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Field Notes

No Art 
Without a  
Purpose 

Alternative models for art patronage 
are emerging amidst the crisis of neoliberalism. 

Founded in 1990, New Patrons helps to 
articulate and realise citizens’ wishes for a public 

work of art, capable of more than just 
managing supply and demand. When a request 

for a statue of a wild boar regenerates a 
dying village, commissioning can heal. 

Dominikus Müller on the questions this raises 
about the meaning of art.

Le lavoir de Blessey (The Washhouse of Blessey) 
1997–2007, Blessey, France

Landscape architectural redesign by residents and the artist Rémy Zaugg
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The people of Blessey want a sculpture. The 
inhabitants of this tiny village in Burgundy – 
numbering barely more than twenty – have 
just lovingly renovated their old washhouse, 
on the outskirts of the village, which used to 
be a meeting place before there was electricity 
and everyone had their own washing machine. 
But something is still missing: a sculpture. 
Maybe it should be a bronze statue of a wild 
boar – since hunting is so important to the 
region? But the people of Blessey aren’t sure. 
One of them has heard of an association where 
apparently citizens can commission works of 
art, and proposes they get in touch. 

But instead of an artist, a “mediator” 
shows up: Xavier Douroux, cofounder of Le 
Consortium in Dijon, one of the best-known 
contemporary art institutions in France. He 

looks around, listens to the stories, needs and 
desires of the people of Blessey before he invites 
the artist Rémy Zaugg to make a proposal for 
the artwork. To the astonishment of the people 
of Blessey, Zaugg refuses. Not only does he not 
want to make a wild boar sculpture, but he also 
writes a stern open letter to the small village. 
Why? Because Zaugg has gone straight to the 
heart of the matter and doesn’t want to create an 
alibi artwork that hides the real problem like a fig 
leaf: the village is in demise and is being visibly 
depopulated. It no longer has a future. The des-
perate attempt to inject life back into the wash-
house, which used to be the centre of its social 
life, is more a sad symptom than it is a solution. 

Instead, Zaugg wants to grapple with the 
root of the challenge facing Blessey, and the vil-
lagers agree. Together with the artist, they more 

or less rebuild their village over ten years – from 
1997 to 2007. They lay paths, move walls, and 
create a large pond behind the washhouse, at the 
end of which a long, low concrete wall seems to 
lift the beautiful landscape onto a kind of pedes-
tal. The people of Blessey are thrilled. The long 
discussions and shared labour on the project 
have brought them together again. “We didn’t 
know what to expect at all, we just had a vague 
idea of what we would have liked”, says one of 
the work’s commissioners, the farmer Christine 
Lacombe, “but it had nothing to do with what 
Rémy Zaugg did.”

The name of the organisation the peo-
ple of Blessey contacted: Les Nouveaux Com-
manditaires. The organisation – and its Ger-
man equivalent Neue Auftraggeber (both 
poorly approximated by the English “New 
Patrons”) – grew out of an idea that the artist 
François Hers proposed to the French philan-
thropic network Fondation de France in 1990, 
which started to fund the programme the fol-
lowing year. Les Nouveaux Commanditaires 
like to talk about Blessey because it offers a 
case study in miniature of what the project is 
about in general: namely that art can actually 
be created by being commissioned by mem-
bers of the public; that it can respond to con-
crete concerns and genuinely fulfil a social 
function; and that it can do so without losing 
its autonomy (at least not completely). But 
the example of Blessey also shows the path 
to this goal is long and certainly also con-
flict-laden. And that, as kitschy and hackneyed 
as it sounds, it’s more about the journey than 
the destination. 

How has the New Patrons bridged the gap 
between the elitist and navel-gazing art world on 

the one hand and the everyday life of 
the so-called normal people, on the other?

The interplay between the micro and the macro 
is key to the entire structure of the New Patrons, 
which could be described as a locally active 
and decentralised yet statute-bound hybrid of a 
grassroots art association and an NGO. Its motto 
might be: Think big, act small. Big here means 
nothing less than revolutionary – as Hers sees 
it, the proposal heralds a completely new era of 
art that is to succeed its modern identification 
with the artist’s individual self. And small in the 
sense that the activities of the organisation are – 
to paraphrase Alexander Koch, co-owner of the 
Berlin gallery KOW and chairman of the Neue 
Auftraggeber in Germany – to be understood as 
a “cultural technique” oriented towards imple-
mentation and located within the process of its 
execution. And that means always working on a 
case-by-case basis, each time proceeding differ-
ently according to the specific situation at hand, 
and always referring to the concrete context of a 
particular place.

Often it is only by accounting for spe-
cific circumstances and sticking to the singular 
that the “actual” work becomes visible. Take, 
for example, the project at the school Le Blé 
en Herbe (2007–15). When two teachers from 
the village of Trébédan, in the far west of Brit-
tany, with a population of just under four hun-
dred, contacted the Nouveaux Commanditaires, 
they were thinking primarily about new teach-
ing materials for their school, which was now 
attended by a total of just sixty-odd pupils of var-
ious ages. In long discussions with the mediator, 
it gradually turned out that the problem went 
deeper. Neither the architecture nor the furni-
ture of the school had been intended for that 
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Landscape architectural redesign by residents and the artist Rémy Zaugg
1997–2007, Blessey, France
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kind of pedagogical situation. And anyway, the 
building – much like the depopulated village 
– had already seen better days. The commis-
sioned artist and designer Matali Crasset finally 
redesigned the entire school complex. It was 
expanded to include a kindergarten and a cafe-
teria, and new furniture made it possible to work 
in small groups and individually. The interven-
tion turned the school into a community centre 
that was open to all, and in the process gave the 
village a new meeting place. 

Since 1990, the organisation has com-
pleted more than five hundred projects, mainly 
in the country where it was founded, France, but 
also in Belgium, Italy, Germany and elsewhere. 
In Germany, the Bundeskulturstiftung has 
approved funding the project until 2021 with 
approximately two million Euros. Why does the 
integration of art into society, which is otherwise 
so difficult and almost always doomed to failure, 
seem to work here, of all places? And how has the 
New Patrons bridged the gap between the elit-
ist and navel-gazing art world on the one hand 
and the everyday life of so-called normal people, 
on the other? The solution lies in a brief, capti-
vatingly simple but surprisingly efficient, open-
source code of practice, which is referred to, in 
the jargon of the New Patrons, as a “protocol”.

This protocol, written by Hers, defines 
the roles and responsibilities necessary for 
the realisation of works of art commissioned 
by citizens directly. First there are the people 
who might commission a work, who can as a 
matter of principle turn to the New Patrons 
regardless of their social status or what it is 
they want: potentially everybody can become a 
patron. Then there are the mediators, who lis-
ten to their problems, wishes and desires; they 
are mostly art world professionals who in this 
capacity function as art educators, curators and 
coaches in one. Together with the patrons, they 
first formulate the actual commission in lengthy 
discussions that are often like group therapy 
sessions. And then there are the artists, who are 
selected by the mediators. The artists’ role is to 
contribute their own visions, suggestions, and 

ideas; they are basically free to react to the invi-
tation as they think best. 

“The whole endeavour is actually just giv-
ing things a small twist,” Koch says of this pro-
cess, “but in the end it completely overturns the 
conventional way of thinking about art and its 
relationship to society.” The entire undertaking 
hinges on the clear definition and distribution 
of roles, in terms of both their specificity and 
the kinds of agency they circumscribe. Just as 
citizens are not required to be familiar with art, 
artists are not required to accept commissions 
or simply do what is asked of them. Moreover, 
at no point in the process are there higher-ups 
in the chain of command: throughout, it is a 
non-hierarchical exchange, whose outcome is 
the responsibility of the mediators. As Hers puts 
in the protocol, “In committing to an equal shar-
ing of responsibilities, all players agree to man-
age through negotiation the tensions and con-
flicts inherent in public life within a democracy.” 

Indeed, the protocol allows the New 
Patrons to solve or at least circumvent a whole 
series of problems concerning the relationship 
of art to society. First of all, it rejects the idea of 
society, a word that is always far too general. In 
its place are specific individuals acting on their 
own account, or small, local, self-organised 
groups of people. They are not understood 
as a diffuse “audience”, as happens so often 
in contemporary art. Nor are attempts made 
to integrate them into existing works of art 
through any of the familiar models of so-called 
participatory art. People are taken seriously 
here as commissioners, and that means above 
all as the actual bosses of each project, who 
have the proverbial last word. 

But let’s flip the question: what does it 
mean for art if new patrons of this kind com-
mission it? Just as specific individuals make a 
specific request, specific artists always make a 
specific proposal. The structure of the organisa-
tion, however, means that art is not, as it often 
is an already existing product that is there to be 
consumed. Koch puts it in terms of supply and 
demand; he points out there is simply no art 
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The Le Blé En Herbe School Project 
2007–15, Trébédan, France

School redesign by advocacy groups and the artist Matali Crasset

here if there is no demand – that is, no com-
mission. If there is no need for art, there sim-
ply isn’t any. 

Questions about the meaning of art – or 
about the absence of meaning – are thus sim-
ply disposed of without further ado. It is imme-
diately evident why any given artwork exists: 
because someone commissioned it. What is 
produced always has a context that is intrin-
sic to it, and in each case responds to a spe-
cific local setting with a concrete formulation 
– rather than, say, floating freely at the beck 
and call of market trends. The meaning of 
such art is the result of the purpose of the art-
work that it fulfils. This perspective, however, 

renders obsolete the entire concept that art is 
an expression of an artist’s individuality. An art-
work here is a communal effort.

In the end, the New Patrons is above all 
radically relational and basically about as far 
away as one can get from representational art, 
even if it produces aesthetically recognisable 
artworks in the process. Of course, there are 
finished pieces, but the constellation of inter-
ests that develops and the relationships that are 
established both between art and the people 
commissioning it and above all among the peo-
ple themselves seem to be more important. The 
actual success of the New Patrons is therefore 
less likely to lie in a work of art that ends up 
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fact of the commissioners experiencing self-em-
powerment, which can be reactivated and thus 
becomes a resource for the future. When the 
engaged citizens of Pritzwalk founded an art 
association in this small town in Brandenburg 
after the end of the project they worked on with 
the artists Clegg & Guttmann, then that is the 
actual outcome that remains afterwards, and 
it goes beyond the artwork as such. And if one 
understands this procedure, this approach, 

as concerned above all with taking responsi-
bility for the construction of subjectivity, with 
the fabrication of identity and self-fashioning, 
then what art – or an artist – normally does is 
not so far away after all. 

DOMINIKUS MÜLLER is a contribut-
ing editor of Spike, as well as a free-
lance writer and translator. He lives 
in Berlin.

The Le Blé En Herbe School Project 
2007–15, Trébédan, France

The Le Blé En Herbe School Project 
2007–15, Trébédan, France

The actual success of the New Patrons lies in 
the experience of self-empowerment, which 

can be reactivated and thus becomes a resource 
for the future.
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