucidity.” Some
years later one author wrote, “all the equipment and furniture makes
such a strong and indelible impression that even living and working in
the rooms for a year or two leaves certain traces behind in the sense
of a certain aesthetic education.” Guilio Carlo Argan similarly viewed
the Bauhaus building as a teaching tool, finding in the “alternation

of positive and negative elements, the dynamic balance of corporeal-
ity and space... an educational impulse, which has a moral impact on
“the building's users... teaching how to exert a purifying and liberating
influence on the world.”? And of course, the actual building and fur-
nishing of the school had itself been a pedagogical exercise. According
to Gropius, “For the construction and equipment | brought the whole
body of teachers and students into active cooperatjon. The acid test

of attempting to coordinate several different branches of design in the
actual course of building proved entirely successful; and this without
the self-sufficiency of its component parts suffering any prejudice.™

By contrast, the building that houses CalArts, designed and built

by a single architectural firm, was described upon its opening in 1972
as “massive,” “sterile,” “utilitarian-looking,” and “of the style often
criticized as ‘Southern California Motel odern”'4 Early on, CalArts’
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) A T\hsoner Wolfgang, “A symbol of hdpe, or of failure? The
Bauhaus building in publications” (The Dessau Bauhaus Building
1926-1999. Ed. Margret Kentgens-Craig. Birhauser: Berlin, 1998)
112-121.

2. Thoner, 123.

3. Gropius, Walter, The New Architecture and the Bauhaus (Cam-
bridge: MIT Press, 1965), 96.

4. Gottschalk, Earl,
January 29, 1972), 33-35.
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“Animating Disney's Dream,” (Saturday Review:

financial association with the Disney entertainment empire and its
pedagogical association with the Bauhaus led to the school’s being
affectionately branded the “Mickeymaushaus,” while another popular
moniker, “The Magic Mausoleum,” explicitly derided the architecture.
Alan Rich argued that the mandate to incorporate all of the arts under
one roof had resulted in a disappointingly anonymous form, such that
approached from the outside world, the blocky structure of CalArts
promises little... the building might be another one of those sprawl-
ing multilevel affairs that can work as anything from electronics lab

to shopping mall.”® Nor did its suburban surroundings garner much
admiration: “the megalopolitan architectural concept has inflicted a
two-building arrangement on sixty rolling acres situated in a perished
nowhere which is being chewed away by Los Angeles on one side
and the San Fernando Valley on the other”

Early commentators also remarked with frequency on the para-
doxical disparity between CalArts’ unprepossessing exterior and the
remarkable activities occurring between its walls. Once Rich passed
through the first set of double doors, for example, he was startled and
pleased to find himself confronted with a “complex electronic installa-
tion" that produced “a mind-boggling array of tones,” a long corridor
lined with young people moving in “slow, graceful, Oriental-inspired
patterns,” and a computerized film-editing system “programmed by
students in a class on composition in motion.” During his own visit in
May 1972, Herbert Gold noted that “the sterility of the huge building-
encampment... was modified by Pulsa, a video freak collective, which
invaded the premises with closed-circuit TV, banks of receptors,
electronic sound devices, all of it looking like your friendly All-State
Supermarket Security System gone beserkers..

1

. At every turn, you

5. Rich, Alan, “They used to call it Mickey Mouse U, but not these
days” (Smithsonian Magazine: January 1983), 46-53.
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could see yourself on the screen and perhaps locate the person you
were looking for on another screen, looking at you, while neither knew
where the other, in fact, was."®

But what if this were no paradox? What if the Institute succeed-
ed and continues to succeed in fulfilling its dream of a “total environ-
ment in which training, experiment, and performance encourage a
Eossing of traditional lines between different disciplines” not in spite
of but precisely because of its unimpressive architecture?” Certainly

this was the claim of head archltect hornton Ladd ok \_af\

We have tried not to get things too fancy, remembering that these are work

areas. If they are too elegant, it may inhibit the student from doing the things
he wants to do and experimenting for fear he may scratch a table or get
something dirty. Our concept is very simple and basic, with painted concrete
or plaster, strips of tack board and industrial type floors of wood block. The
artist should feel comfortable in an environment he doesn’t have to worry

about keeping neat and clean every minute.?

Ladd emphasized that his approach was formed in consultation with
Walt Disney, who “kept hammering” on the “keep it simple” concept—
and not for financial reasons, although the entertainment magnate
was notoriously cheap. Rather, Disney expressed skepticism of
universities that “restrict students from learning a lot of things,” and
vigorously promoted the “workshop idea, with students being able

6. Ironically, not knowing where other people are in the building
— an effect of the long white windowless corridors and count-
less solid doors -- is another commonly noted design flaw of the
Institute.

7. CalArts Bulletin 1972. Unlike the Bauhaus, the disciplines
brought together at Calarts include performing as well as visual
arts (and design but no architecture).

8. Ladd, Thornton, “Remarks,” (Unpublished (CalArts Archive),
August 4, 1967).
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to drop in and learn all kinds of arts.” On the level of the built envi-

ronment, it was felt, a certain uniformity to the surroundings would 4

preclude an overly intimidating atmosphere of specialization, while a 3(4_.

utilitarian aspect to the facilities would encourage experimentation. @ ¢/

Ladd also touted a flexible, essentially unplanned interior as a
necessary feature of the structure. Though Disney had insisted that
all of the studio and performances spaces be housed under one roof
and living quarters under another in perpetuity (a rule that has been
largely observed), there were no such stipulations about internal con-
tinuity. “The majority of these walls that you see in here like this are
non-structural,” Ladd states in his remarks on the building plans in
1967, “they can be moved. Ihe structural system is conceived basically
as being something in which you can rip out everything along here
and have the freedom of new planning.”

Clearly an adherent of the modernist architectural credo “form
follows function,” Ladd was confronted with the postmodern chal-
lenge of following a function that was and still is (at least theoreti-
cally) yet-to-be-determined, since the arts that would result from the
cross-pollination of the various disciplines were unknown. Unlike the
Bauhaus building, which reflected the dream of a building combining
the best of all the arts put forward in Gropius’ manifesto, the CalArts
building was charged with reflecting something unnamed mam-

able. Disney's accompanying and conflicting desire for a certain mon-

umentality, a building worthy of his dream, arguably precluded truly
experimental architecture, which was not Ladd’s specialty anyway (no
New Babylonian scaffolding or Archigrammatic plugins here).” The
architect's dilemma is apparent today in the functioning of Calarts’

“main gallery,” a giant hall that,is also the main thor(:}?(hfare of the
w wma
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Bunldlng to Match a Philosophy,” (CalArts

m‘ 9 Ladd Thornton

Progress, 1968), 11-13.
10. Ladd also designed the Norton Simon Museum in Pasadena.
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burldrng, whrch he mtended to be “a place whete s mething will hap-

pen all the time 365 days of the year— exhibits, happenings, concerts,
fashion shows or whatever.” While it is true that almost anything can
take place in the Main Gallery (and a variety of things do), it is also true
that the cavernous space tends to feel anonymous and indifferent to its
uses, swallowing up any art or music presented there.

But though the building’s megalopolitan scale might appear to

work against the school’s core philosophy, it has historically allowed ’ ) liI'. N S{/&&, Wg&,b ‘7&.;_;.\/ Ot
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for and perhaps even stimulated the construction of micro-climates ) The notion of students staking out their own “space” or terri- Sp
for arts learning within (and nearby) its walls. This was particularly tory pedagogically is repeated in statements made by the first Dean of
true in the early days of the Institute. Though the vision of CalArts’ 5 the Art School, Paul Brach: “Each kid here has territoriality... We've
burgeoning “community of the arts” may not have been expressed by done away with the camouflage of artist-teachers as professors. N
its building, it arguably was expressed by thhat : Wrs. We're flexible, we can allow the woman thing. If theY
proliferated in and around it. T~ M\w—w) ) D'SLD\/U blacks want a thing, fine. | think here we have the most open, organic
Such was the philosophy of the first Dean of Critical Studles, ] discipline of learning how to be an artist."? And indeed, the "woman
sociologist, Maury Stein, who advocated “random life process” i 5 thing” famously took shape at CalArts in and through a space known
place of structured pedagogy, promising to turn the school’s lrberal ] as Womanhouse, a condemned mansion in Hollywood transformed by
arts department into “a place of unembarrassemment ” Much has ] the CalArts Feminist Art Program into a giant installation comment-
been made of early Critical Studies course offerings under Stein such | ing on women's incarceration in the private sphere, with a progres-
as “Advanced Drug Research,” “Chinese Sutra Meditation” and “Sex ‘ sion of breast sculptures turning gradually to fried eggs in the kitchen
in Human Experience and Society.” But Stein was also the co-creator, | a massive collection of tampons in the bathroom, and a mannequin
along with Larry Miller, of the Blueprint for Counter Education, an trapped in linen closet Arlene Raven obsejve
attempt to establish a spatialized educational environment "in which ‘ Q‘i rd w Jo ?:eoﬂ\—‘(() L—Q
radical energy [could] be sustained, deepened and transformed” | Repamng and structuring the house as an independent exhibition space as
by employing wall-posters to galvanize student interest in vari- ‘ well as a work of art in itself was a vital element in a course of study and work
ous modernist and postmodernist thinkers and phenomena—to be ‘ designed to build students’ skills and teach them to work cooperatively . .. the k
supplemented with books, fil films and art works provided by instructors nature of the work ranged from cleaning to construction, labor that crossed not Q9
ﬂenever a partrcular subject ignited students’ passrons only class and gender Imes, but that was outside of the scope of ‘art!™® 4 "
WWT, ("‘9“4“ = e Q‘p'"lg"‘j L (A@ e reé-ev‘é 'vwzm Z7
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_e M‘LM o S?) U\‘/( M\L‘ f12 Gold, Herbebrt “Walt Disney P bsents: Adventures in Col leg-

eland!” (The Atlantic Monthly: November 1972),49-54.
11. Miller, Larry and Maurice Stein, Blueprint for Counter Education 13. Raven, Arlene, “Womanhouse,” The Power of Fem/n/st Art

New York: Doubleday, 1970), 197, (London: Thames and Hudson 1994 2

b gl ] b 9 o-

SV b/de& e ’ “ﬁs D b@ ol r\> 1_
Mwﬂ*\




ART, ARCHITEC]TURE, PEDAGOGY: EAFPLEKRINIEINTS 1IN LA XXINLIN AT 3 AT VT T,—-v e

building a structure, then tearing it down - Wactiv-
ity rather than the object, The first happening staged by Kaprow at
CalArts involved the construction of temporary wooden structures
in and around Vasquez Rocks, a wilderness site near campus where
Hollywood movies and commercials were frequently filmed. Asked
by Provost Herbert Blau to dream up a happening that would draw
attention to the fledgling institute and, true to its founding philosophy
foster interaction among students and faculty in all the different arts,
Kaprow alighted on the coyly-named “Publicity.""® Participants were
filmed as they worked, and the video recordings were immediately
played back for them to watch, highlighting the performative aspects
of their activity.

TWFile CalArts was briefly housed at the Villa Cabrini in Burbank
awaiting the completion of the “*Magic Mausoleum,” Alison Knowles
and students built a “House of Dust” on that site, the physical incar-
nation of one quatrain of her and James Tenney's famous computer-
ized poem by the same name: “a House of Dust on open ground lit by
natural light, inhabited by friends and enemies.” Like Womanhouse,
which provided a space for the development of a new intermedia form—
feminist performance art—by pioneering feminist artists such as Judy
Chicago, Miriam Shapiro and Faith Wilding, Knowles’ “House of Dust’
was home to Fluxus performances and literary readings.

In an interview with Fluxus artist Robert Filliou for the book
! Teaching and Learning as Performing Arts, John Cage (widely viewed
commonly grouped together under the aegis of the Fluxus movement. 1 as Fluxus' progenitor) advocates for education as dialogue rather than
Intermedia art, defined by Higgins as art that “probes the spaces ' education as transmission of knowledge, suggesting that “the brush-
between the different media” on the one hand and between “ﬂt/a_md ing of information against information” is tm
Jife structures” on the other, also tended to involve temporary build- attain new knowledge 8 According to Cage aII that is requwed for this

I —c——
ing projects.” Kaprow's happenings, for instance, frequently involved ] W‘S U P qu' o

Another new “thing” known as(mfermedia art)was being taught, or
rather “mentored,” at CalArts in the early seventies by artists such
as Alan Kaprow, Alison Knowles, Dick Higgins and Nam Jun Paik,

o ldw Tas q,w»
N Vv “\ Sh(/\rg MV\ A{b\'\(«“’\ v 3 l ] 15. Kelley, Jeff Chlldsplay The Art ofA/Ian Kaprow (Berkeley:
University of California Press 2004), 148.
14. Higgins, Hannah, Fluxus Experience (Berkeley: University of 16. Filliou, Robert, Teaching and Learning as Performing Arts (New
California Press, 2002), 91. 1 York: Verlag Gebr. Koenig, 1970),116.
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brushing to occur is an empty space: “We don’t need anything more
tha of time in which this music could be performed,
if education were music.JFilliou himself proposes an “Institute of

Permanent Creation,” where “anybody might make su ions about

what kind of things might be ifivestigated or looked at.” Interest-
ingTy, he proposed an architectural model for this institute, which he
dubbed the “Poipoidrome.”” A twenty-four square meter building,
Filliou's Poipoidrome would be divided into one room challenging
basic conceptions about art, another visually deconstructing prov-
erbs, a third humorously translating the disciplines into experiential
knowledge (e.g. “Necrology: visitors can be (temporarily) mummi-
fied”), and a fourth in which chairs are arranged around a giant egg,
the “Poiegg,” which is the site of new possibility, where the student

“meditates, absorbs and conceives s
e | WY ol

DI ETRY oy o o

17. Hannah Higgins performs an interesting reading of the name
“Poipodrome”: “The term poi refers both to poeisis, conceived
generally as a creative act of any kind, and to “whatever comes
next,” given its uses in music to mean “then, later or next.” Popoi,
then, means not only subsequent creativity (the creative legacy of
passing through the space) but also creative subsequence (the
adjacency of all creative activity: experience)” (Higgins 200). Filliou
explained his unusual choice of name rather more whimsically:
“somewhere in Africa, when 2 persons meet they ask each other:
HOW IS YOUR COW?

AND HOW IS YOUR FIELD?

AND HOW IS YOUR ELDEST SON?

AND HOW IS YOUR HOUSE?

and so on, reviewing in this way all their possessions, until one of
the says

POIPOI

to which the other answers

POIPOI

then they break off or at times start all over again. What I'm pre-

senting is the result of (let's say) meetings with myself (Filliou 192).

18. Filliou, 197.
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But as with the Bauhaus building, admired for its unified aesthetic
that quickly became identified as a “style,” Filliou’s Poipoidrome
comes off as far more prescriptive than his concept of an Institute of
Permanent Creation. Though spatial practice has clearly proved vital
to the pedagogical project of creating a genuine ‘community of the
arts,” it seems that the nature of that space cannot be too fixed if con-
tinuous experimentation is to occur. “Building” must remain a verb,

a “happening,” as in the early days of mhe
Poiegg, which is to say, the unbuilt or other-built space we contem-
plate from within the building, that can house an entity as paradoxical
as an Institute of Permanent Creation. As Tony Ramos, Kaprow’s
CalArts teaching assistant, observed: “The mere fact of institution
negates the dream. The moment they built the building it was gone...
But here I've found a place where | can do my work."®
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20. Gold, 54.
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