




Synchronisations: A Diary

Clémentine Deliss

Preambule
This diary is the result of a process of reflection and dialogue that could not 
have emerged without the direct input of all those who took part in Syn-
chronisations, but most particularly the team at Srishti who logged and an-
notated the 65 hours of digital footage and audio tapes that were recorded 
during the event. With their notes at hand, it has been possible to recons-
truct and build on memories and impressions such as I experienced them 
during the preparations of Synchronisations and afterwards. Imbalances, 
misunderstandings, or omissions will be hopefully understood as part of the 
intersubjectivity that this exercise relies on and accentuates. My thanks and 
respect go to the students and graduates, Nayan Bahua, Vaibhav Bhaw-
sar, Marie Brandner, Smriti Chanchani, Meng Chang, Colin Crotty, Miriama 
Diallo, Awa Diouf, Lilah Fowler, Sophie Gerrard, Ishan Ghosh, Takahiro Iwa-
saki, Anine Janse van Vuuren, Darius Jones, Nishita Kavadia, Satoko Kiu-
chi, Vera Lossau, Mustapha Mané, Gaurabh Mathure, Kimberlee Meenan, 
Shahana Mehta, Vineeta Merchant, Vicky Mohieddeen, Auro Nalla N’Diaye, 
Mar N’Diaye, Amaranta Nehru, Anjora Noronha, Ayaka Okutsu, Aarthi Par-
thasarathy, Jasmine Patheja, Arvind Prabhakar, Shruti Ramiah, Umang Ra-
zdan, Shweta Ruia, Azusa Sakata, Paulina Sandberg, Ushma Shah, Patrick 
Stanley, Ansari Ubaid, Cecilia Uyt den Bogaard, Divya Vishwanathan, MJ 
Whelan, Keith Winter, Sam Woodbridge. Plus the faculty of Srishti: Geetha 
Narayanan, Ayisha Abraham, Ravindra Gutta, Mike Joseph, Ramesh Kalkur, 
Arvind Lodaya, Raghavendra Rao, Ampat Avi Varghese, Meena Vari; and the 
guest artists and faculty: Shelagh Cluett, Shekhar Krishnan, Pierre Leguillon, 
Noé Mendelle, Torstein Nybo, Christos Papoulias, Anirudh Paul, Rohan Shi-
vkumar, Cédric Vincent.

Laying the ground
It is March 7th 2004. I arrive in Bangalore exhausted after 24 hours of delay 
followed by chaos in Dubai airport, which is inundated with pilgrims heading 
for Mecca. It is the third time I have been to Bangalore in the last eighteen 
months and my fifth journey to India. I am here to curate Synchronisations, 
the think-tank hosted by Sristhi School of Art, Design & Technology and part 
of the Future Academy international research collective. ‘Synchronisations’ 
is a keyword for Future Academy. It was first used by students at Srishti 
School to signify how their generation thinks in beat across continents 
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and thereby reflects the increasingly global constitution of the art and de-
sign college. Between March 21st and April 4th 2004, 40 graduates from art 
schools, media centres, and architectural foundations in Bangalore, Mum-
bai, Dakar, Edinburgh and London will meet to discuss the global future of 
the art and design college, and together produce a blueprint for prospective 
institutions. 

That evening, following a siesta at the guesthouse, Geetha Narayanan, the 
director and founder of Srishti School of Art, Design & Technology, collects 
me and we go to Koshi’s for dinner. We sit in the air-conditioned restau-
rant next to the café and Mr. Koshi himself makes a big fuss of us. We are 
pleased to see each other. Geetha is concerned as there is so much to 
organise. She has mobilised a team of students and several members of 
faculty to work for one month just on Synchronisations. We talk about the 
two weeks that lie ahead and all the aspects of the event that still need to 
be resolved. 

Against all hopes, I have not managed to secure funding for the Senegalese 
Future Academy team to come to India. In the many years of curating and 
working with intercultural situations, I have never had such a hard time rais-
ing travel grants. It is an unusual request for fifteen Senegalese artists to 
travel to India even in 2004. The global routes of intercultural contact retain 
the beaten tracks of colonial histories such that to cross circuit Franco-
phone West Africa with Anglophone Southern India implies no sense of es-
tablished responsibility. We have ten days to solve the problem and thank-
fully Geetha is optimistic. Our key ally is the Indian Ambassador to Senegal 
who is championing a bi-lateral cultural agreement between the two coun-
tries and for whom Future Academy makes a lot of sense with regard to 
future cultural industries. We leave early and arrange to meet the next day. 
KC, the School’s ebullient public relations manager and social impresario 
will collect me at 7.30am and drive me out to Yelahanka on the outskirts of 
Bangalore where Srishti School is located.

During the two weeks that lead to the start of the Synchronisations think-
tank, I meet the team of students from Srishti nearly every day. We use a 
studio I nickname the Pit because it lies at the bottom of the stairs and has 
cage-like windows. 
On the first day I suggest that we rearrange it and make it more comfort-
able. We find spotlights to replace the stark neon glare, move the tables 
to one side of the room, and sit on woven mats. Newsprint is pinned to 
the walls to enable us to draw diagrams, write shopping lists, make notes 
of concepts, and generally keep a visual tab on our ideas. Diagrams have 
proved essential throughout Future Academy. Every location and team has 
had recourse to schematic representations to illustrate circuits, relation-

ships, temporalities, architectural plans and linguistic concepts. We work 
hard, usually from 9am to 5.30 or 6pm. When I get back into town, I man-
age to persuade KC or one of the School’s secretaries to take me to a busy 
market street in Bangalore where I can walk the pavements for the first time 
that day, buy fruit, or window shop. It’s an intense but exhilarating pro-
gramme as each day brings a new development with it. We begin to sense 
the imminent arrival of over thirty guests. Five graduates from KRVIA, the 
architectural institute in Mumbai, have joined us in advance. They are fresh 
to Future Academy and are therefore learning about it on the spot while 
helping us to prepare the think-tank. It’s not all logistics. On some days we 
brainstorm questions and propositions. The Srishti and KRVIA students de-
bate their concepts for the college of art and design of the future. They are 
reflexive, self-critical and keen to understand the parameters of their own 
participation. “What are our motivations? What are we going to gain from 
this? When will we begin to trust the debate?” They speak metaphorically 
of viral dangers, of cultural habits, of modesty and of economic disparities 
between the participants. They are worried about whether the Senegalese 
will make it or not. 

After our sessions, I head to the office that Geetha has reserved for our 
work together. There is a five-hour difference between India and Senegal 



that allows me to call the Ambassador in Dakar at the end of the day. He 
responds without fail, concerned about the time we have left to resolve the 
problem. He is actively seeking out business partners whose resources de-
pend on Senegalese-Indian relations. These include phosphate and public 
transport. India imports the entirety of Senegalese phosphoric acid, and In-
dia is helping the Senegalese renew their train and bus amenities. 

Nevertheless, intercontinental transport between the two countries is a 
drawn out affair. The flight from Dakar to Bangalore goes via Paris and 
Mumbai. It begins one evening and arrives forty hours later at its destina-
tion. It costs four times as much as a ticket from London to Bangalore. We 
know by now that we will never be able to invite fifteen participants from 
Senegal. We have reduced all expectations to the minimum. As the cura-
tor responsible for producing a coherent constellation of personality and 
competence, I face the ungrateful task of deciding who will come. To add 
to this, the guest artists from Europe have had to be reduced in numbers. 
Last minute problems have made it impossible to bring over all the people 
we’d hoped for. Geetha and I have a complex set of transversal relations to 
contend with and as the host, she is particularly nervous given the scale of 
Synchronisations and the expectations of her sponsors in India. There are 
impending decisions that rely on ministers, require signatures and seals, 
threaten to delay the chain of transactions, and place a strain on vital prep-
arations. Srishti’s house-team, led by Tara and Meena, is determined not to 
let anything jeopardise our plans and, when necessary, flights to Delhi are 
taken to deliver papers and applications so that nothing is left to chance. A 
gin and tonic in the evening with Geetha, or a cocktail with some of the stu-
dents at the skyscraper bar in central Bangalore usually restores our sense 
of euphoria at what Synchronisations is achieving regardless of all the logis-
tical problems. 

We decide to prepare the packs that each participant will receive on arrival. 
I want to have a poster made by one of the local litho artists whose work 
lines the public walls of Bangalore and its suburbs. Advertising somewhat 
shady films that are currently on show at the local video parlours, the post-
ers are produced within hours, change every week, and are clearly suc-
cessful in motivating the Kannada population of Bangalore to watch these 
films. The graphics and the system through which the posters circulate 
information are indicative of the type of informal creative industry that we all 
feel is essential to the permeability of a future academy. Together with KC 
and a couple of the students we try to track down the printers and artists, 
eventually ending up in the dingy office of a film producer. Tin reels line the 
walls and incense burns in a small mosaic tray. The producer with henna 
dyed hair and a stunning emerald ring calls over the litho artist, Mr. Mohan 



Rao. The posters are etchings based on movie stills. The artist needs a 
photograph. So we give him one I took of Awa Diouf, a member of the team 
in Senegal, and ask him to add the words Future Academy in English and 
Kannada. We agree on a price, and arrange to pick up the posters 24 hours 
later. 

Meanwhile, some of the students are producing notebooks for Synchro-
nisations made from green paper with photocopied inserts taken from 
the local newspapers. We buy nearly sixty bars of Ayurvedic soap, and as 
many tubes of mosquito deterrent, as well as light cotton towels, and Gan-
dhi-style sarongs (or Lunghis) in white or black cotton with gold and green 
threads. Arvind Prabhakar, a graduate design student who is working as a 
research assistant on the project, decides to have stickers made by an art-
ist whose work is displayed all over the chassis of the auto-rickshaws that 
swarm the busy streets of Bangalore. He eventually finds him and orders 
sixty hand cut stickers with the word Future plus icons that vary from the 
hand of Fatima to the Nike swish. Others are working on maps of Bangalore 
and of the retreat where we will be staying for the first and final days of Syn-
chronisations. Located in the bible belt, thirty minutes outside Bangalore, 
Visthar was established by the artist CF John as a space for reflection and 
dialogue for artists.  It is beautifully secluded, protected all around by palm 
trees, and can house nearly seventy people at one time. CF John designed 
all the buildings including the central canteen shaped in the round and the 
plenary building that we shall use for Synchronisations, a large tiled house 
without walls, protected from the rain by a densely thatched roof. 

Three days before Synchronisations is scheduled to start we get the con-
firmation from Dakar that the Industries Chimiques du Sénégal will pay for 
five members of the Association Future Academy to come to Bangalore. 
Without further hesitation I ring Dakar and speak to Mar N’Diaye who is the 
elected president of the Association. Together we agree on whom should 
come out. In the next 48 hours funds are raised between all members of the 
Association to cover the visas, which given that they have to transit through 
Charles de Gaulle airport, necessitate a French visa alongside the Indian. 
It is a manic situation and I keep in close contact with the five who are de-
lighted that all has worked out after all. From Edinburgh there are signs of 
preparation too. Seventeen are coming over and are all flying together on 
Sri Lankan Airways, accompanied by Noé Mendelle, the documentary film-
maker and head of Film & Television at Edinburgh College of Art. Day by 
day another guest artist or ‘Intermediary’ arrives. Christos Papoulias, the ar-
chitect from Athens manages to get his visa just in time and flies via Rome 
down to Bangalore. Torstein Nybo, the activist and photographer arrives 
one day later than expected from Oslo. Finally Pierre Leguillon, the artist, 



curator, and design historian from Paris arrives together with Cedric Vincent, 
the anthropologist from Bordeaux. I am delighted to see them all, and they 
too are glad to have made it. As ‘Intermediaries’ their roles are open to their 
own interpretation. They will mediate between generations, between the 
students and the faculty members, as well as between disciplines ranging 
from architecture to anthropology. They are free to engage with the situation 
and find their position within Future Academy as they wish. It is Friday. We 
have the weekend to acclimatise. There are trips into Bangalore which have 
been planned including visits to the art college, to community projects, to 
the National Centre of Biological Studies, to market places, and last but not 
least, to local pubs where we can watch the India versus Pakistan cricket 
finals.

By now we have all moved to the Visthar retreat. I have left the guesthouse 
in Bangalore city centre and brought my equipment and clothes to the 
ashram. Srishti has provided computers and Internet connections for us 
so that we can remain in touch with whomever. The students share male 
and female dorms that are not nearly as grim as the word suggests. Beau-
tifully structured large rooms are lined with marble beds, mattresses and 
personal storages spaces. The Srishti students have divided everyone up, 
mixing nationalities and colleges into sets of five or seven people each. The 



older generation sleeps in another building on the estate that resembles 
an English country house. I have great pleasure allocating those rooms to 
the faculty and guests, some of whom are happy to share the space with 
another person. Equipped with mosquito nets, personal showers, and all 
that one needs, the location is tailored to accommodate different gather-
ings. Admittedly it is a little isolated with no bar near at hand and alcohol re-
garded as an undesirable addition to ashram living, but it certainly provides 
the concentration of a retreat, which is what a think-tank ultimately needs. 
Smuggling, one could say, is part of human nature and with discretion and 
perhaps heightened enjoyment, we all manage at various moments during 
Synchronisations to have the odd communal tipple in the confines of our 
rooms transformed for the purpose into bars with music played until late 
into the night.

The first evening is very special. Nearly everyone has arrived except the 
Senegalese who are still in the skies somewhere between Paris and Mum-
bai. But the seventeen from Edinburgh are here and the sheer quantity of 
people is a shock to those of us who have prepared their arrival. It is late 
night and after a hot drink and sandwiches, each person is presented with 
their cement bag filled with useful and fancy gifts. In an atmosphere of ex-
haustion and astonishment, Synchronisations has indeed begun.



Early impressions of Synchronisations
At one of our first sessions in the plenary building, a cubicle is constructed 
with walls of white paper. A video camera is set to focus on a desk that 
has been placed inside this box. Named the Documentation Station it is an 
experiment to simultaneously transcribe and project words and concepts 
that are being voiced during the think-tank. Halfway between a religious 
confessional and a voting booth, the box stands in between the audience 
and the projection screen at the end of the room. Participants can get up, 
walk into the box and write down their ideas that are immediately beamed 
onto the white wall. Diagrams are drawn with written comments on the situ-
ation. People sit sprawled around, listening and watching their friends. The 
pace accelerates, it’s as fast as you can write, and the words appear on the 
screen in a race against one’s own faculty of thought.
 “I’m documenting the document being documented to an audience who is 
documented,” says one inscription. “Institutes need to be formalised,” write 
another person. “Economics is not a bad word” appears seconds later on 
the screen. 
“Is it possible to write or create a document without drawing from the past 
at all?” asks Aarthi. “With the documentation station”, she explains, “we are 
trying to show this process as we see it, in our context, and as it’s happen-
ing”. Ushma elaborates on the experiment: “Three people are documenting 
in three different ways. Yet there is congruency between the three. Docu-
mentation is as simple as that, as the process of different thoughts coming 
together. We just have to find the markers to know where the discussion 
starts. We need to give a flow and a direction to the document.” 
All the while Colin Crotty paints a huge watercolour of everyone in the 
room. Kneeling over a six meter long sheet of paper he too seems to defy 
time, capturing the inscription of ideas as they emerge on people’s faces, 
his head moving up and down in a rhythm somewhere between brush and 
vision. The video camera shoots close-ups of his hands, the strokes he 
paints, the colours he uses, and his face thereby extending the frame even 
further. He is the stage and we are the audience but it might be the other 
way round.

Another time we meet at night. The light from the projector captures mul-
titudes of small flies, moths and mosquitoes. We leave our slippers and 
shoes at the entrance of the ashram’s plenary room and sit down on low 
mattresses placed geometrically in the room. Our hands check regularly for 
insects. We make sure that the slow-burning smoke of the coils reaches 
everyone and lingers between us as long as possible. The microphone is 
passed round and people speak, their voices amplified so that all is audible 
and recorded at once. From between the pillars of the building you can 
see a discussion that is in full swing with different activities taking place at 



the same time. Sophie photographing, Christos talking, Nalla listening to 
the translator, Nishita opening a bottle of water, Cedric writing, Kimberlee 
standing up or lying down, mummified in her white cotton Lunghi to protect 
her from the mosquitoes. 

To introduce the debates, Geetha Narayanan shows us a film that has been 
made by the designer and activist Poonam Kasturi together with some stu-
dents from Srishti. It covers two key areas for us: the question of the docu-
ment that can convey information, and portray the dynamics of a collective 
gathering; and the issue of craft production in the context of future art prac-
tices. Geetha makes the point that in India craftspeople are often relegated 
to vocational training. Reiterating Kasturi’s question, she asks “Why is it 
that craftspeople can not study philosophy, and on what grounds are they 
being excluded from such a training? Do students have to be from a ho-
mogenous background or can they come from different cultures and back-
grounds, even on a local level? How is access denied? And what do we 
do”, she continues, “about different languages? How does communication 
take place when there are so many different languages to contend with?” 
“Perhaps”, she suggests sympathetically, “the future will be about initiating 
fellowships, and about small communities of people, like cells, rather than 
about the new information economy. It’s the face to face that matters” she 
insists gently. “Rather than reduce everything to technology, let us look at 
moving, transient and imperManént structures. Our fifteen days together 
can contribute to this discourse”.

I pass the microphone to Pierre Leguillon. Pierre, projecting his wide smile 
into the room, speaks about the bus journeys that have marked the trips 
in and out of Bangalore over the first two days. “Our bus”, he begins “is 
like Future Academy. Yesterday we were all heading off in the same direc-
tion and then someone started speaking in the bus, and half of us turned 
the other way. In the frame I captured, there was only one person who kept 
going in the same direction and that was the driver. The driver didn’t know 
anything about our situation, and who was saying what. But he was the 
only person who had a mirror and could actually see the whole scenario 
behind his back. In this case, the driver was not Clémentine. Yet the driver 
too was part of our time and space capsule. It’s important for us to realise 
that the driver – as a role or position - can change too. We all have to teach 
each other.” Pierre is right. His story about the driver highlights the multi-
directional potential of this gathering, a dimension that can contribute to 
its inherently democratic ability to invest in each person’s perception whilst 
effectively producing an unforeseeable, destabilised, and nearly acephalous 
condition of dialogue. 

It is Nalla from Dakar who brings us back to the divisions between the art-
ist, the crafts person, and the designer. He feels we should focus on crafts 
people and introduce them into Future Academy. Jasmine suggests that this 
could involve an inversion, whereby an artist would go back into the com-
munity and apply knowledge gained from art practice into the craft context. 
Jasmine sees it from her own personal point of view. She wonders whether 
she would be accepted within a crafts community if she were to apply her 
skills and her knowledge as an artist to that framework. Yet such frame-
works, she feels, are becoming rigid. “You can sense the growing tension in 
religion, in caste, and in the boundaries of communities today.”
“It is there”, continues Arvind Prabhakar in a somewhat solemn tone, “that 
Future Academy can act as a coming together of different minds and pro-
vide an essentially lyrical way of bringing together those specialisations that 
keep people apart.” 

Cedric comments on the concepts of art and craft. “One does not go with-
out the other” he begins. “Historically art has emerged out of craft. In the 
context of Africa, the intersections between the two are sensitive. I think we 
should look for the borderlines of art and reality,” he suggests as he reads 
from his notes. “The role of art is not to change society but to change art 
itself and to open up possibilities for artists to play with the laws of econ-



omy”. Cedric looks on, waiting for response. Pierre scribbles notes on the 
sheets of paper spread onto the floor. And then Torstein Nybo – an inveter-
ate pragmatist – takes us back to questions of the present, to jobs, post-
college professionalisation, network-broking, and in a moment of spleen 
and emotion, to questions of life and death. At which point Kimberlee, still 
enrobed in her Gandhian cotton sheet, stands up and sings.
“My heart is beating fast, words seem to have escaped me. I have a song 
stuck in my head…” 
“It’s been a long time… 
I’ll see you sometime…”
She pauses.
“La la da re la…”
Cathartic applause fills the room as Kimberlee sits down. Then Raghu’s 
softly tempered voice compliments hers with a Hindi classic. People look 
around at each other laughing and smiling. Minutes later silence draws us 
together once more. Arvind blows the conch shell to mark the end of the 
night’s session. People split off to go to their dorms, shower, and make their 
way to the canteen for dinner. Others head for the computer room and write 
emails. This first session has not been easy. We need to exercise our abili-
ties to discuss ideas in a group, contend with the delays brought on by the 
different languages and metaphors, and ultimately synchronise our thoughts 
towards some form of coherence. I can sense the difficulties of moderating 
the sessions. There is a need to create equilibrium between the different 
voices. Yet whereas certain participants are well versed in the aesthetics of 
speech and can engage fearlessly in discussions, others have had less ex-
perience of rhetoric.

The following afternoon, I speak of Synchronisations as a process similar to 
brewing alcohol. “It is a case of distillation, of breaking down the ingredients 
of our investigation into ever finer essences, until we reach a concentrate, 
around 70% proof, something that can – at a later date – be diluted, re-
worked, and applied to larger volumes and environments.” I point towards 
the recurrent use of diagrammatic representations in all the Future Academy 
seminars held so far as I feel that this process is taking us in the right di-
rection. We need to keep visualising our different conceptual propositions, 
breaking down the conjectural that Future Academy implies as a process, 
and clearing up the profusion of possibilities in a self-reflexive manner. In 
the meantime, the Indian translator works non-stop between English and 
French and French and English, looking intensively into the void whilst she 
performs her linguistic gymnastic for the five Senegalese participants. Ced-
ric is attentive too, in case he misses something out. 

The audio environment of the translation is impressive. The translator can 



only work successfully if the lead speaker holds the microphone close to 
their mouth. In that manner, the voice is beamed across the room at high 
level, allowing the translator to speak loudly without amplification yet with 
sufficient volume to be heard by others. Like a phonic double, or a vocal 
shadow, the effect of this translation is to make us more aware of the issues 
of language, timing and interpretation that are taking place at every moment 
during Synchronisations. From the start of the think-tank, questions relating 
to language and the pace of comprehension, including blanks, blind spots 
and frustrations, cannot be avoided. At times, some of the participants for 
whom English and French are not first languages, find the situation quite 
unbearable. There are moments when Azusa, Takahiro, Satoko, and Ayaka 
look despairingly ahead, at the edge of tears and unable to translate the 
terminologies we are all using. We have managed at short notice to find an 
Indian translator for English into Japanese. Nevertheless the delays this ex-
ercise brings with it conflict with the general speed of thought, and at times 
it is just too much. For good or for bad, this situation encourages us to be 
perManéntly conscious of the process through which we are going. I have 
a hunch too that through this semantic conflict, metaphors will emerge that 
may prove rich in referentiality. Unearthing these is one of the incentives of 
this diary, midway between the exercise of memory and the reinvention of 
past events.

Four excursions
We have decided to go on field trips. These sessions outside of the ashram 
are vital for many reasons. We need to encourage reflection in relation to 
different environments and test out the possible parameters and methodol-
ogies of Future Academy. Each location provides a contrasting architectural, 
social, cultural and political backdrop. Moreover, each detail extricated from 
the experiences we have may lead to a more precise elucidation of what 
it is that Future Academy is engaging with. Are we doing Future Academy 
or are we imagining it? Is it a conceptual space for reflection, or are there 
experiences during Synchronisations that can transgress the parameters of 
our enquiry and become fixtures, propositions or templates for the future of 
art and design colleges? 

The participants from Srishti School have planned these four excursions be-
fore I arrive, selecting the locations and visiting them in advance. We have a 
radical eco station in the jungle (Coorg), a fourteenth century archaeological 
site next to a new town for steel workers (Hampi and Vidyanagar), a French 
enclave in Tamil Nadu with a utopian city from the 1960s (Pondicherry and 
Auroville), and finally a very normal transit town which could be located 
anywhere in the world from middle England to the most far-out of countries 
(Hassan). As for who goes where, I have taken the decision to curate these 





four groups. I am the only person to have met and worked with everyone in 
Synchronisations, and I have no qualms about this procedure. Characterial 
conflict is part of the problem with any collective gathering. Coupled with 
the intensity of our research and the pressure placed upon documenting, 
discord is unavoidable. If at least there is no doubling up of origin, profes-
sional tendencies, or intuitive grasp, then we will have equilibrium through-
out the four teams.

This is the day we have to prepare ourselves for the on-coming fieldtrips. It 
is vital that everyone’s editorial skills are mobilised before we leave. Jasmin, 
Arvind, and the artist Ayisha Abraham describe the four locations we shall 
be traveling to. The first one is the Coorg eco-station, which has been set 
up in the jungle by scientists in response to the crisis of agriculture in India 
and in resistance to academic and scientific discourse. Documenting this 
environment will be a challenge claims Ayisha. “You can easily get carried 
away with the natural surrounding of sights and sounds.” Jasmine points 
to Coorg’s in-house system of documentation that makes use of memory 
and word of mouth rather journals and publications. It’s a radical move to 
refuse to publish one’s findings and something that provokes us to consider 
further the reasoning behind our own process of documentation. Jasmine 
gets practical. “You will need to take shoes and torches and be prepared for 
a break from city life.” People sit around listening, writing, and whispering to 
one another.

Arvind continues the session by showing photographs of Pondicherry, the 
second of the four locations. He explains the incongruent history of French 
and Tamil cohabitation, the resistance to British colonialism and the differ-
ent cultural and social structures to be found there. Arvind enjoys photo-
graphing hotel rooms and he presents us with shots of interiors, comfort-
able double beds and balconies with just a touch of French colonial charm. 
Are there parallels between Pondicherry and parts of Senegal, the Petite 
Cote perhaps, or St. Louis? Miriama yawns. She is exhausted from the heat 
and the concentration afforded by not speaking English. Umang talks of 
how he has witnessed the bizarre sight in Pondicherry of blonde men shout-
ing in Tamil. People are amused and those who shall be traveling know they 
will have a pleasant environment to work within.

At this point, Christos moves us on to the next location and speaks about 
Hampi, and the adjoining village of Anegondi. He describes the archaeologi-
cal site in detail, the temples and buildings that are now part of Unesco’s 
heritage programme, and the mass of tourists who travel to Hampi every 
day of the year. Christos went to Hampi ten years ago and is excited and 
emotional about going back.  As an architect he has drawn up a plan for a 



mobile art academy and is curious to know how events have progressed 
there and whether this initial proposal has any viability today. 

Finally Jasmine presents Hassan, the least attractive or glamorous of the 
four locations. “The city is unstructured”, she explains, “everything is on 
top of everything else. It’s a transit place, a bus-stop of a town, but there 
are several colleges there.” Those of us who realise we are going to Hassan 
can begin to see the pros and cons of this ubiquitous urban context. On the 
one hand we won’t be seduced by cultural tourism and the weight of heri-
tage, but on the other hand we will need to get inside the city, infiltrate its 
economic reality, hack into its social and religious make-up, and relate this 
material – however banal – back to Future Academy. Christos sums up the 
situation. “We come from a globalised world, and the places we are going 
to will give us the chance to act in an interactive way with people who re-
fuse the development of this globalised world. This is an opportunity for us 
to experience the other side, to understand mobility both in the developed 
and in the under-developed worlds. It is a unique chance to get closer to 
the Other. We don’t need to be anxious if we don’t have a clear idea or out-
line right now. This concept can open itself up to other concepts, and our 
experiences can confront the power of conviction of certain ideas, or make 
them collapse. I am not anxious about us starting from within a vacuum, an 

empty container, because we when come back we shall have a lot of things 
to say.”

At this point the question of the document is raised. Noé feels happiest 
with what she calls a ‘mixed economy, a sharing of the cameras and with it 
the responsibility to define the take. We go on to discuss the different ways 
in which documents have been produced over the last few years and the 
context of interrelational and collectivist events within art practice. Some 
people refer back to Documenta XI, the Gasthof event at the Staedelschule 
in 2002, and to the works of artists who travel. 

“A lot of work has been done around the journey. It’s often romanticised. 
But can we see ourselves differently, see our agency as that of a moving 
library for example?” I ask. I want to know whether a library in the future 
might constitute the movement of people rather than the accumulation 
of books? All the while the two translators move back and forth between 
English and French and English and Japanese. People take notes prob-
ably wondering about what lies ahead when we leave in forty-eight hours 
from now. Arvind comes up with an unusual analogy and suggests that like 
surgeons we will need to go into this operation with the right instruments, 
and that we should begin to think of which devices may be appropriate from 



personal enquiries through to more general models. The translators work 
even harder. Nalla and the other Senegalese participants listen closely. Awa 
asks whether the sites we are going to are tourist sites, known to the out-
side world, or whether they are more sterile? When asked about her use of 
the word sterile, she answers that sterility is to be understood in terms of 
the frequency or lack of frequency of people who enter these places.

Cedric mentions the palimpsest as a model. “The superimposition of one 
text over another suggests one interpretation that lies over another inter-
pretation. If you scratch the surface you find traces of the old text that has 
been covered and recovered. It is like sediment. It could be an image, a 
map, and a script, with a whole series of hidden meanings. The map is no 
longer flat but deep and filled with cultural displacement.” Kimberlee re-
minds us that performance is a good means for translating and explaining 
experiences. At that point, everyone links up with their appropriate group 
and discussions continue from a more specific angle, focusing on each of 
the four field studies and the documentary templates that can be planned 
ahead of departure. Lunch follows and people take the afternoon off. Chris-
tos goes back to his room to sleep. Ishan writes, Takahiro checks over his 
notes. Paulina and Lilah talk under the shade of a Tamarind tree.

Throughout these meetings in the ashram’s plenary, Vicky, Noé, Divya, Mike, 
Umang, Shruti, and Smriti never give up filming, recording and keeping a 
check on the technology at hand. It is an elaborate procedure as Mike has 
decided to use several video cameras and is filming nearly every public 
moment of Synchronisations. Some people have brought their own digital 
cameras. Pierre walks around with a huge 6 x 4 still camera, and others use 
their memory to recall events, to screen experiences, and to test this more 
ephemeral model of documentation. Later, in the context of the visit to Pon-
dicherry, the development of a register of mnemonic devices will become 
one of the key organising principles of that field study, fitting in perfectly 
with the earlier Senegalese analysis in Dakar of memorisation and religious 
education. 

An evening with Marko Pelhjan and Macrolab
One evening Marko Pelhjan joins us at the ashram. He has just given a talk 
on Macrolab at Srishti School. I assure him that he does not need to repeat 
this presentation for Synchronisations. What we hope is to draw him into a 
conversation on the future of art colleges in a global context. I suggest that 
he extrapolates from our discussion and brings Macrolab’s experience to 
the fore. I encourage him to recognise the performative quality of the talk, 
emphasising the socialisation of knowledge and the issue of translation. 



People are gathered around on mattresses that have been rearranged in the 
shape of a square. I set the first question. “Why would Future Academy re-
quire a clandestine or covert dimension?” Arvind responds first by referring 
to parameters of exclusion and inclusion. He speaks of the difficulties faced 
in bringing the Senegalese to India as one example. Ishan pursues this, 
“there are twenty one people from Europe here and only five from Africa. If 
this were to be held in Europe only one of us from India would have been 
able to attend. What are the dynamics and reasons for that?” “Who runs the 
show?” adds Smriti.

Marko responds. “Since the beginning Macrolab has created a closed en-
vironment with open communications. It has a behavioural strategy that 
involves a state of mind and a preparation. People work together in close 
proximity to one another. On one level, they are excluded from the outside 
world but are reconnected through social reflection and technology. All the 
knowledge we produce and use is open source. In art there is the ideology 
of the holistic self. So we ask ourselves, how can people become a part of 
the project? We send out open calls. In Scotland we also the covered travel 
costs of participants.”

Vaibhav asks, “what do you think is the future of freedom?” He replies “the 

notion of freedom is present in art more than in any other social activity. 
If you look at how technology enables acts of freedom at one level, at the 
same time you also see that the possibility of control by this technology is 
in place. So freedom is always very relative. Freedom for someone might be 
oppression for someone else.” 

“Macrolab uses tactics that are interventionist” he continues, “these in-
clude tactical media, and tactics adopted from the opposite sides includ-
ing appropriation or turning around those technologies used by dominant 
domains. For example, we intercepted a conference call from the United 
Nations. In so doing we demonstrated the gap between the official line 
and the situation on the ground. But we were faced with a dilemma, as to 
whether or not we should come out in an investigative, journalistic way and 
make this news available. We decided to come out with it four years later 
on and in that way we could not be prosecuted.” The video pans in close 
to Marko’s hand. People listen attentively. Marko appears interested in the 
situation, you can feel that in his responses. 

Ayisha wants to know how Macrolab interfaces with the public and with 
the nation state. Marko replies that Macrolab has been set up within an art 
context and that, as such, it is a legal project. However, he is particularly 



interested in how one trades in a totally immaterial commodity such as the 
electro-magnetic spectrum. “The division of the spectrum is part of the de-
bate between nations. Macrolab is just a spin off of lots of different types of 
projects, but the spectro-battle has always been one of our key interests.”

One of the Srishti students asks him how the crews in Macrolab document 
their experiences and convey them to future crews? Is there a covert face to 
Macrolab as well as a public face? “There is the official history of Macrolab 
and there are the diaries that everyone has to write. By using technology 
and sensors you get hours and hours of digital data that has to be filtered 
so that information can be extracted from it. We have an archive on multiple 
levels which incorporates personal experiences.” I probe him further on the 
question of the document. “In the context of our investigation and the crisis 
facing the art college, we have to deal with concepts of legacy. I’m interest-
ed in how we combine this with a kind of experimentation and research into 
specific forms of documentation. Is it possible to look more carefully at the 
aesthetics of jurisdiction, in other words to look at the relationship between 
the legal and legacy?” Vera adds, “given your complex working environ-
ments that include politics, ethics, economics, and legalities, I would like to 
know more about your ideological stance?”

“What I do is to transgress any kind of border”, replies Marko. “I try to un-
derstand and interpret the boundaries between different fields in society 
and then create a dialectics between systems of power and systems that 
are nominally powerless.  But once an institution starts growing and reaches 
a termination line, then it becomes a burden. I believe in killing institutions. 
There is a value to life in death. The main goal of Macrolab as a project is 
to understand the links between complex and dynamic fields of telecom-
munications, migrations and climate.  Stephen Hawking was once asked 
whether there is a final answer to the theory of relativity and quantum me-
chanics. He said, yes, the answer exists and it’s situated five miles north of 
the North Pole.”
I want him to respond to the art school as a particular type of institution. I 
ask him whether he thinks we need to accept the presence of physicality as 
a sign of investment and a formulation of capital. Marko replies that “one 
part of the future academy will definitely live in the networks and not in real 
space.” Arvind explains, “We are looking at art academies in the future”, he 
reiterates, “academies that could talk to each other through sensors. We 
also believe in the leakage of signals and the curiosity about another system 
through which you can build an analysis. Open source means open for leak-
age.” Marko adds that research is about tactility, and the physical quality 
of language. “Sensors would enable tactility. Technology therefore enables 
the tactility of data. You browse through data with your hand. Macrolab is a 
machine materialised in the immaterial. The academy is the exact opposite 



perhaps?” 

Then just as the debate is hotting up, a power cut occurs. Total darkness. 
The mikes do not work, nor does the projector, and people wait to hear the 
familiar grind of the power generator in one of the outbuildings. Torstein 
makes a joke about censorship and Marko responds by saying that this is a 
“typical Macrolab experience!”

People ask many questions that night. Pierre is curious about the potential 
of recycling technology and knowledge. Mar N’Diaye asks him whether he 
can develop Macrolab effectively without considering issues such as de-
mographics, poverty and war. Torstein goes on to suggest that artists are 
somehow losing out to the other sectors. He wants to understand the basis 
for Macrolab’s interest in intercepting telecommunications. Does this im-
ply, he asks, that something hasn’t been fully disclosed in public debates? 
Later Torstein will ask him what the voice of art will be in the future. “What 
are the wars of art going to be, rather than the art of war?” Marko explains 
how Macrolab grew out of the wish to be more autonomous and mobile but 
that nowadays it has developed into a much bigger operation. He questions 
the presence of systems in the military and in telecommunications to which 
access is denied and asks why this is so. And he considers that generating 
an output from Macrolab is essential so that knowledge does not disappear 

into a black hole. 

Aarthi asks him about the economics of Macrolab and how they fund their 
projects and sustain themselves. She also wonders if he predetermines 
his audience. “It’s a typical arts funding situation,” he replies. “You have to 
compromise sometimes because of this. We work with different audiences, 
professional audiences and local interaction too, exchanging ideas. Our 
sites are chosen with the history of the place and the people in mind.” Right 
now Marko is in Bangalore to negotiate a new Macrolab experience that 
will be connected to research carried out at Srishti School. The last week 
has involved complex negotiations to that effect. He knows he will have to 
transform Macrolab in accordance with the cultural and political contingen-
cies of working in India. 

Miriama wants him to explain a possible discrepancy in the way Macrolab is 
understood. She contrasts the idea of the singular expression of artists with 
the objectivity demanded from scientific procedures. Does he see a contra-
diction here, she asks?  “The arts and sciences are historically linked hu-
man activities. Only in the 19th century do these two fields go their separate 
ways. In the Renaissance art and science were linked even more through 
philosophy. I would say that the methods of operation in art and science are 



very similar. They are both creative endeavours, fuelled by human curios-
ity, but with two different goals. Science tries to objectify reality and ideas, 
more or less successfully. It is less successful than one would wish us to 
believe. The arts take the approach of liberty or freedom whereby the out-
come is neither objective nor material. Perhaps one should speak instead of 
thinking or culture, rather than the arts in a more general sense?”

“On a practical level” says Cedric, “I wonder how the collaboration be-
tween an artist and a scientist takes place? I don’t think it happens just like 
that between people who come from such different horizons, even if they 
are united in a common objective.”  Marko replies, “I was asked about the 
professions of people involved in Macrolab and whether we include anthro-
pologists and psychologists. I replied that we even have psychiatrists work-
ing with us. But it is very difficult to bring people together in a concentrated 
manner to work for a common goal. You learn from the process. You learn 
how to voice your negative opinion without destroying everything, and how 
to voice your positive opinion without creating complacency.”

Marko has raised a valuable point here with respect to Synchronisations 
and the group dynamics that have begun to emerge over the last few days. 
We are about to begin with a series of presentations by each set of partici-

pants. There are seventeen students who have come over from Edinburgh 
College of Art, eleven from Srishti School, five from the KRVIA architectural 
institute in Mumbai, three fine art post-graduates from Chelsea College of 
Art & Design, and five artists and cultural managers from Senegal who are 
affiliated only in part with the Ecole Nationale des Arts and the Media Cen-
tre of Dakar. Apart from the crew from KRVIA and some of the students from 
ECA, I know and have worked with nearly everyone, having been some-
what insistent that an induction into Future Academy is necessary before 
Synchronisations can take place. But the intensity of a collective situation 
cannot be underestimated. As people become accustomed to their new 
environment and come to terms with radical changes in their daily rhythms, 
they begin to question the reasoning that has brought them here in the first 
place. As young artists, designers, and architects few have engaged fully 
before with the social and interactive demands of a think-tank.  The concept 
of the individual studio remains iconic, thereby encouraging and edifying 
the role of the artist as a singular producer. Whereas there is a pull towards 
heightened sociability and a nearly addictive desire to meet others, to get to 
know them better, at the same time a process of depersonalisation begins 
to affect the independent space of each and everyone. At times it can be-
come unbearable and withdrawal is the only option, anything to prevent an 
outburst or depression. When we were planning the arrival of all the partici-
pants, I questioned that moment of necessary seclusion or private space. 



Geetha replied that in India people coexist within very close quarters, and 
that when things simply get too much it is by going for a walk or sitting un-
der a tree for a while that it is possible to restore one’s sense of individuality 
and identity. The European understanding of privacy and seclusion is not 
evident in daily life on the sub-continent. Our guests will need to work and 
live within this context both as social beings and as practitioners. 

By analogy, one of the pertinent issues to emerge from Synchronisations 
relates to the different imaginaries that characterise and legitimise the con-
ception of the artist in relation to formal art education. The participants as a 
group represent a considerable number of nationalities. Subsequently each 
of them bears the imprint of a distinct art educational framework relative 
to the countries they have grown up in, the artists they have encountered, 
and the colleges they have studied at. The manner in which one conceives 
of the artist within each of these educational structures is likely to differ. A 
hierarchy that takes its cue from values of art history and pedagogy, which, 
more often than not, are measured against a rather entrenched European or 
North American backdrop, may influence it. An experience such as that of 
Synchronisations will highlight these complex overlaps and distinctions. The 
timeliness of our investigation compounds this situation all the more as not 
only do we need to contend with the socio-cultural backgrounds that under-
pin visions of art colleges past, present and future, but the actual definitions 



of creative professions too changing. To say that you are a designer can 
mean different things depending on where you are and to what generation 
you belong. Whereas cultural development programmes still prefer to regard 
design in African countries within a manufacturing context, and thereby to 
promote the bricolage and craft styles we have begun to recognise in gal-
leries and shops all over the world, the reality of a designer in Africa may be 
more aligned to that of his or her colleague in India for which information 
systems and human movement rather than materiality, natural resources, 
and traditions constitute key points of departure. The changing vision of 
what an artist or designer may be and the transformations within society 
that affect this condition are part of our enquiry.

“We need groups of people who function as translators,” says Arvind. 
“There is a need for devices that can map similarities, even differences and 
provide ways of interfacing.” Vicky points to the discrepancies brought 
about through the act of translation which they are witnessing as they 
speak. Smriti refers to humour and to the nuances that languages hold. 
“How does one translate these?” she asks. The French-English translator 
offers an explanation of her practice, of the pace of simultaneous transla-
tion and of certain issues of syntax and decoding. I can’t help quoting the 
Senegalese philosopher Issa Samb’s dictum that “translation is the new 
literature” in order to upgrade the difficult and relentless task of compre-
hension we are all going through. Christos gets impatient, “I don’t think the 
language problem is really a problem,” he says. “We need to get on with it. 
Don’t waste time. Let’s get clear about what we are going to do in the next 
few hours. And we mustn’t forget, there is always body language!”

I close the session and Arvind blows on the conch sending a tonal wave out 
into the darkness of the night. We take Marko upstairs to the veranda and 
pull out the bottles of red Indian wine I smuggled into the ashram when we 
arrived. I knew we would need to break the codes at one point, and that we 
would do this carefully and without causing any problems. We all fancy a 
drink and, as I find out later, I am not the only one who has been harbouring 
illicit refreshments. A bunch of us sit upstairs with Marko and continue talk-
ing until dinner is served. He seems content with the evening and keen on 
the process that Synchronisations has generated.

The suicide of the academy
The next day we begin the presentations by each of the groups starting with 
Indian students and graduates from Srishti and KRVIA. Gaurabh introduces 
the session by questioning the conditions that will allow one to identify a fu-



ture collaborative working community. “How will an individual access such a 
community in the arts?” And, “what is it”, he repeats. “What is it that brings 
us together?” Umang is cautious. “The ways in which we identify ourselves 
and group ourselves together today may not hold in the future,” he states. 
“How will we achieve this coming together? Is self-reflexivity a criterion for 
such a group? Do we need to step outside of the process, outside of the 
discussion?” Vaibhav speaks about the physicality of Future Academy and 
its institutional decentralisation, reminding me of the analogy to the pep-
per vine that Geetha had used in previous Future Academy meetings. For 
Geetha the pepper vine was a grouping of autonomous yet interconnected 
centres that could grow parasitically from existing clusters. Her metaphor 
helped to illustrate the desire for equity within the relationships that Future 
Academy nurtured, and to indicate the parallel activities that would emerge 
in the UK, India, Senegal or even elsewhere. Vaibhav pursues his argument. 
“Physically, how would the coming together as a group work out? Do we 
need to have a governing or decision-making body? The division of the nu-
cleus could be an appropriate metaphor. Will this splitting result in the con-
tinuity of the academy?” Umang drives the point home. “Institutions need to 
kill themselves. Certain things stabilise as the process gets underway and 
we need to think about the death of an institution.”

A roll of paper is unfolded across the plenary room and placed on the tiled 
floor in between the mattresses that are laid out differently from day to day. 
Ishan gets up to look for something to put on the paper. More and more 
objects are gathered and placed on the floor. Sam brings some bamboo. 
Gradually these diverse objects and their functions constitute a pool of val-
ues that belongs to each and all of the participants. Umang calls everyone 
around to look at the collection and Shruti begins to explain the history of 
the “Tontine” as summarised by our colleagues from Mumbai a few days 
earlier.

The Neapolitan Lorenzo Tonti devised the Tontine scheme in 1653 in France. 
It included subscribers who reaped dividends from the capital they invested 
over time. The last survivor gained the entire sum of all the individual in-
vestments and if there was no one to claim it, the money went to the state. 
Popular for centuries throughout Europe, the Tontine scheme was banned in 
the UK and the USA in the 19th century as increasingly people were being 
murdered who stood in line to receive the full amount. As one can imagine, 
it became the inspiration of many a thriller and detective story. 

In Dakar, the Tontine scheme was activated in the 1980s as an alternative to 
the banks which whilst apparently run by the Senegalese were still closely 
tied to French finance. The mutual guarantee association or Tontine would 



cover a bank loan but could be used for different purposes. Key to the Ton-
tine in Senegal has been the cultural and social dimension it employs to 
ensure that a rotating rhythm of contribution and spending is maintained by 
each of the members. Trust and social sanctions encourage a self-selection 
process with regard to the group’s membership. Tontines can fall within sev-
eral categories, from those that are regulated by religious and commercial 
interests in order to cover financial difficulties or pay for pilgrimages to Mec-
ca, through to smaller cooperatives based on neighbourhood structures, 
women’s groups, the organisation of events, or the acquisition of health in-
frastructures such as wells or dispensaries. The fundamental issue with the 
Tontine is that it remains outside of the law, is not monitored by the police 
or the state, and constitutes part of the informal economic chain. Tontines 
can even have clandestine membership arrangements such that although 
the savings will rotate from person to person these individuals remain un-
known within the group.

In the context of Future Academy, the Tontine was promoted initially by 
the Senegalese Association in an effort to understand and test out alterna-
tive funding sources that might, however experimental, eventually lead to 
a self-sustainable economic model for a future art college. In a much more 
concrete sense, the Tontine has enabled the five participants from Senegal 
to raise sufficient funds to cover the costs of their visas to India. The Ed-
inburgh group adopted the Tontine scheme prior to the Synchronisations 
event and has made use of their collective savings to bring an impressive 
set of gifts to their Indian hosts. The Tontine is not the icing on the Future 
Academy cake, but an integral part of the research. 

When Shruti has finished her presentation of the Tontine, Vicky criticises 
the use that she and the other students from Edinburgh have made of the 
model. She claims they approached it in a superficial way and have not had 
enough time in Edinburgh to think it through. “We should have a system 
of aims and goals before we actually contribute to the Tontine,” suggests 
Cecilia. I reply to her that, “as a disparate group of people, rather than start 
with defined aims and goals, we should make the leap of faith to invest in 
something without knowing the outcome. The total sum of bringing seven-
teen people from Edinburgh to India is equal to that of bringing five people 
from Senegal to India. The question of equity is therefore crucial. Perhaps 
this is where the Tontine becomes important? What is your currency?” I 
ask her extending this issue to the floor and trying to shift the emphasis on 
money to one that questions aesthetic values and exchange.

Geetha speaks of the shift from macro to micro-credits and tells us that the 
Tontine system can be found in Bangladesh too and is often run by women. 

Nalla insists on the fact that the Tontine is about solidarity. “It is an unend-
ing reflection. You cannot see the fruits it will bear immediately. Maybe 
in five years, in two years, or in one year you will see something. What is 
important is the act of participation with whatever means one has.” Mar re-
marks that this form of economic independence encourages creativity. Mu-
stapha Mané sees the Tontine as the key to the organisation of a collective 
group, enabling the creation of an outside space, and a sense of autonomy. 
“If we don’t organise ourselves” he says wisely, “ we are going to disperse”. 
All of the Senegalese participants agree that the Tontine is a model to be 
pursued and that as a financial solution it encourages commonality within 
the Future Academy network. 

From the debate on economics to which we return later on during our 
think-tank, we continue this session with questions related to architecture 
and mobility presented by the Srishti students and the architecture gradu-
ates from KRVIA. I am concerned by an apparent tendency to do away with 
buildings in the Future Academy scenario. I question the responsibility we 
have to help produce places within which one can access independent 
thinking like that which we are currently pursuing thanks to Srishti.  People 
are building today, conceiving new art colleges, and Future Academy has 
necessarily taken a cue from this development. Sam, one of the architects 
who studies at Edinburgh, interjects, “Is mobility the sole answer to our 
problem, if it is a problem? I haven’t heard a compelling reason as to why 
this is the only answer? I think we have to work with what already exists and 
mobility may be one way of doing this. For me space by itself has no mean-
ing. The concept of place has much more relevance.” Christos responds, 
“Architecture means more than just buildings. All the young people who 
graduate today produce thought but do not build anything for at least ten 
years. They become intellectuals. At most, their designs on paper are exhib-
ited in galleries. So if we talk about space, we also talk about virtual space 
and that becomes a place, a place of thinking. The architect is not just the 
man who builds. Architecture is a sequence of rooms. What the architects 
here should do, I think, is to help us articulate space.”

It is here that the Documentation Box appears which I mentioned at the 
start of this diary. While some of the Indian students have been presenting 
their propositions, Aarthi and Anjora have been simultaneously transcribing 
and projecting words onto the wall. 

Anjora describes the experience as follows. “The four of us had no clue 
what was happening outside of the box. We were just receiving info and try-
ing to organise it and categorise it. Is mind-mapping the best form of on the 
spot documentation? We produced minutes of our meeting here, noting the 



speeches, the power failures, and the things that were being questioned.” 
“The difference between documentation and the document interests us. 
How do you document? How do you create a document?” asks Aarthi.
Vicky answers, “well, maybe there are two kinds of document – the discus-
sion and the experience?”

Amarantha suggests that a document is “not necessarily something we 
have to leave behind for the future. Could it exist purely in the here and 
now? Does it need to have a physicality which is lasting?”
“Personal opinions change daily”, adds Sophie. “That condition needs to 
come into the document such that everyday the document transforms and 
acquires more direction. It should not be restrained to a specific time peri-
od.” Ushma asks Sophie whether her individual crisis comes out in her own 
document and in the way she documents? Sophie, barely audible, murmurs 
that she hopes her ideas will become more organised as the think-tank pro-
gresses.

Shruti claims that they are “acting as translators in the act of writing.” But 
Shahana, one of the architecture graduates from KRVIA, criticises the pro-
cess and says they are cutting themselves off from the process of docu-
menting by being in such a blocked physical environment. Ushma explains 
to her “that this was the point. It was also an act, to say that the ‘documen-
tarist’ isolates him or herself by engaging with the process of documenta-
tion.”

Mar warns of a possible omission in overlooking oral documentation. He 
feels that has to be given some thought too. The session ends for lunch. It 
is hot and people are tired from the translation process. Perhaps there is a 
need to talk in smaller groups, or one to one. However complex the com-
munications are in the plenary room, they are yielding discussions. The per-
formance with the Documentation Box has been both fascinating and en-
tertaining and I am relieved that these forms of representation are so hotly 
debated.

Towards a thought architecture
In the afternoon, the three artists from Chelsea present their theories on 
thought architecture elegantly managing to continue the conceptual ap-
proach to architecture that had emerged in the morning session. Vera be-
gins. “All the while we have thought that we are part of a big art project, 
an art work called Synchronisations. We have big expectations connected 
to this project. Therefore in the last few days we have tried to translate our 
experience into a meta-structure. That’s why we have produced a diagram 



and an attempt too to get physical”. She points to the board where a wa-
tercolour and pencil drawing displays blue cloud-like formations which link 
downwards to a cartography of movement and direction. “Our questions,” 
she continues, “are about the physicality of the Future Academy project, 
and how it can be made to work. These reflections are based on our mutual 
interests.”

MJ takes the mike and explains the diagram and its roof structure. “Here 
you see an organism which has separate cells”, he says pointing to the blue 
clouds. “There is a roof structure which links them together. It’s a network 
that enables you to move through locations, first engaging with the local 
environment and then with the wider environment. Because these cells are 
organic they can be reduced or increased. There is an awareness of the 
environment in which they are located and they can adapt to change. The 
message and the messenger are the basis of the roof structure that is what 
we call the thought architecture. It’s a space away from a bureaucratic and 
institutional framework and its weaknesses. And we wonder,” asks MJ, 
“how we can maintain control away from control?”

Vera continues by stating that their hypothesis or proposition to Future 
Academy “excludes questions of management or of politics. Instead, we 
want to compare this structure to a biological structure.” The camera moves 
in framing Vera in the foreground. Ushma asks her to clarify who or what the 
messengers are who operate between the cells. “I want to know if you see 
them as individuals in terms of their context or place?” Vera replies that she 
imagines them “possibly like a group of terrorists, working independently 
yet with a set of ideologies that connect them. We think the ideal form of 
communication could be some kind of telepathy. Since this is not possible,” 
she adds, “we take this as a metaphor. What we really mean is something 
direct, as direct as possible.” Pointing to the diagram, she explains that the 
boxes “represent the holders of information, they are the messages. Others 
represent the cells and the messengers.” Her last point refers to language 
and translation. “We have to try to understand each other as much as pos-
sible, we have to accept different levels of language. We have to accept 
the untranslatable. Communication is never really communication. It can be 
comments, but nevertheless it creates a consciousness.”

Arvind wants to know how they conceive of the document and its circula-
tion. “I want to know whether the document needs to be dispersed con-
stantly. Are you saying that the document should have a limited life span?” 
Vera answers that this is an “open question.” 

I ask her how they would finance such a thought architecture and commu-

nication between cells? “We didn’t go into that,” says Vera. “I know it will 
need funding and management, but we thought that it could function with a 
board, like a mini-government which would handle all the practical aspects. 
As artists, our common or mutual interest is to create a space of freethink-
ing. Freedom means being untouched by material pressure.”

Noé asks her where she places herself in the diagram? Is she the mes-
senger? Vera replies, “For the time being, I guess we are messengers but 
the role of the messenger needs to be filled up constantly.” Noé persists. 
“You’ve got a strategy going on there. As a young member, what do you see 
your role to be in it?”

Then Christos interjects before Noé’s question is answered. “I have an 
objection with regard to the common roof. Does this imply a common 
economy…?” Vera interrupts him, “I don’t understand what you mean by 
economy.” Christos continues, “It’s like a family, you share the same money. 
But I don’t understand your metaphor. With regard to different institutions 
that function economically quite differently, I wonder how you can place 
them under the same roof?” Vera answers that it is purely in the “space of 
thinking”. “This diagram”, she continues, “would be different if we tried to 
integrate economics into it. Rather than suggest a base as a metaphor we 



wanted to put up a roof.”

Together with Mar and others in the room, Umang feels it is important to 
continue talking about the economics of their proposition. Vera reiterates 
that they had not considered economics, and that they do not feel equipped 
to handle such a huge question in three days. “We do not want to present 
some unreflected thoughts on the subject. But I do think that the system of 
the Tontine can be integrated into this structure quite easily.”

Noé comes back. “It seems that we are talking about a production-based 
group, rather than a learning-based group which is what I think Future 
Academy should reflect.” She explains the problems that affect film educa-
tion in the UK. “We can’t just think of ourselves as artists producing art in a 
vacuum. We need to think of where and how it’s going to take place. I don’t 

think we’re done with the question of economics. As we say in the UK, there 
is no such thing as a free lunch. Freedom is a lovely word but attached to 
many unresolved questions.”

Vera responds animated by this insistence on economics. “We are not talk-
ing from an egocentric point of view at all. We want our freedom and some-
body else has to fund us. One of the reasons Colin is documenting and 
painting us all here is to highlight the different levels of thinking and experi-
encing.”

“It might be interesting,” I add, “to develop the analogy you used of the ter-
rorist cell especially if you upgrade the aesthetics of war and the concept of 
resistance. There is the notion that we don’t have an underground anymore, 
that as artists all our production has to be made visible. For these reasons 
alone, I believe we’re up against a very pessimistic future.” 

Vera says she feels that we need to have “some kind of resistance, but that 
it need not be collaborative. These cells could interfere with each other. 
But,” she adds, “we didn’t think about the place of an underground in this 
structure”.



Keith wants to ask people with expertise in finance to talk about issues of 
economics in the context of a future art college. I support this, “If we had an 
economist and a lawyer working with us, it would open up what we want to 
do. But if we’re talking of artists as translators, then we also need to be able 
to translate these ideas for lawyers and economists to understand them. 
Part of Future Academy stems from the concept of funding in the arts, and 
seeing if we can create a problematisation of economics in parallel with the 
aesthetic debate. This project can only work if it is multi-faceted. We need 
to focus on economics in a creative way.”

Torstein offers some general reflections on the way the debate is going. 
“Some people talk about Future Academy as something that is happening 
here and now, like a learning space. Other people talk about it as the forma-
tion of some kind of organisation. Noé, you spoke about political recom-
mendations for the future of the arts and education sectors within govern-
ment. These are basically quite different things. In the morning session, I 
felt I had to suck knowledge out of the group and that was very enjoyable. 
Whereas now I feel I am in a political meeting and involved in the formation 
of yet another socio-political, economic or activist group! I would like to 
raise the question of a mission statement again, the motives, aims, purpose 
and desired outcomes of this meeting. I think there is a lot of subtext going 
on which highlights the difference between what is said in public, formally, 
and what is said in private in informal discussions.”

Mar has been listening to Torstein and reminds him of the more experi-
mental side of Future Academy and the issues that are infrastructural. “The 
economic aspect is a fundamental part of Future Academy. We are perhaps 
going around the same question, but it is because we have not found the 
answer. I think Future Academy is raw material. Future Academy can be 
translated into raw material because it has a lot of competence in different 
domains.”

Cedric tries to bring us back to the Tontine, which he feels pessimistic 
about. “Until now I think that we have talked about Future Academy as if it 
was a community, and I have some difficulty in accepting this. I believe in 
conflict. With regard to the Tontine, I wonder about the issue of solidarity. 
This type of system is very precarious since it is based on trust. The exam-
ples we hear from the Senegalese work precisely because they take place 
in Senegal. The social system allows the Tontine to function. I think it is dif-
ficult to export this system in another context without adapting it. It can only 
work on a small scale. I think we should see it as a basic point of reflection, 
that’s all.”
 

Mar does not accept Cedric’s position but at that point they agree to con-
tinue their discussion at a later date. People applaud and leave the plenary 
room for a cigarette break or some tea. In the meantime the Edinburgh 
group prepares its presentation. The video is out. Again a power cut. Ten 
minutes later all is running and we are back on the divans ready to engage 
with the next session. These presentations are quite different from one an-
other.  They illustrate the contrasting approaches to a subject of investiga-
tion as broad as Future Academy. The artists from Chelsea have had far less 
time to prepare their intervention and are generous in proposing a structure 
as complex as that of a thought architecture that can link the different com-
munities together. That this should bring us to the issues of finance and au-
tonomy is one way of viewing the flexibility that Synchronisations offers, but 
also points to the concerns that we all face.

From the gambling man to the bishop
The Future Academy team from Edinburgh is the most heterogeneous of 
all groupings. Included are students from different departments including 
Drawing & Painting, Architecture, Photography, Film & Television, and a new 



Masters class called Art, Space & Nature run by Alan Johnston. The major-
ity of the students are not from Scotland but originate from the USA, Japan, 
China, Sweden, Austria, Germany, Northern and Southern Ireland, and 
England, and many have mixed cultural backgrounds. Perhaps we really are 
looking at a new kind of student body, one that has never existed before in 
such a multiple way in the history of the European art college? You could 
argue that this heterogeneity does not necessarily imply a form of interna-
tionalism, and that a consciousness of the cultural wealth and differences 
that can radically redefine the knowledge base of an art college is based on 
more than a mix of nationalities. I have wondered about this phenomenon 
prior to Synchronisations. In contrast with the relative coherence of the Sen-
egalese and Indian participants reflecting in each case the singular national 
identities of their colleges, the Edinburgh College has the potential to ques-
tion the legitimacy of origins and histories in the context of art education, 
and to do this within a global field. It comes as no surprise therefore when 
at the start of their presentation, the ECA team gets up and faces us all, as 
if to demonstrate their diversity.

Vicky introduces the show. “We’d like to take you through the journey we’ve 
been through in the months preceding this residency in India.” She is fol-
lowed by Satoko who reads out a statement by a professor of art history 

from Hiroshima who has responded to her questions: “There will always be 
what we call art.
We don’t know what it is or why we do it. 
We don’t know what life is or why we are alive, 
but art helps us and others to be alive, even though 
we don’t know why we are here. 
Sometimes it is all we have apart from life itself
and Love.” 
Satoko says she still hasn’t understood what time period the future en-
capsulates. She sits down to applause and Patrick and Sam, who are both 
graduates from the Edinburgh department of architecture, get up. So far 
it appears as if the ECA team are working with individual and performa-
tive propositions. Each of them has investigated and interviewed specific 
people. The questions asked are similar in each case but the professions 
and backgrounds of their interlocutors vary enormously. Just as the two ar-
chitects begin to speak, another blackout takes place. It doesn’t really mat-
ter. The atmosphere is engaging and dramatic. They have set the pace for 
something that contrasts from the previous forum and is entertaining. 

During the course of the following hour, each of the seventeen students 
from ECA gets up and presents the summary of their interviews. Cecilia 
presents us with the comments of the Cuban filmmaker Humberto Padron. 
She introduces the investigation with the following set of questions.

“Friday 12th March 2004. Hola Humberto. We are trying to produce a con-
ceptual blueprint for the future of art and education (in 50 years), since 
these days art schools are not only increasingly physically and virtually 
mobile, but also far more conscious of their social responsibilities. After our 
meeting in India, we hope to recommend and identify possible new paths 
for art and its associated industries, not only at a local level but for interna-
tional and virtual communities as well. 

In your prediction you told me that in the future you believe that cinema 
(and not TV?) ‘will become the weapon of rebels’ since digital technology is 
becoming more accessible to the people, while TV and Internet will become 
‘the new globalizing weapon’. I wanted to ask you if you think that TV and 
the Internet are more controlled than cinema, even though corporations and 
governments increasingly control the distribution of films? Do you think that 
the increased use of the Internet is a negative phenomenon?

We are investigating the way in which art schools and artists will be able 
to create income in the future since now institutions are for the most part 
financed by debt. Our group in Senegal proposed an economic method 



called the ‘Tontine’, which is based on solidarity and trust. At its most basic 
level, it is a savings association, and one which we are attempting to copy 
in our Edinburgh group, whereby each member deposits a certain amount 
‘x’ each month, and then all the members of the group vote on who shall be 
given the total amount to spend in that month. Do you think that this could 
be a practical model for the future of ‘art’? Do you believe that the basis of 
an economy can be solidarity and trust? I ask you because I too am scepti-
cal. How do you believe that ‘artists’ will create income in the future? 

What are the social responsibilities of artists in the future? Do you believe 
that art can bring about social change? Do you think there should be such a 
large gap between what is named ‘artist’ and ‘scientist’? Will this change in 
the future?

You said in your email that ‘anyone will have access to a camera and a 
computer and will bring to light realities. What will the difference be be-
tween professionals and amateurs in the future? Will we need art schools in 
the future? 

Now that new digital technologies are shrinking the necessary space for 

studios do you think we will continue to need buildings in which to teach, 
meet and work?

How will we exhibit work in the future? Where will you show your films?
Just like EICTV in Havana, art schools across the world count on income, 
which comes from foreign students. Do you believe that we will lose out 
on identities while we become more globalised or international? Do you 
think that education contributes to this phenomenon? What effect will this 
exchange of different cultures have? What effect has this had in Cuba? Will 
nationality and frontiers continue to have importance in the future? 

Art schools have always been criticized as being for the rich. Does this exist 
in Cuba? Will this change in the future?

Un abrazo, Cecilia” 

Humberto Padron responds and Cecilia translates:

“Ceci, here are your answers.
Regarding control of the media. Of all of them, TV is the most controlled. In 
the Internet there is still anarchy (?) and chaos with respect to information, 
but it ends up being and already is a useful medium with which to dominate 
the people. The increase in its use will be negative in the way that among 
new generations it substitutes the pleasure of a good book, for a web of 
encyclopaedia. Excess. But evolution is going in that direction and everyday 
there is an increase in the quantity of ‘internautas’, and there is no way of 
stopping this without taking control, so that we will not lose the pleasure of 
a good book.

About how artists might create income in the future: I cannot see this with 
much clarity or optimism. Art today in the majority of cases is becoming 
commercialized, not only for being good art but because it responds to the 
commercial canons of the moment. Snobbism and money are that which 
put art into fashion, and not exactly its talent that can or cannot be of the 
level of its generated income.

I am not sure that solidarity and trust can be the bases of an economy. I 
would love to believe that it is possible, but when I look at history there are 
no exciting or positive example that I can see. And at the moment, looking 
at the world around us, I do not see signs that suggest this could happen. 

We will always need art schools. Education is vital and we cannot do with-
out it if we want truly talented artists. But when I refer to the fact that eve-



ryone will have access to a camera or a computer, I mean artists, and those 
who will truly become professionals in the cinema. The difference between a 
professional and an amateur is the education and training they receive in art 
schools.  

Art will never bring about social change. This has always been the fear of 
politicians in power. In reality what art does is to foresee, to intuit, and to 
announce social change. In Cuba, luckily, art institutions are not of the rich. 
Many of the most famous Cuban artists are of farming origins, and from 
humble and poor families. Our identities will be established by globalization. 
It is already happening. I don’t know if there is any way of conserving the 
identity of ‘peoples’, of keeping it intact for new generations. But I do hope 
there will be a way of protecting them.”

Lilah has interviewed a gambling man who has worked in and run casi-
nos all his life. His story is extraordinarily exotic, glamourous even in the 
context of our own lives. Yet nevertheless, it describes a microcosm that 
is international, high level, risk-laden and organised, all attributes that cor-
respond neatly to the art professional and their environment, or perhaps to 
an anachronistic concept of industry in the arts, something that retains an 
exclusivity?

“I started a gaming business in 1966 as a trainee croupier at the Golden 
Nugget in Soho, London. I joined a company called Mecca who, besides 
operating a number of other, casinos in the provinces, also owned and ran 
the ‘Miss World’ context. After an initial training period of two months I was 
able to deal Roulette, Blackjack, and Craps (a dice game). Within one year I 
was promoted to an inspector (in charge of supervising two games of Rou-
lette or Blackjack). After a further year I had become manager of one of the 
provincial clubs in Streatham and in 1968 moved back to central London 
where I became the assistant manager of the Sportsman Club in Tottenham 
Court Road – the latest and most sophisticated club within the company 
and a serious rival to the other established casinos in London.

A year after the opening in 1969, I was promoted to General Manager of the 
Sportsman. At this time the club was very popular and amongst the mem-
bers and visitors were famous names from the world of sport, politics, and 
show business – Frank Sinatra, Telly Savalas, Peter Falk, John Cassavetes, 
Ben Gazzara, Cassius Clay, Henry Cooper, Bjorn Borg, Denis Compton, 
Godfrey Evans, the Australian Cricket team, Harold Wilson, Edward Heath, 
Bobby Moore, Lester Piggot, members of the various Royal Families and 
many more. Casinos had become a rendez-vous, particularly for the ever-
increasing number of overseas visitors who were then moving to London 

and using the casinos as a convenient meeting place for social entertaining 
and business. Even during the Six Day War, Arabs and Jews were playing 
roulette together on the same table with no sign of the tensions that existed 
outside. 

In 1972 Mecca became part of Grand Metropolitan plc, a large conglomer-
ate which included Intercontinental Hotels, IDV (a drinks subsidiary with 
brands like Smirnoff Vodka, J&B Whisky, and Guiness), Burger King, and 
Pilsbury. In 1976 I became a Board Director of the company. 

In 1977-78 I was given the task of creating and designing the new Casino 
at the Ritz Hotel. It opened in June 1978 and quickly became the premier 
Gaming Club in London. Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh, Roger Moore, 
Cubby and Barbara Broccoli, James Mason, Cary Grant, Christopher 
Reeve, Roald Dahl were amongst the members and visitors of this prestig-
ious club. 
Ten years later in 1988, on behalf of the company, I acquired a small ca-
sino in Cannes on the Cote d’Azur. The Casino des Fleurs was transferred 
to the famous Carlton Hotel inn 1989. It was necessary to take off the roof 
(6000 square meters!) and build a brand new casino, restaurant, nightclub, 
imperial suite, and health spa and then put a new roof back on. The works 
took six months to complete and the Carlton Casino Club opened on Au-
gust 15th 1989, the Anniversary of Napoleon’s birthday. Within six months 
it had become the most successful and talked about casino in France. I 
had decided, prior to the opening of the Carlton, to try and buy my own ca-
sino. Together with two colleagues I had identified a casino property called 
Crockfords – probably the most famous Gaming Club in the world – which 
was founded in 1828 by William Crockford and had as the Chairman of its 
Membership Committee none other than the Duke of Wellington, who at 
the same time was the Prime Minister! We had to raise fifty Million pounds 
which we succeeded in doing in the city of London and we finally took the 
keys and opened the doors of our new club on March 9th 1989.”

The story continues at that pace until our protagonist enters into the Inter-
net Gaming World. When he responds to Lilah’s questions on debt he re-
plies that debt is very much more a part of our present lives than before. He 
claims that the gaming industry in the UK is nevertheless one of the most 
regulated and professionally managed industries that exists.  

Ayaka is unsure about the act of enjoyment that she senses as a part of the 
process of feeling difference and experiencing cultural contrasts. She wants 
to think about moral beliefs too. It is curious to sense the parallel between 
Lilah’s portrait of the gambler and the more acceptable references to cul-



tural specificity that have arisen.

Keith has spoken to the founder of a fair trade organisation who claims that 
in the future alternative economic markets will remain smaller than the lib-
eral free markets yet stronger in structure. This interview offers yet another 
connection between practice and economy providing us with information 
we can translate into the context of Future Academy.

“I suppose the existing universities may become like parliaments for discur-
sive ‘battles’ and the location of delivery points for virtual artefacts on sev-
eral scales that can be visited by the people and voted on by ordering them 
from the local bureaucracy of the world market (which is no longer working 
for profit but for freedom, from illness, exposure, ignorance and frailty?).

…As to your question about funding. The issues there are whether we are 
using the college in order to support an elite, or in order to make space for 
people who desire interaction together for the purpose of shared agendas? 
At the moment we are still in the first revolutionary stages of educating an 
elite whilst deconstructing their means of existence – those who can af-
ford to pay back debts because they will be earning more because they 
have been trained to do what most people cannot do. Will this ever get to 
the stage where education occurs in the workplace and is subject to all the 
diversity yet difference possible in task and remuneration as a part of that 
education? Cyberspace allows us to overcome much of the human problem 
of space and time because we can all be on the same site at once. However 
the interaction between people face to face is still probably something that 
will be necessary because there is a certain something about two way or 
multiple communication in shared space that simply doesn’t happen yet in 
cyberspace – we did say fifty years and not two thousand! 

So funding the college in fifty years may be by working in the workplace 
more as if it were a learning experience. After all the level of innovation will 
probably increase if democracy does not falter. In this way education may 
become so much a part of work that work becomes the new school, espe-
cially in those places that do not manufacture material but make knowledge, 
for example, that deal with the distribution of food and the improvement of 
food crops.”

Sophie brings us back to Scotland. She has interviewed a politician from 
the Scottish National Party who has apparently found it impossible to pre-
dict fifty years ahead for anything! He passes the buck back to her, stating 
that she is in a better position to determine the future than he is. In some 
ways he is right. Vicky lets an audiotape roll in which her grandfather talks 

about the future of art. It is very amusing and perfect entertainment for a hot 
sultry afternoon. “I draw from all parts of society that touch my life”, Vicky 
says. “I also think that we create art for an audience that is not just made up 
of artists and art theorists. I interviewed my grandmother too and she didn’t 
know anything about art, but she does have a strong opinion of it. She cov-
ers everyone from Damian Hirst through to her own personal taste.” By this 
time we are all very relaxed. Cecilia and Patrick are laughing. In the back-
ground the audio is running of Vicky’s grandmother with her strong Scottish 
accent. Another accent to add to the phenomenal mix of languages, into-
nations, and rhythms of speech in the room. It’s not always easy to follow; 
there is no norm either. English may be the dominant language today, but it 
is changing from within as we exchange the metaphors and idioms shaping 
our ideas from Wolof and French through to Japanese and Chinese.

Paulina offers us the point of view of a bishop. Takahiro takes us to Hiro-
shima and his professor of design. Anine presents the forecasts of a gynae-
cologist, and Meng projects a film of her father in law who is the chairman 
of a community organisation in China. Finally Asuza ends the presentation 
with an enigmatic statement. “Culture is a fundamental experience. It is 
there from the time that one is born. One makes art in order not to be for-



gotten. Art is the dinner of a person’s heart.” By now the plenary has shifted 
into total relaxation with people lying on the mattresses, listening to the au-
dio tapes, looking up to the woven straw roof, drinking water and feeling the 
heat of the late-afternoon sun.

Darius, a natural master of ceremonies, gets up to thank everyone and 
Arvind adds, “It was a super day. I can begin to feel a certain synchroni-
sation.” We leave the space keen to get back to our rooms, to shower, to 
think through all that has happened. Later on after dinner we shall have the 
‘Cabaret’, a series of talks, films, or performances that will take place every 
evening in the plenary room. The programme is crammed full, but given that 
we are out in the sticks with no bar in walking distance, it feels important to 
provide further stimulus. There is fine line between too little or too much or-
ganisation. No one has the same take on this. Whereas some are exhausted 
by the heat and would rather just lie down and do nothing, others are keen 
to carry on where we left off, and not miss out on the dynamics that are 
building up. Noé will show a film on one night, Ayisha will show hers on the 
second night, and Pierre will present his Diaporama to us, including his new 
addition of disco dancing. 

Dancing research and pooling resources
The next morning, Awa, Miriama, Mané, Nalla and Mar prepare themselves 
to give their presentation on behalf of the Association Future Academy Sen-
egal. The Association was set up by graduates and students from the Ecole 
Nationale des Arts and the NGO Forut, Media Centre de Dakar. It provides 
a basic legal framework and enables the group to be independent from the 
art college and the Media Centre. Autonomy has its price to pay, and the 
Association has to be self-motivated and inventive for the dynamics of their 
research and their existence to be maintained. For Synchronisations, their 
presentation has to reflect the plurality of the Association and those mem-
bers who could not come to India, as well as the collective research they 
have undertaken in Dakar. This plurality is reflected in the different drama-
turgical and rhetorical modes they use to state their case. They begin by an-
imating everyone in the room to dance Mbalax with them, playing the latest 
hits from Dakar over the sound system. Awa explains: “We want to implicate 
everybody. No one should be excluded. It is about synchronisation!” They 
begin their talk in Wolof. Nalla has difficulty speaking French, and can’t stop 
laughing. He manages to overcome this moment of confusion and when ev-
eryone has settled down he begins. 

“We’d like to take the bull by the horns and show you how we spatialise 
Future Academy as an architectural space far away, beyond Senegal and 

beyond Africa. We see it within an international dimension and from a global 
perspective. And we wonder how we can integrate different systems.” In 
the meantime Mané has unrolled their diagrams. The first on is based on a 
series of concentric shapes that helps to visualise the five continents. Nalla 
speaks of the Senegalese system of the “Penc” as a model of communal 
interaction. For Future Academy they have analysed the “Penc” for several 
months together with historians, sociologists and artists in Dakar. The pat-
tern of the traditional assembly is adapted architecturally to reflect commu-
nications between households, and promote the synchronicity of knowledge 
and competence, literally creating communities of knowledge and skills. 
This interconnection between households is extrapolated to the cover the 
five continents and the potential links between them. Research, pedagogy, 
the media, orality, aesthetics, the creative industries, architecture, and 
computer sciences are all elements which are part of the potential for inter-
changeability between these communities of knowledge that are connected 
to the Penc, both locally and globally.

Awa adds, “We should not exclude people nor limit ourselves to art for art’s 
sake. So we use the metaphor of the funnel without an end that brings us 
back to our original position every time. Production is a concern for us, as 
is the need for the creative industries. We must think of patronage on the 
same level as that of the funding of scientific research. Ours too is a perpet-
ual search for answers. The artist should make investors believe in artistic 
research. Future Academy is a long-term project. If we find an answer and 
we limit ourselves to that then this answer could come in five years time. 
What will we do during the other 45 years that lie ahead? That is why we 
have to conceive a system that always questions itself at strategic points, 
and readapts these answers to achieve the best possible future. As such 
we can never say that teaching is completed but we will be always heading 
towards research and perpetually asking questions.” Awa produces a con-
flation here in the temporal concept of Future Academy. As she sees it is not 
only about forecasting fifty years hence, but it also implies a stretching of 
time, an extension of research over fifty years.

Mar, who is President of the Association, continues. “We have a on-going 
wish to complexify and make sure that our research never ends. We hope 
that these diagrammatic representations explain themselves. We think 
that they can be exported to the rest of the world.” Awa continues, “As 
our research is never ending and we know that all projects need funds, we 
thought we should not limit ourselves to art but think more widely about 
productions, and help to boost the creative industries. There is a situation 
of competence here at Synchronisations, so why don’t we create something 
that enables us to fund our research? We have to think of patronage. Artists 



should commit themselves to motivating investors so that they believe in ar-
tistic research and help to advance art and all that surrounds it.” 

Miriama begins to explain the different systems in Dakar that the Associa-
tion has investigated over the course of the last year. “We looked into ‘frip-
erie’, the second-hand clothing market. It is an informal economic system. 
We looked at its objectives, its interests, the target audience, the base 
principal, the strategy, its aesthetic values and aesthetic vectors and related 
these to Future Academy. The ‘friperie’ is a market for imported clothes that 
constitutes the source of an economy. It helps a family to save money. The 
target audience comes from all levels of society and the chosen strategy 
is that of mobility. We see a future economic impact in the ‘friperie’ market 
rather as if it might lead to the creation of a stock exchange. You are no 
longer limited to your own country but as a system, the ‘friperie’ extends to 
an international level. Its aesthetic value lies in the assemblage of clothes, 
colours, and their placement. Its aesthetic vectors belong to registers of 
performance, animation and the voice.” She lists the other investigations of 
the Association. “We worked on the Tontine too as you know from our ear-
lier discussions.” She mentions the ‘Clando’, the clandestine or illegal taxi 
drivers who supply Dakar’s middle class with transport in the city. She ends 
on the international population of hawkers or ‘Baol-Baol’ who transgress 
the borders of Senegal and trade all over Europe and the USA.

Then Mané and Nalla perform a brief sketch without words. All is quiet in 
the plenary room but for the clicking of the odd camera and the voices of 
Indian farm workers in the background. The two men enact a scene of beg-
ging. One holds out his hand. The other mimics the act of refusal touching 
on violence, and ends up walking away. The performance lasts for only two 
or three minutes. The Association has spent time working around one par-
ticular future scenario based on the proposition of zero degree mendacity in 
fifty years from now. This unlikely backdrop has provided an important set 
of conditions for their analysis of the scholastic and mercantile aspects of 
the Coranic schools in Dakar today. Children are sent out onto the streets 
to beg for alms. This process is an inherent part of religious education but 
it has become vulgarised to the point that the children not only form gangs 
of degraded urban citizens, but beg using tins which display images of the 
popular tomato puree produced by the local Senegalese corporate, Djeg 
Bou Djar. This issue of indirect advertising and exploitation has preoccupied 
the Future Academy team in Dakar.  

Through their performance, Mané and Nalla indicate the multi-dimensional-
ity that artistic research can adopt. The Senegalese presentation covers 
a wide number of registers and reminds us all that we are not academics, 



and that our systems of representation can afford to defy certain conven-
tions attached to research and the formal elucidation of results. Later on 
Awa returns to this question and asks us whether we think that there is a 
connection between religious education and Future Academy. Then she 
adds, “Education is based on memorisation. We want to make a connection 
between religious education and education in the future. We ask ourselves 
whether this connection will be conflictual and therefore whether it is some-
thing which Future Academy will need to surmount?” She ends by listing the 
concepts they wish to pursue with Future Academy. These include proposi-
tions for the development of a Mobile Oral Library; the involvement of key 
people who can contribute internationally and in Senegal to an extension 
of a dialogue on the arts; an international conference on future pedagogies 
and future cultural industries; and a participation in the International Roam-
ing Professorship. 

Geetha Narayanan thanks them for their informative presentation: “I am in-
terested in the introduction of the idea of the informal economy with regard 
to the economics of Future Academy. The backdrop in everyone’s mind is 
the formal macro economy run by multinational corporations and by the 
State. India, like Africa, has an informal economy precisely because the 
people of India cannot depend on multinational corporations or the State. 
The poster you all received and the bag it came in were both made by the 
informal economy of the arts in Bangalore. The bag is made from old ce-
ment sacks. I want to draw your attention to that and to say that perhaps 
the creative industries and the arts do not need the educational framework 
of formal art academies, and that there is a thriving informal economy of the 
arts in this country and in Senegal too. The most important point is how you 
as a group who are going to be traveling in India together interact and learn 
about the mysteries of these economies? Nobody supports them and yet 
they provide a livelihood for millions of people through their creative arts.”

“There is a social category that is being formed by itself,” says Mar. “It 
is that of the self-made man as you say in English, or the ‘Baol-Baol’ or 
‘Modu-Modu’ as we say in Senegal. These people do not depend on any 
financial institutions. You see them circulating in Dakar and in all large urban 
centres throughout the world. They do business and make a lot of money. 
If banks go bankrupt they can still manage their funds and capital. They are 
part of an extraordinary economic system, and their wheels are so well oiled 
that they get out of problems each time. They provide a model that can 
inspire everybody.” Mané supports this: “The Baol-Baol is at the heart of 
our intellectual debates right now. But also in terms of the media and com-
munications. The Baol-Baol has no professional background in economics, 
has no formal education, and yet he manages his business through his self-

taught skills and knowledge and through what he has learnt at the Coranic 
school. He creates a system that works.” Awa adds that in developing 
Future Academy they have begun to study “how the informal economic sys-
tem actually concerns those people who are not considered important by 
multinational companies, and by those companies and systems which are 
based on written, academic knowledge. Yet these other systems have been 
able to set up successful businesses at those moments when banks went 
bust.”

Geetha fine-tunes her question and addresses the floor, “Why do you all 
think that a formal education in the arts and a formal economy with macro 
levels of planning is important to you? Can we think about the downside 
and the upside to this? I ask this question because of my experience of 
working with Clementine and trying to raise money for this think-tank, 
through speaking with Ian Howard, principle of Edinburgh College of art, 
who has been one of the most ardent supporters of this programme, and by 
talking to bankers in London. In each case it is the words “informal econo-
my” and the “creative industries” which have somehow struck a chord. The 
UK feels that the developed world has to find an answer to the question of 
macro planning, and therefore to formal economic structures. But then as 
Clementine pointed out to me a minute a go there is the counter argument 



whereby we run the danger through the informal system of watering down 
bodies of knowledge, of becoming dilettantes, and bifurcated in a schizo-
phrenic way? Does this context offer a way forward for Future Academy to 
look at the creative industries? I address this question to all of you because 
whether you are from Senegal or from India, or from the UK you are all look-
ing at careers where you will have to work with an economy in order to be 
able to live. What is the alternative to a grant economy where you have to 
write a proposal and someone gives you money? That economy means that 
you have to educate yourselves in writing grant applications, which is un-
happily what my job is all about. I am not an artist, I am not a teacher. I just 
have to write grant applications to make these things happen.” There is a 
pause as the two translators explain what Geetha has said to the Japanese 
and Senegalese groups who sit at opposite ends of the room. You can hear 
people talking quietly to one another. These pauses are important somehow 
even if they delay the flow of thoughts.

Umang begins, “The informal sector is a little like a bazaar, like a market. 
You go out and find your guy and he offers you a mixed bag of things. You 
don’t enter a pyramid structure. It is random. If we look at the informal sec-
tor and how this fluid state of the economy is run, should we look at it in 
isolation or not? Instead of having one-day economies, can we find a way 
to align the informal to the formal sector? This is the predominant economic 
paradigm that we are trying to work with or break out of. If we want to anal-
yse one-day economies or smaller more chaotic models where things are 
done in more fluid ways, then I feel we need to take into account that this 
actually works and investigate its relationship to the predominant paradigm. 
I do not think we should look at it in isolation.”

“There has to be a relationship between the two,” replies Mar. “Remaining in 
the informal will not lead to development. It is a case of immersing oneself 
in the informal sector and then transposing the positive traits of the informal 
into the formal framework. But how we do it is up to us to find out!” Nalla 
still questions the division and says, “Existentially people survive without 
being affected by devaluation or a world crisis as it exists within the formal 
sector. Before we make a relation between the two sectors, I would ask you 
to define what is formal and what is not?”

Keith addresses the Senegalese and Indian participants, “What is your 
impression of the UK? I wonder if you think that the UK is in a privileged 
position or not. I ask this because 80% of the people I know who work from 
9am to 5pm in the formal sector are not happy. You get tied to the formal 
sector through a mortgage, a house, a job, a career, or a job in a bank or 
cleaning up the rubbish on the street. In each case you are limiting your 

freedom because you always owe somebody something. The challenge in 
the UK is more than to just break free from the formal sector because it is 
so strong and the institutions are so powerful. If you want to be an individu-
al there is very subtle negative peer pressure telling you that you are stupid 
to do this. What do you think about this?”

Noé adds her opinion. “In the UK the ‘friperie’ is very well known to most 
working class people, and so we have the formal and the informal economy 
there too. It’s called the jumble sale and that is how many people clothe 
themselves. There are also charity shops in all the major cities with second 
hand books and clothes and these help all sorts of programmes that are run 
in developing countries. But I am still a strong believer in the state economy. 
I pay 40% of my wages in taxes, and I demand from my government that 
it provides for good basic education, and health for everyone. I would fight 
for this. I don’t mind paying taxes as long as the government provides these 
facilities that I believe in. Relying on individuals is nearly as frightening as 
relying on the state. I don’t have problems with small entrepreneurs but they 
usually do it for themselves and not for a group. The idea of transferring this 
process from the individual to an action group is interesting but I think we 
are going to need a lot of imagination to make it work. Have you tried ap-
plying the principles of the models that you presented to us this morning? If 
so, I’d be interested in knowing the outcome?”

Geetha responds, “I don’t think we have answered the key questions. The 
first was posed by the Senegalese and asks, what is the understanding of 
the difference between the formal and the informal economies? And sec-
ondly, to come back to Keith’s question, we must ask if there is an under-
lying assumption that some of us are making about the UK economy and 
are these assumptions colouring the discussion on both the formal and the 
informal economies?”

“The fundamental principle of liberty has been raised in Keith’s question,” 
says Mar. “Our studies have highlighted the issue of mobility. To be really 
mobile we have to be free. It is true that we cannot master the British econ-
omy, but if we do a comparative study of any formal and informal system, 
we see that liberty, which is the corollary of mobility, is the determining fac-
tor. On that level alone there is much to think about.” “And”, interjects Awa, 
“we wanted to start this debate because of the different nationalities and 
systems present in the groups at Synchronisations. To develop the econom-
ics of the future we have to confront the two systems together. The formal 
and the informal do not only exist in economic terms. They exist in the artis-
tic domain too and we should open up this debate.” She looks around the 
room waiting for response. 



“We realised,” adds Nalla, “that there are eminent professors of econom-
ics who often receive travel grants to go to Europe or the States in order to 
study during the holidays. They come back with theories. In contrast you 
have the Baol-Baol or hawker who has no formal education in economics 
and who has only attended traditional schools. This Baol-Baol or hawker 
enters the economic system too, the one that we call informal, and he or 
she travels worldwide too. What have these people done to become suc-
cessful in the context of an international system? They receive no support 
from the government. But if they could enter the future academy, we could 
ask them how their system functions without basic formal economic prin-
ciples, and how it is that they still manage to survive. In terms of pedagogic 
systems I would like to see what we all mean by formal and informal.”

Ushma comes back to language and metaphor, “Where do the words formal 
and informal come from? Do we realise the strong connotations of place 
and space that they carry with them? What are the spatial networks of the 
informal?”

Geetha adds, “What do we think about artisans who want a college for 
crafts in order to acquire a more formal education as opposed to the infor-
mal education they received previously? We assume that people who live as 
artisans in the informal sector do not want to draw on the strengths of the 
formal educational system. With regard to the travel grant, you could say 
that this is something that supports the elite’s wish to travel. Some of the 
Srishti students however set up their own Tontine system called the “Earn 
To Learn Programme” which relied on informal networks, and which enabled 
them to travel to Europe to see what was going on in art academies there. 
They are not the elite and yet they managed to go to Europe, sixteen of 
them. What do you make of this now?” she asks addressing the Srishti stu-
dents in the plenary room.

“I feel that a person from the informal sector has a better understanding of 
both the formal and the informal economy and how these work because 
he or she is plugged into both even if it is in the lower rungs of the ladder,” 
says Garb. “As Mar suggested, this is linked to liberty and the freedom to 
move around. With regard to Keith’s question on how far the two coexist, 
I think it is just an issue of that extra percentage that the one has over the 
other.” 

Arvind builds on Gaurabh’s comment. “The informal wants to be part of 
the formal, but because it doesn’t have the required infrastructure it finds 
loopholes in the system. Our Tontine to travel could be interpreted from the 

perspective of the freelancer. As an art and design student you practice 
and you do jobs and assignments to earn a bit of pocket money. The idea 
of AACAA, which means ‘form’ or ‘shape’, came from the wish to build a 
student fund. It’s subtitle was the ‘Earn To Learn Programme’ which meant 
that as 4th and 5th year students we would work for industry, earn some 
money which would go into a fund that would be used to buy tickets, visas, 
and all we needed to go abroad. The faculty at Srishti School mentored this 
procedure and that provided accreditation or a quality assurance for the 
design jobs that we took on. We produced a flyer for this project to explain 
why we wanted the funds and what jobs we were looking for. We got good 
jobs, some very large that required a team of seven people, right through to 
small jobs for one person. The point is that the formal institution recognised 
the informal abilities that the students had, and provided us with a type of 
formalised framework. We needed to have that framework. We wanted to 
plug into a system: we had to apply for visas, we had to write letters to col-
leges abroad and therefore we needed the façade of the institution. But how 
we generated the economy for it came out of the fact that we had informal 
abilities in the sense that we had our own understanding of how to meet cli-
ents. Even with Future Academy our informal efforts get formalised through 
a certain gateway. ”  He is about to continue when Cedric comes back with 
a critical comment.

“All the themes we have touched on since yesterday remind me of anti-glo-
balisation debates. A few months ago, India hosted the World Social Forum 
and here the informal economy was seen as an alternative to the capitalist 
system in terms of the representation of economics. I am not talking about 
the reality of things on the ground. The informal and the formal compliment 
each other and one does not exist without the other. I don’t think you can 
put them in opposition to one another. In France right now there are several 
artists’ movements that play with the categories of the formal and the in-
formal. I can think of a group from Bordeaux called ‘Buyself’. They produce 
a mail order catalogue to sell their art works. There are also art works that 
look at placement. Artists go into shops and place their objects for sale 
on the shelves. It might be a CD or a book, in short, manufactured objects 
that look like those which you can buy in the shops anyway. They hope that 
these will be integrated into the formal economy. With certain things such 
as CDs it works. For others it can be more complicated. France maintains 
a catalogue of all that is produced, and these articles have now joined the 
list. So in a sense this work with placement has been successful. Another 
group of artists is called the Bureau d’Etudes, and it plays on the ques-
tion of gratuity. They have developed a system that is very close to Future 
Academy that exists on the net and is called the Université Tangente. It is 
a degree zero university. They develop ideas that we have touched on over 



the last few days. They talk about anti-globalisation too. I want to know how 
you who are here, who are developing similar themes, how you situate your-
selves with regard to these movements and artists’ groups?”

The audio crackles, the power cuts out and we wait to see if it will return. 
A few seconds later Cedric continues. “The other theme that I would like to 
suggest we develop is that of libertarian republics. In the eighteenth century 
in Madagascar, there was a utopian society of pirates led by a Frenchman. 
The pirates came from pretty much everywhere: freed slaves, natives from 
the island and Portuguese enemies. They were the first to develop a system 
of economy based on the procedure of sharing their loot. This type of repre-
sentation of societal models is very topical today. Another one is the TAZ, or 
Temporary Autonomous Zone, which has been developed by the theoreti-
cian Hakim Bey. There is a lot of similarity with Future Academy and it can 
only work if it retains a certain sense of anonymity. The TAZ provisionally 
occupies a certain territory in space or time and can only exist until the mo-
ment when it is recognised or categorised. It’s a form of insurrection beyond 
time and history, and a tactic of dissolution that has been adopted in cyber 
culture. In terms of community, I think the role of the artist is to construct 
a non-territorial place, to construct a sphere like the Austrian artist Edwin 
Lipburger that relates only to one point on the ground. That means that this 
space is outside any notion of territory or of governmental control.” Cedric’s 
point is interesting. He appears to be suggesting that as artists we in dan-
ger of adopting paradigms which provide false polarities and to which our 
activities are not necessarily aligned.

Mar wants to reply to Noé and Cedric. He feels they have raised aspects 
of the same question. “Noé asked us to what degree we had applied the 
principals of our models in real terms, and Cedric asked how we relate to 
anti-globalisation movements. It is a coincidence. We are not inspired by 
anti-globalisation movements and they have not brought us to work on the 
systems we presented to you”, specifies Mar. “We did field work in Dakar 
and reported on what we saw and some of the projects required a lot of 
time and reflection. I would like to draw your attention to the reception of 
certain meanings. Beyond the primary meaning, we have to look at other 
dimensions. How do we imagine that a complex system like second-hand 
clothing, for example, can be transferred into a new domain and are able to 
find new connotations here? In a similar way, we need to transfer meanings 
that relate to the phenomenon of illegal taxis, the Tontine, and hawking.”

“Why do we evolve an economic system in the first place?” asks Amaran-
tha. “It is to be free of financial worries. The main aim of a formal economy 
is to multiply profits and that is a big attitudinal difference to the informal 

economy where it is more about giving and service.”

Pierre takes this one step further. “I would like to talk about the process of 
formalisation. How does an informal system formalise itself? I have always 
been interested in hawking. But none of us here in this room have consum-
able goods to sell! In terms of my own role, I am interested in the hawking 
of images and in the hawker who sells images. The key to hawking - and 
this was mentioned earlier - is the issue of autonomy and the freedom it 
involves. In the eighteenth century hawkers carried their profession on their 
body. But above all they had to shout out to make sure that their presence 
could be easily recognised by the inhabitants of a street. They were first 
recognised by their cry before their visual dimension was taken into ac-
count even if this was very distinguishable once you actually came across 
them. They announced their products to consumers by crying out aloud. 
In repeating this cry and reiterating this function again and again a musical 
dimension was established to the point that the words themselves disap-
peared. At the end of the nineteenth century, the hawkers disappeared too. 
The German philosopher Walter Benjamin said that the Sandwich Man is 
the last incarnation of the flâneur or passer-by. You could say that to be a 
Sandwich Man is to incorporate the last phase in the vilification of the body 



and the loss of identity. Today we are all like Sandwich Men when we wear 
the logos of Nike, Adidas, etc., on our back. In the city, the Sandwich Man 
walks perpetually but has no destination. He lives in slow motion with re-
gard to the activities that surround him. We are dealing here with different 
speeds. In the context of art, you could suggest that the artist through the 
development of landscape painting achieved this kind of autonomy. The art-
ist was able to leave the studio thanks to the invention of the mobile easel 
and tubes of paint. Today with the arrival of new technologies such as still 
and movie cameras that allow us to film and edit ourselves, we have the 
maximum amount of autonomy too.” 

“Finally, with respect to the question of identity, I would like to offer a couple 
of examples from the history of art to show you how the identity of the 
hawker is always multiple. My first example is Arthur Craven, whose name is 
a pseudonym. He was a poet and distributed the magazine called ‘Mainten-
ant’ which means ‘now’ by crying it out aloud. Craven wrote many articles 
under different identities. He claimed to be the nephew of Oscar Wilde. In 
addition to poetry he was a boxer and was therefore equally well known in 
the world of sports as in the world of poetry. My second example would be 
of André Cadere, the Rumanian artist who lived in Paris in the 1970s. He 
was painter but his painting consisted of a long wooden pole painted in dif-
ferent colours. He carried his work permanently on him. With it he would 
attend openings and exhibit his work in the streets. It’s the same type of 
idea that the Fluxus movement developed at the time. Fluxus is one of the 
rare avant-garde movements that is totally international with branches in the 
States, in Japan, and all over Europe. In one case, there was a cap, rather 
like the cap a museum attendant might wear, with the words Fluxus written 
on it. Anybody and any artist could wear this cap and then would take peo-
ple for guided tours of places you don’t usually visit in cities, such as public 
toilets and tunnels in the metro. Here again an identity is borrowed in order 
to facilitate mobility. Paradoxically in the nineteenth century, just as hawk-
ers were becoming obsolete, their image could be found on engravings and 
these were sold to the public once again by hawkers. That is how we can 
retrieve their memory. The titles under each of these engravings make use 
of a double repetition of the word. Just as you have with the names Baol-
Baol or Modu-Modu the repetition helps to signify their cry.” Mar thanks 
Pierre for this contribution to their research. Awa remarks that, in being able 
to make a connection between a practice today and one that existed two 
hundred years ago or more one comes closer to forecasting the future. 

I try and draw the different themes together. “I think a lot of issues have 
been raised today in particular the question of co-production. The Tontine is 
about co-production. Having worked on Future Academy for two years with 

different forms of backing at different times. I have understood what co-pro-
duction means in very different ways. I think that the relationship between 
what we call the formal and the informal economy is also about – without 
wanting to stretch the pun – prophets and profits. Your performance was 
about the relationship between prophetic types of knowledge and the dan-
gers of profiteering. It was about the relationship between the vulgarisation 
of religious education and a much broader informal economy. It questioned 
the whole context of the Baol-Baol that you are proposing here. In Dakar, 
there are criticisms of the phenomenon of the Baol-Baol because it creates, 
as Geetha mentioned, a dilettante level of education. So we are facing a 
complex situation. There are not only multiple audiences amongst us, but 
we also multiple co-producers. The complexity of what we are dealing with 
lies in the relationship between wanting to be a multiplayer, wanting to be 
simultaneously a formal artist and an informal activist, or interventionist, and 
thereby breaking away from the formalisms and the categories within art 
production that we continue to adhere to, and that are reflected directly in 
the different disciplines, classes and departments of art colleges. In order 
to do that we have to develop metaphors, and the metaphor that Pierre has 
now substantially developed from the proposition of our friends in Dakar, is 
that of the hawker. It involves pseudonyms and the recognition of different 
identities and different orthodoxies. Perhaps if we start to extract detail we 
can work with greater levels of reconnaissance because if we multiply our 
audiences and multiply are activities, we also have to be more precise about 
who we are angling, at what moment and with which cry, which organ. So it 
is about creating organs again that are vectors. 

One area that Mar and the team did not elaborate on so much is that of the 
‘Clando’ or illegal taxi business. What our friends noticed in Dakar was that 
these taxis were only illegal until they had got their license. Once that hap-
pened they were happy to go into the formal academy of taxi drivers! There 
is an exoticism that surrounds the informal that we have to be terribly care-
ful of. It is used as a way of keeping certain continents in a state of devel-
opment. And the taxation system too can lead to the manipulation of entire 
countries on the basis of its non-existence. This is very problematic. I don’t 
think that today we can adhere to a nation state condition and of a social-
ism that existed prior to that which Cedric also brought up in his contrast 
between capitalism and communism. We have to ask ourselves very clearly: 
wherein lies capital? Where do we create capital? What is capital? What is it 
for the hawker? For an institution in the future? How do we produce capital 
in vast parts of the world that are not ready to accept, for separatist political 
reasons, a neo-liberal understanding of capital as it stands today? If we as 
artists can begin to understand that capital can be a very highly developed 
understanding of relation then perhaps we can move from an idea of manu-



facturing to one of information in a more productive way.”

Geetha continues the summing up. “When we put this think tank together 
and conceived of it in relation to various countries, one of the points that 
came up was that it should effectively be a future academy in practice. It 
did not make sense however to put everyone in one place and keep them 
there for the whole period of the very short time that many of you are in 
our country. So moving from Bangalore and into parts of the countryside 
outside of Bangalore yet within a reasonable travel distance was part of the 
strategy that was planned.”

“I was deeply moved when I read Christos Papoulias’ contribution to an 
edition of Metronome where he talked about the academy, about trying to 
design a new academy in Hampi. He spoke about how he felt the academy 
would always be mobile, would always be transient. He said Aristotle al-
ways walked and talked at the same time. If there were to be a new acade-
my it would have to have two components, the composition of mobility and 
the composition of conversation. These might be intangible parts but they 
too had to be recognised as part of an academy. From tomorrow you won’t 
be ECA, Chelsea, Srishti, Senegal, or KRVIA, you will be the future acad-
emy. You will be moving and talking as you go along from here outwards to 
more remote parts of our country. The conversations can happen in the bus, 
in the train, you are not in a static vacuum or space and you don’t need to 
wait for the destination. I say that in particular to those who are document-
ing because it isn’t as if these are not important moments too. Pierre made 
the point earlier about the bus and the driver. The places that have been se-
lected for you to see are different and are complex. They have been chosen 
for their complexity and not for their simplicity. It is important that they are 
looked at from the context of the conversations that you have been hav-
ing here, about cultural differences, about the economy, the formal and the 
informal, the Tontine and new forms of capital, and about documentation.” 
Geetha continues with practical information on the trips. We will leave very 
early the next morning and people are keen to get out of the enclosed at-
mosphere of the retreat and head into the countryside.

Our session closes when the five members of the Senegalese Future Acad-
emy Association hand out the presents they have brought for everyone. The 
sound recording equipment is switched to output and the dancing contin-
ues. Each woman has been given a different coloured Djal-Djali, or cotton 
wrap finely latticed by hand. Bin-Bins or hip-necklaces are passed round, 
and the guys receive thong chokers. Miriama demonstrates how you tie the 
wrap and suddenly colours flood the plenary to the sounds of the latest rap 
from Dakar.

What is the document?
That afternoon, after another highly elaborate lunch with several dishes 
and courses prepared by the cooks at the Visthar ashram, we head back to 
the plenary building. There Mike, who heads the film department at Srishti 
School and who has invested enormous energy in recording Synchronisa-
tions, suggests we should all try to work out a specific approach to the 
document. “A journey will take place,” he reminds us, “and we will spend 
four or five days together in smaller groups of around fifteen people each. 
Some people will want to work on their own. What I propose is that we 
decentralise the whole document. People should feel free to do what they 
want but at the same time they know that they can also collaborate within 
the group and between the groups.”

Synchronisations has two main objectives. Firstly, through the format of the 
think-tank, the intention is to elaborate propositions on the future of the col-
lege of art and design, with all the ramifications that this implies in terms of 
changing art practices in a global context. The second aim to experiment as 
far as possible with the form and content of the document. The document 
is inevitably connected to our meeting here in India, which is a phenomenon 



that has to be recorded. A gathering of forty-five young arts profession-
als, students and faculty, from over fifteen countries and five continents, 
including Africa and India, does not happen very often. Yet we all know we 
have to go beyond the inevitable Benetton image that we may evoke, and 
therefore the banal yet unavoidable format of the group shot. In addition, 
the push towards interrelational aesthetics and collective and collaborative 
projects over the last ten years has not provided a particularly inspiring ap-
proach to the document. Unlike the 1970s and the works that grew out of 
communal concepts and performance, there is little modularity to be found 
in the relationship between the event and the relay of that presence through 
photographs and video.

I suggest that a certain reflection needs to come through the recordings in 
terms of whom it is that they are directed towards. “We need to think of the 
specific audience we are shooting for. The contexts can be quite different. 
So we have to work with the precision of whom we are addressing, for not 
everything is circulated to everyone. Indeed, we have to be vigilant towards 
the implications of some of the ideas that are going to be generated at Syn-
chronisations. They could be wrongly interpreted. Art colleges have often 
been connected to forms of revolution,” I add. “In addition, we are being 
sold the idea of the virtual academy. But is it there to combat problems of 
visas, migration, security, etc.? An argument will be put to us that claims 
we can run an art and design college purely on the web. What do we think 
about this? With Future Academy we haven’t developed sufficiently a de-
bate on communications. The economics and the communications of this 
project are parallel and similar. I am worried about the underlying vagueness 
of open source for example.”

Vicky comes in here. “There could be a way in which we share ideas. There 
are people who are very open with their ideas and there is trust. But there 
are also ideas which are stolen”. 

“I imagine a document that also acts as a tool, that is a tool for what you 
want to do,” I continue, keen to bring home the importance of thinking 
through this issue prior to the field trips. “There is a weight to the content 
we are producing and I don’t want to reduce it to a student situation. It has 
to be condensed and it has to carry over all the work that you have done, 
for however long. We need to show the intensity of this kind of relationship. 
A filmic assemblage, for example, will depend on which audience you want 
to address. Will you use subtitles, how many languages, and who do you 
therefore want to translate your ideas to?” I mention radio programmes as 
a possible platform for transmitting our work, alongside film and text. “The 
work will reflect your professional desires. It will act as carriers of your own 

individual queries.”

Geetha is keen to question what type of archive this work might constitute. 
“It contains qualitative things and oral histories. What we create here is a 
shared pool and resource base. It has a form. Therefore the post-production 
is as important as the journey. You are creating fellowships through this pro-
cess. The challenge of Future Academy,” she says, “is to work with different 
languages.”

The discussion on the document is opened out to the floor and Arvind of-
fers a concrete example. “When I was working on my diploma project, I 
was dealing with a client space and a studio space. The journey between 
the two also became a space in itself. This transit space was interesting. 
Hassan, one of the locations we will be visiting, is a transit space too. For 
people like us who are in the habit of using a studio, it could be interesting 
to discuss the possibility of looking for a client, as one does if one is a de-
signer. And in so doing, each group could come up with some recommen-
dations. If you use certain syntaxes that are tangible, these may lead to the 
idea of a universal client. You could have a framework for a client, a sort of 
future projection. What sort of content would enter into a framework like this 
and how would it reflect the client you would want yourself in say five years 
from now?”

“The way I see documentary,” says Vicky, “is that it can produce a forum. 
We would film the discussions about making this forum, about elements of 
research, explaining what we are doing to people, the different reactions 
they may have, and the diversities. I think we could document the different 
reactions and answers within the four groups.”

“It would be interesting to do this from the point of view of the architects,” 
says Gaurabh. “We would look for spaces of interaction in the places we are 
going to. Spaces that foster and nurture meetings, like this place here or a 
tea shack.”

Arvind gets up and points to the diagram produced by the team from Chel-
sea. He makes us look at the inscriptions of the messengers. “This is our 
thought architecture. This is our working document. We go out and find 
things and bring them back. These are documents that form part of a larger 
set of documents. I don’t think we are going to end up with four different 
presentations for the public event. We will distil these further. And we have 
the independence to think of different things. We don’t need to have a tem-
plate or point to different meeting grounds.”



Geetha concludes the discussion on the document by suggesting we all 
take it with the flow, and talk to one another. She reminds us that we are a 
new group. “Future Academy,” she ends, “must actually reflect the question 
of mobility and get out there.”

Our friends from Japan propose a game
Throughout the last four days we have been acutely aware of languages. 
Some remain within a latent, silent state such as Chinese or Swedish. Oth-
ers such as English and French are dominant. The various Indian languages 
spoken by our hosts are barely heard. Despite the presence of their transla-
tor, the four participants from Japan appear to have the most difficulty in 
contributing to the debates. Because of this they offer to do their own small 
presentation for the group. It takes place at the end of this last session, and 
the day before we all head off on our various field trips.

An elaborate wall chart is pinned up. It resembles an advent calendar with 
several paper doors and concealed messages. There is a hierarchical struc-
ture with my name at the top leading down into the different locations and 
teams. A dice has been made out of paper and three participants are asked 
to get up and play the game. 

Takahiro begins with an introduction. “To start with, we would like to explain 
why we have not been interacting. Our ideas are based on the Japanese 
views of life and death. For us disappearing has an aesthetic value. We 
don’t think from the point of view of permanent construction, but we think 
more about a temporary structure. We didn’t participate so far because our 
English if very simple and the English used here is far beyond our compre-
hension. That is why we haven’t reacted. Nevertheless we think that a tem-
porary structure is more important than a perManént one and so if Future 
Academy breaks down naturally, or on purpose, that should not matter. We 
think that the new thing that emerges from the ashes of the old will be bet-
ter. We presuppose therefore that Future Academy should be completely 
dismantled, first at its base and then reassembled.” All the while Azusa, 
Ayaka, and Satoko are listening to Takahiro and discussing between them-
selves. 

Takahiro continues. “The Chelsea group’s metaphor of the cells of a living 
organism was interesting. As such, cells do not have a perManént life. So 
here we thought that instead of using the word cells, we would use the word 
‘apatosis’.” The translator looks baffled unable to interpret the word. Just as 
Takahiro is about to continue the lights go out. We have another one of the 



regular power cuts. “We will continue,” says Takahiro heartily. “Apatosis is 
a biological term that means something that follows an already embedded 
program in the DNA system, and then dies. That means that once it closes 
itself down within the metabolism, it replaces the old with the new.” He 
turns to the chart on the wall and proceeds to explain it.

“This is an interactive game based on Suborago which is played in Japan by 
children. A dice is thrown and one progresses accordingly usually moving 
between 1 to 6 points at a time. Here we have limited the movement from 0 
to 2. The game resembles Monopoly, but unlike Monopoly, the game never 
ends. However there is an end.” He points to the bottom of the chart. “Here 
the person who is beaten can go back to the start. The pieces (or what I 
called earlier paper doors) are cars. The game starts with one person sitting 
inside a car. This person starts their life alone. They get married and then 
there are two people. They have children. They become grandparents. And 
it goes on like that into the future. When a child is born, it receives money. 
When one gets married or dies, money is given. In this way the game re-
flects the Tontine system.”

Four teams are constituted between us: India, Dakar, Edinburgh, and Chel-
sea. We play the game in near darkness for over twenty minutes until the 
lights suddenly appear once more. Inevitably each time a power cut oc-
curs, our video equipment and sound mixer are disabled. The Japanese 
participants laugh heartily as they watch us play the game. We are all really 
amused by the way in which they have foreseen the developments of Future 
Academy. It’s a wonderfully wry and appropriate way of ending these ses-
sions at Visthar. From now on, our environment will change and the tempo 
of the investigation will be contingent on other considerations that we have 
yet to experience. 


