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For almost ten years now the Louisiana Museum of Modern 

Art, in partnership with the Danish Red Cross, has been 

building up solid expertise in giving refugee children in 

Denmark meaningful experiences with the museum’s art 

and with the museum as a space for free activity. In the 

recent past the flow of refugees has never been bigger than 

it is right now, and we believe that our many encounters with 

refugee children – often coming to Denmark unaccompanied 

– as well as our specific approaches to the issues, and the 

reactions we have had from the children themselves, are 

worth sharing with our fellow professionals and others  

who work with similar projects. 

	 One of the museum’s art educators Line Ali Chayder 

originally had the idea of inviting children from the asylum 

centre at Sandholm, and since then, on behalf of the 

museum, she has developed the idea to the point where 

we today can talk about a thoroughly researched, fully 

developed programme. The museum is a bus drive away 

from the everyday life of the children, but it represents a 

quite different world. Of course it is not our intention to give 

lessons in art history or to put the works of the collection 

on some kind of syllabus. On the contrary, experience has 

shown that the starting point must be the children’s own 

personal experiences and their experiments with miming 

artistic practices. A succession of drawing exercises and 

other ways of making ‘workshops’ has evolved into this 

encounter between specific works and children. 

	 Louisiana’s Children’s Wing and Department of Learning 

– a pioneer in the field for more than twenty years – has 

gathered a great deal of knowledge about children’s relations 

with art, about facilitating creativity in practice, and about 

how one can talk to children about it. But for the group of 

children and young people we are working with here, this 

FOREWORD

knowledge must to a certain extent be refreshed. Here we 

see radically different life stories, a different vulnerability 

and greater differences among the individuals involved. 

So I am particularly pleased to present this publication, 

which I think will have great scope within as well as beyond 

the borders of Denmark. Art cannot lift anyone’s burdens, 

but it can offer a different perspective, an alternative  

space, new openings. In one and the same motion we too  

– the institution and its staff – become that much wiser  

about the world. 

POUL ERIK TØJNER, DIRECTOR

LOUISIANA MUSEUM OF MODERN ART
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In the Red Cross we initiate many fine activities at our 

asylum centres for children who come as unaccompanied 

refugees, but when others from the outside do so it takes 

on an extra value for the children. They take note of the 

interest and acceptance of the surrounding world and 

they experience being invited to take part in shared social 

activities. This is one of the reasons why the Louisiana 

project Travelling with Art has been such a great success. 

	 I have seen for myself how the project has invited the 

children into a world that is normally not accessible to 

them, and how they have been given a fine reception on an 

equal footing with others. It was clear that, in the course of 

their repeated visits to the museum, Louisiana also became 

theirs, and they became museum visitors who experienced 

art together with other museum visitors. 

	 There is no doubt that the actual meeting with the 

aesthetics and quality to be found at Louisiana has been 

a powerful experience, while at the same time the work 

with art has been very valuable to them in human terms, as 

described elsewhere in this publication by the Red Cross 

pedagogical consultant Jeanette Ptak.

	 In the course of the project the children’s centre has 

been moved and some of the children have been granted 

residence, while others have left the country; but whatever 

the case the ‘art days’ have represented a break from 

everyday worries – a break the children have needed  

very much. 

LOUISIANA ALSO 
BECAME THEIRS
THE COLLABORATION BETWEEN THE RED CROSS 
ASYLUM DEPARTMENT AND LOUISIANA 

	 On behalf of the children and the Red Cross I would 

like to extend my warmest thanks to Louisiana and the 

museum’s art educator Line Ali Chayder for putting so much 

heart and energy into keeping the project going with all the 

practical challenges there have been along the way. 

ANNE LA COUR, ASYLUM DIRECTOR

DANISH RED CROSS
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The kite theme makes it possible for the students to take on the role of the teacher, and become the experts for a while
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On a spring day in May the Mona Lisa is flying in the sky 

above the Louisiana Museum of Modern Art. Side by 

side, painted kites fly across the clear blue sky. Some are 

decorated with drawings of flowers, eyes, schools and other 

symbols – a sight that gives visitors to the Louisiana park 

a quite special experience when they look down from the 

Calder Terrace at the beach. Here young kite experts from 

the Red Cross School in Auderød are manipulating string 

and rope so the kites will not fly away or get caught in the 

trees and sculptures of the park.

	 The Kite Day is a high point among the educational 

events of the spring for unaccompanied refugee children at 

Louisiana. With the kite theme it is possible to start from 

the students' special competences and to swap around the 

classic teacher/student roles. Today, four young Afghan boys 

are showing us – their teachers and their schoolmates – 

how to build a kite the way they do in Afghanistan. The kites 

in the sky lift the thoughts of the students aloft. Some of 

them fly high. Others have trouble taking off. 

	 The Mona Lisa enters into the picture because the young 

people have been given a deliberate obstacle in connection 

with the exercise. They must choose a work of art or some 

other picture with which they want to decorate their kite. 

The Mona Lisa is chosen because it says something about 

this young man’s personal interest in the icons of art, but 

also about the potential of art as an international space and 

meeting place in which we can exchange dreams, thoughts 

and experiences. Exploring the potential of art to create 

good experiences that unlock a transformative place of 

freedom is at the very core of Louisiana’s project for refugee 

children, Travelling with Art. 

BOLD FACED
The idea for the refugee children project arose in 2006 based 

on a personal experience. As an art educator at Louisiana 

I have met many different groups. But one day in the open 

workshops of the Children’s Wing I watched a group of 

7-10-year-old pupils from the Red Cross School in Lynge 

interpreting the challenge “Draw your face” more literally 

than it was intended. Instead of looking at themselves in the 

mirror and drawing what they saw, the children drew on their 

own faces. The result was a group of coal-black, but very 

happy children. This was when the idea arose of exploring 

how encounters with art could strengthen the refugee 

children socially and linguistically. At the same time the 

museum took on a humanist challenge that followed on from 

Louisiana’s history and self-understanding: the museum as 

a democratic meeting place. 

	 Could one offer the Red Cross specially arranged 

educational courses that made use of the physical space 

of Louisiana and the more non-specific space of art as a 

starting-point for good experiences? Was it possible at 

the same time to strengthen the museum’s knowledge of 

this special children’s group? And realize the museum’s 

potential to make a difference by creating content and good 

ART AS A SPACE 
OF OPPORTUNITY
KITES ON THE BEACH 

LINE ALI CHAYDER, MA IN ART HISTORY  

ART EDUCATOR IN LOUISIANA LEARNING
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the possibility of building on the pupils’ knowledge and  

involving the learning potential of art in the teaching. How 

could the idea be developed into a model project that could 

benefit more children and young people and at the same 

time provide a platform for sharing the experience with  

other museums? 

	 The two foundations Ole Kirk 

and Knud Højgaard generously stepped 

in with funding of both an extension of 

the project and a follow-up researcher. 

That is why the young people are now 

participating in a 3-5-weeks learning 

programme where the teaching – ideally 

speaking – alternates between visits to 

the museum and exercises at the school. 

Ideally, because over the past few years, 

as a result of the flow of refugees and 

thus of pupils through the project, it has 

in practice been difficult to fulfil the 

intentions of continuity and cohesion. 

From the beginning the feedback 

from both children and teachers was very 

positive. In general, the children were pleased to come to 

the museum. They were interested in exploring the place 

and the art and in expressing themselves creatively after 

their encounter. The teachers too supported the project and 

told us that many of the pupils were more concentrated 

at the museum than in school. All the same we wanted to 

know more about what the young art users took home with 

them: did the project’s basic intention of creating a space of 

freedom and transformation succeed? What did it mean for 

this special group of children to have access to a language 

based on images and creative work rather than on words? 

How could the drawing of sketches be exploited better, since 

it seemed to hold special potential for this particular group? 

And last but not least, how could the refugee children’s 

own experiences be involved more in the teaching without 

crossing the boundaries to what might be a traumatic story? 

	 In order to investigate these issues we needed more 

empirical data, an external follow-up researcher and 

an economic basis for the funding of expertise with a 

view to project development and teaching. The post-doc 

anthropologist Zachary Whyte was attached to the project 

as an affiliated researcher, and Professor Emerita Shirley 

Brice Heath of Stanford University offered long distance 

sparring on the subject of the project’s use of drawing as 

 WHAT DID IT 
MEAN FOR THIS 
SPECIAL GROUP 
OF CHILDREN TO 
HAVE ACCESS 
TO A LANGUAGE 
BASED ON 
IMAGES AND 
CREATIVE WORK 
RATHER THAN 
ON WORDS?  

experiences for children in transit – at a time when attitudes 

to refugees in Danish society were becoming more tense? 

	 The idea immediately drew strong support from both the 

museum’s management and the principal of the children’s 

school at Red Cross.1 An initial meeting showed that there 

was a basis for closer cooperation. And in the spring  

of 2006 the first group of children visited 

the museum. 

FROM ‘ART INJECTIONS’ 
TO EXTENDED VISITS 
For the first couple of years a teaching 

programme consisted of four or five 

museum visits each lasting two hours.  

The teaching centred on a variety of 

media – for example ‘Painting and the 

Imagination’ or ‘Sculpture and the Human’ 

– in combination with exercises that took 

their cues from the changing exhibitions 

at the museum. The exercises were not to 

focus on ‘isms’ or art history in general, 

but on creating as much relevance as possible for the 

individual, on experiencing art together and still giving the 

pupils the possibility to immerse themselves in painting, 

sculpture, drawings and architectural models. 

	 After conversations with the children’s teachers, who 

also functioned as the Red Cross’s coordinators on the 

project, each visit to the museum was at first conceived 

as an isolated ‘art injection’. Because of the steady flow 

of pupils through the children’s group – children were 

either sent on through the system or sent to their home 

countries– each museum visit had to be able to stand alone. 

But gradually a wish arose to strengthen the connection 

between what the children experienced at the museum  

and their everyday life at school. This was because many  

of the children participated in the whole educational 

process anyway, and close collaboration would provide  

1. I want to express great thanks here to the Director of Louisiana, Poul Erik Tøjner, and 

the school principal Poul Karoff for support for the idea. Also to the children’s teacher, 

Maiken Riisholt, who in the early years functioned as the Red Cross coordinator for the 

project followed by pedagogical consultant Jeanette Ptak in the recent years. Finally, 

special thanks to Head of Learning Elisabeth Bodin, whose commitment and support has 

been crucial to the development of the project from the ‘grass-roots stage’ of the first 

years to the present model project, supported by the two foundations Ole Kirk and  

Knud Højgaard.
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Art educator in Louisiana Learning, Line Ali Chayder, with two of the pupils in the 

Sculpture Park

a method of appropriating the world. We are now two third 

through the three-year project period and can look back at 

nine extended processes with three different age groups: 

two teams of children aged 7-9 and 11-13 respectively, 

and seven teams consisting primarily of unaccompanied 

pupils aged about 16-18. To these we can add a summer 

school held in June 2014 with the artist Iben Dalgaard as a 

guest educator and two autumn schools in 2015 with Albert 

Potrony as guest educator.

	 In the following, I will mainly be focusing on the 

processes with the young unaccompanied refugees – that 

is, young people who had travelled alone to Denmark. The 

unaccompanied youngsters made up the majority of the 

project's pupils in 2014 and 2015. With this group there 

are often great logistical challenges, but at the same time I 

experience that they benefit from the project because of the 

opportunity they have to understand themselves and others 

through art and perhaps to gain an understanding  

of themselves in new ways. 

EXPLORING THE SPACE OF ART 
The aim of the learning programmes is to create spaces 

for positive experiences that unlock the world of art 

and as much as possible involve the young people’s own 

experiences. For that reason the voyage of discovery is the 

overall theme of the project; because together we are on 

a kind of journey of exploration with art and the museum 

as the destination; but also because new departures are 

a basic premise for this particular group of children and 

young people. The youngsters are in transit, so several 

2. The teachers have often used the logbooks in between museum visits as a tool in 

Danish lessons for the younger students. For example the pupils could write diaries of 

what they have experienced at the museum or draw up small descriptions of what their 

Giacometti sculptures had seen and done. 

of the exercises of the project prepare them to explore 

the particular kinds of experience this provides. Quite 

specifically, the voyage of discovery also refers to several 

of the museum’s exhibitions, for example ARCTIC – which 

told the story of mankind’s struggle to find and be the first 

to reach the North Pole – or the succession of architectural 

exhibitions which from a sociological perspective show 

human dwelling types in various parts of the planet. And 

finally, the voyage of discovery can also be seen as an image 

of the artistic work with the material. 

THE LOGBOOK 
Since the start of the project the logbook has been an  

integral part of the process. The logbook is personal. It  

goes with the young people on their voyage of discovery  

and functions as a kind of suitcase in which they can 

gather impressions from the learning process in the form  

of sketches, process documentation and photographs of 

the pupils exploring art.2 Most of the pupils are very pleased 

with these logbooks, and the day often starts with a small 

‘logbook exhibition’, so we can look at what they thought and 

drew the last time we met. The logbook also becomes a tool 

for structuring the day and creating recognizability. “Should 

we bring the logbook?” the children often ask when we are 

getting ready to go out into the museum. But in terms of the 

participation of the unaccompanied children in the learning 

process, which is often interrupted because they move to 

other homes, the function of the logbooks is challenged. 

When the original owners disappear, used logbooks are taken 

over by new pupils, and in future there will be a need for new 

thinking to ensure the continued function of the logbook as 

a personal document.

MODELS EXPLAIN BETTER  
THAN WORDS 
In the first phase of the process, language training was 

included as an integral part of the programme, for example 

by using the logbook as a diary in which the pupils could 

write down their reflections. This made sense because most 
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of the younger children spoke either Danish or English. But 

over the past year the linguistic focus has faded into the 

background. This is because we (and the teachers) can only 

communicate sporadically with many of the young people, 

who only speak their native languages. These pupils are 

instead dependent on their schoolmates speaking for them. 

	 For these reasons the physical models become 

important. They can explain without words what an exercise 

is about. In addition the model shows that the teacher ‘has 

already been there’. The model demonstrates a possible way 

of solving an exercise, while at the same time it reassures 

the pupils. For when the teacher’s demo model has room for 

improvement, it is clear that the pupils do not need to be 

artists to complete the exercise. 

INSPIRATION AND METHOD
In the development of the project methodology from the first 

‘art injections’ to the extended processes of recent years we 

have, of course, sought knowledge and inspiration in other 

museums that have used art as a starting point for creating  

a free space of learning and social potential. 

	 From the outset it was clear that the emphasis was not 

directed towards any traumas of the children and young 

people. On the contrary, it was to be on investigating the 

potential of art to build bridges to a broader emotional register 

and thus on unlocking the young people’s own resources.

	 However, in the deliberations on why and how much 

the children and young people’s own experiences could 

be brought into play in a relevant and constructive way, I 

have benefited greatly from Edith Montgomery’s and Sidsel 

Linnet’s: Børn og unge med flygtningebaggrund, anbefalinger 

til professionelle.3 The book emphasizes the potentially 

healing psychological aspect of being able to tell one’s 

own story – a fundamental idea in psychology which is 

also developed for example by the Swedish psychologist 

Suzanne Kaplan, who on the basis of many years of research 

on children and trauma points out how important it is for 

traumatized children and young people to create their own 

mental spaces to get over the trauma – Kaplan calls  

this ‘space creating’.4

	 Montgomery stresses the importance of creating 

opportunities for refugee children and young people to 

enter into social relations and forge friendships, also in 

order to get help with working through any traumas. I have 

structured part of the learning process as organized play 

taking my starting point in Montgomery’s reflections on 

the need for traumatized children to re-learn play by way 

of structure and frameworks, or to participate in organized 

leisure-time activities to strengthen social adaptation and 

find a free space. I play the role of the responsible adult who 

develops and demonstrates the framework for the exercises, 

and the pupils are therefore free to experiment within this. 

Using the logbook to interprete the feeling of being at George Trakas’ site-specific work 

Self Passage (1986-89)

3. Edith Montgomery and Sidsel Linnet, 2012, Børn og unge med flygtningebaggrund, 

anbefalinger til professionelle, Hans Reitzels Forlag, p. 83: “Many children for example 

lose the ability to play and thus need help to re-learn it. (...) One of the good functions of 

play is that it creates order in the chaos that the child experiences and that is why free 

play in itself is not sufficient. (...) Organized play may help to control the unpredictable 

and chaotic in the child’s experience of the world, such that the child will perceive the 

world as more coherent and predictable.” 

4. Suzanne Kaplan is a psychologist and Ph.D. in education on a Yale University Research 

team. In a research project for Uppsala University in 1995-98 Kaplan interviewed child 

survivors of the Holocaust with a focus on how they could go on living with the trauma. 

In the article “Children in Genocide, Extreme Traumatization and the ‘Affect Propeller’,” 

published in the International Journal of Psychoanalysis, 2006, pp. 725-46, Kaplan 

discusses her interviews with child survivors from the Holocaust and Rwanda and 

concludes that the experience of trauma is identical across cultures and periods.
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WHAT IS IT ALL ABOUT?
The fundamental idea of the project 

is to invite the young people to 

participate in a collective exploration 

of art at the museum and to let them 

work creatively, inspired by the 

methods and themes of art. We hope 

that the time we spend together in the 

space of art will create experiences 

that strengthen the young people 

socially and linguistically, and help 

them to create a social space where 

they can get to know one another 

better. The teaching always takes 

its cue from art at the museum or 

involves the surroundings of Louisiana 

Museum of Modern Art. The idea is 

that their participation in the creative 

work will transcend the linguistic 

challenges that are a basic feature 

of the project.

Using the logbook to sketch Alberto Giacometti´s  

sculpture Walking Man (1960)
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	 The importance of predictability and 

structure in the pedagogical work can also 

be seen in the STROF model which forms 

the basis for the teaching in the Red Cross 

schools and day-care institutions.5 Their 

‘joyful play’ (a type of structured play) is 

another way in which pupils and teachers 

can together engage in ball or tag games 

and use the free space of the game to 

have fun together and strengthen their 

knowledge of one another. 

IMAGINING THE FUTURE 
The possibility of imagining the future forms an important 

component in the learning process.6 For research 

has shown that many children and young people do 

not define their identities simply on the basis of their 

experiences as refugees and the notions of passivity 

and helplessness that may be associated with them. On 

the contrary, in their narratives about themselves they 

emphasize close relationships and the present.7 Art is a 

space of opportunities that may bring out the ability to 

see new solutions and possibilities. Imagining the future 

is incorporated both in our practical exercises and in the 

actual work with the materials when we create something: 

for example paint a picture and decide on the direction 

the form will take. But reflections on the future are also 

considered more specifically in the planning of the exercise, 

for example when we build dream houses. This is an exercise 

that combines the young people’s existing knowledge and 

experience of houses with their individual dreams for the 

future. Although imagining something that is not there 

may seem like an abstraction, it is about supporting the 

young people’s wishes for the future 

and inspiring them to dream and think. 

Professor Shirley Brice Heath’s many years 

of research8 show that the encounter 

with art and the opportunity to work 

creatively supports children and young 

people’s ability to imagine the future and 

strengthens their cognitive powers.

As a rule the drawing exercises in the 

refugee children project start with what 

we can see. With the exception of the first 

introductory drawing, discussed below, 

the pupils do not in fact have to draw 

anything they have experienced before. In 

this way, the teaching differs from therapeutic treatment of 

refugee children, which often uses the children’s drawings 

of traumatic experiences as a starting point for conversation 

therapy. Instead the drawing exercises at the museum deal 

with what we see and experience here and now. On the 

other hand, we use various drawing devices and methods to 

translate what is seen to paper. 

8. For several years Shirley Brice Heath has researched what access to working with art 

and culture means for children and young people. Her research, which is based on among 

other things many years of work with theatrical productions for vulnerable groups of 

children and young people in the USA underscores how the opportunity to draw, paint, 

design and work with theatre and stage design not only strengthens the young people’s 

cognitive development strikingly but also their ability to imagine new possibilities for 

the future. Brice Heath & Elisabeth Soep, “Youth Development and the Arts in Nonschool 

Hours,” pp. 15-16. Published in GIA Newsletter, No. 1, Spring 1998, and Heath, “The 

Promises of Learning on Our Own Time (and in Our Own way),” 2014, Tate Research Center. 

http://www.tate.org.uk/research/research-centres/learning-research/working-papers/

the-promises-of-learning-on-our-own-time.

 ART IS A 
SPACE OF 
OPPORTUNITIES 
THAT MAY 
BRING OUT 
THE ABILITY 
TO SEE NEW 
SOLUTIONS AND 
POSSIBILITIES 

Drawing at the Calder Terrace

5. The STROF model, developed by the Swedish pediatrician Lars Gustafsson, advocates 

Structure, Talking/time/trust, Rituals, Organized play and Family collaboration as 

important factors in the work with traumatized children and young people.

6. It was among others the Swedish child psychologist Lillian Levin who, on the basis of 

her experience of over forty years working at the Umeå Child Psychiatry Ward (including 

24 years with refugee children and their families) and participation in a research 

project on Bosnian refugee children and their families, who drew my attention to the 

incorporation of reflections on the future in the exercises.

7. Montgomery, p. 95.
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LIFESKILLS
The concept of lifeskills is another expression for imaginative 

powers that can be strengthened by art, as emphasized 

by the psychology professor at Boston College and senior 

researcher at Harvard University in Project Zero, Ellen Winner. 

Winner’s research shows that art can teach the pupils a 

special way of thinking that they do not learn elsewhere. It is 

precisely a matter of encouraging the ability to experiment 

and see new possibilities; an ability that Winner also 

associates with drawing: “Observational drawing requires 

breaking away from stereotypes and seeing accurately and 

directly ... Art making is nonverbal thinking (that can teach 

us) how to see new patterns, how to learn from mistakes, and 

how to envision solutions ... needed most for the future.”9

DRAWING AS A NON-VERBAL TOOL 
Drawing as a means of understanding and interpreting the 

world plays an important role in the teaching. Precisely 

because the linguistic challenges are great, drawing is an 

excellent tool for relating to what you see – without words. 

Drawing inspires you to see connections and create new 

ones for yourself. Or, as Shirley Brice Heath puts it, “Learning 

to see details also brings the capacity to see the big picture; 

to relate the bits and pieces to what will become a larger 

whole.”10 For drawing is about both seeing and thinking.

	 It was observing how the first pupils, on their own 

initiative, drew enthusiastically and made many more 

drawings than were planned at first, that gave us the idea 

to cultivate drawing as a constant strand in the teaching 

process. Since then the work with the refugee children has 

inspired us to develop a new teaching method in which 

drawing plays a central role. We want to investigate what it 

means for this particular group of pupils to gain experience 

of language based on images rather than words. 

PENCIL TO GO
Drawing does not require any fancy equipment to get 

started. With just a little curiosity and a pencil in your pocket 

you can draw anywhere and at any time. It was therefore a 

deliberate choice to involve drawing as an important part 

of the teaching. The exercises that the pupils did at the 

museum could also be done in other places, for example as 

an element in the teaching at the children’s school. Against 

the background of the various ideas for drawing, a work 

book called Pencil in Pocket has been developed in Danish 

and English, which can also be used by children and young 

people in other places.11

11. The toolkit Pencil in Pocket, presents drawing exercises from the learning process. 

The exercises are not only designed with refugee children in mind, they can be used by all 

children and young people who need to practice concentration and want ‘drawing breaks’. 

The booklet can be downloaded at the Louisiana Learning website.

9. Ellen Winner and Louis Hetland: “Art for our sake, School arts classes matter more than 

ever – but not for the reason you think,” 2007. As Winner and Hetland point out in their 

studies of the encounters of American schoolchildren with the arts, one of the things art 

can do is teach the pupils technical skills and train them in types of innovative thinking 

that they learn nowhere else in the school system.

10. Shirley Brice Heath and Shelby Wolf, Art is all about looking: drawing and detail, Creative 

partnerships 2014, p. 10.

The toolkit Pencil in Pocket introduce drawing exercises from the learning process

WORKBOOK
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Using Asger Jorn’s modification tecnique to add a new layer to the story

THE DRAWING ELEMENT 
A great inspiration for the use of drawing as a regular 

teaching method has been Tate Modern’s three-year 

research project Looking for Change, headed by the artist 

Roy Smith and with Professor Shelby Wolfe as a follow-up 

researcher. It was conversations with Anna Cutler, Director 

of Learning at Tate, who put us on the track of this project. 

The aim of the learning process in the project, which was 

targeted at primary school pupils in London, was to teach 

pupils and teachers to see and draw and to use this as a 

method of achieving basic visual skills and new ways of 

learning. The pupils took part in eight weeks of teaching. 

Thus while Looking for Change did not target refugees, there 

was still good inspiration to be found in cultivating drawing 

as a recurrent element in the project. Of course, this is 

also because drawing, as a non-verbal language, can build 

bridges to the children and young people who do not speak 

Danish or English. 

REASSEMBLING THE WORLD  
– AND BELIEVING THAT YOU CAN 
Unlike the method of Looking for Change, the drawing 

exercises of the refugee children project do not teach the 

pupils drawing skills in the classic sense; they use drawing 

as a means of engaging with new ways of seeing and 

assembling the world.12 It is also a matter of believing in 

oneself and getting started on a drawing exercise even if 

the method and result are considerably different from the 

naturalism that most of the pupils have learned is the ideal 

for drawing – or for art as a whole. 

12. Nevertheless many of the younger pupils who regularly attended the learning sessions 

and were thus able to use their personal logbooks to document the process of seeing, did 

in fact become better at reproducing what they saw. For the unaccompanied children, 

some of whom only took part once or twice in the learning process, it made less sense, for 

obvious reasons, to talk about ‘seeing progress’ in terms of classic drawing skills. In this 

case it was more a matter of using drawing to support the belief in getting started, or of 

using drawing as a method of encouraging concentration.
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	 We experienced many times that drawing also 

has something special to offer this group in terms of 

concentration, for example when the young people on their 

own initiative insisted on finishing their sketches of a Philip 

Guston or Emil Nolde painting even though lunch-time was 

at hand and the time set aside for the exercise had long 

since run out. 

PICK A DRAWING! DRAWING  
GAMES AS THE START OF THE DAY 
From the beginning the point of departure for the learning 

processes was art at the museum, and my teaching method 

started with what to a great extent was Louisiana’s normal 

educational practice: combining drawing exercises in the 

exhibitions with follow-up work in the workshop. But in time 

I chose to change this practice, so the processes started 

just as often with drawing exercises in the workshop, as a 

method of creating calm and concentration on the task and 

‘drawing one’s way’ in to the theme we could later study 

in the exhibition.13 This could for example involve drawing 

games where pairs of pupils took turns to pick an animal 

and draw it, after which the second pupil had to guess what 

animal his or her schoolmate had drawn – as a prelude to 

looking at the animal motifs in Cobra paintings or finding 

sculptures of animals in the museum park. Or it might mean 

drawing hands on a collective roll of paper so the pupils 

could afterwards draw symbols that connected the hands  

– an exercise that allowed us and the pupils to get  

to know one another better and to talk about art as a 

symbolic language.14

13. In terms of incorporating simple exercises that are fun to do, and which can function 

as a creative kickstart for the subject of the day, the inspiration from the international 

Turbine Project is important. As a partner in this international learning project Louisiana 

has several times had the pleasure of hosting workshops processes available to Danish 

high school students supervised by Tate Modern’s ‘artist-in-residence’ in the project, 

Albert Potrony. Potrony’s method emphasizes the use of artistic experiments and simple 

exercises to start the teaching. This collaboration inspired me and Louisiana Learning to 

reverse the structure of the teaching processes and start the day with collective drawing 

experiments in the workshop so that the pupils could draw their way into the subject of 

the day in calm surroundings. 

14. Betty Edwards’ book Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain, 2012, is a great inspiration 

with its many drawing exercises where ‘blind drawing’ or the long, unbroken line plays 

a principal role. Many museums use drawing as a method in their teaching, and in this 

case another source of inspiration was the Victoria & Albert Museum’s teaching material 

Drawing in Museums, specifically for the exercise inspired by the Swiss painter Paul 

Klee’s way of thinking about drawing. Many drawing exercises are as far as possible 

inspired by the ways in which the artists represented in the museum’s collection draw. 

	 In the following I introduce the five drawing approaches 

and methods that were developed in connection with the 

project. The first introductory exercise is done as a rule 

at the children’s school, the other four form part of the 

teaching at the museum.

1: DRAWINGS AS VISITING CARDS: WHAT WOULD 

YOU TAKE WITH YOU ON A JOURNEY? 

Flags from Syria, Albania or Eritrea. Bananas from Uganda 

and Grandfather’s spear. A book, a Skoda and poems by 

Pushkin. Crosses. Diamonds, money and mobile phones. 

A boat, so you can reach your destination safely. Torches and 

maps. A picture of the landscape in Kosovo. Family photos. 

Footballs. Teddy bears and lipsticks.

	 Draw something you would want to take on a journey. 

Something that shows what is important to you. Maybe 

something that reminds you of the place you come from;  

or something you may need if you’re going to be far away. 

A student from Uganda drew his grandfather's spear as a symbol of his family
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THINK AND DRAW: DRAWINGS CONVEY MEANING 

This exercise is the introduction to the longer-term teaching 

processes at the museum. The basic idea is to use the 

pupils’ drawings to elicit a first reflection over what each 

considers important in his or her story. Drawing is used as a 

way of considering what was important before, and what is 

important now. In general the drawings say a lot about the 

young people, their background and interests. They function 

as both visual visiting cards and pedagogical tools we can 

return to and use as shared references in other exercises. 

SHARING YOUR STORY VIA DRAWINGS 

The exercise strengthens the children’s knowledge of 

one another, allowing them to share what is difficult – for 

example missing their families – and what they like about 

their native countries: the landscape, the food and, of 

course, the interests that go with them, for example the joy 

of sport and music; interests which can perhaps in future 

pave the way for new relations and friendships.

THINGS CARRY MEANINGS

At the same time the drawings also demonstrate that things 

can carry a meaning that extends beyond themselves: a 

bracelet is not just a bracelet if you have been given it by 

your sister. A cross can say something important about your 

identity and self-understanding. A VHS tape of The Lion King 

is not always just a random Disney film; it may be the only 

object you have left from your childhood – as was the case 

with one of the young Afghan asylum-seekers. 

	 The introductory drawings build a bridge to the space  

of the museum and may inspire the pupils to reflect on  

what a museum is. Just like the children’s drawings, a 

museum after all consists of things to which we assign 

meaning; things we arrange so that various narratives  

arise to be shared.

2: DRAWING WITH OBSTACLES: WALK THE LINE

Look out over the Louisiana park. What do you notice? Try 

drawing what you see all in one long line. You must not lift  

the pencil from the paper, but you can turn the paper to  

get it all in. 

	 The long, uninterrupted contour line where the pencil 

is not lifted from the paper, but is allowed to wind its way 

on in funny and surprising lines, plays a major role in the 

drawing experiments of the project. The inspirations for 

the method includes Paul Klee’s exercise Taking a line for a 

walk, and stress that it does not have to be difficult to draw. 

It can really seem overwhelming to be given the task of 

drawing the view of the Louisiana park, including sculptures, 

buildings and a bit of Sweden – without an ‘obstacle’ that 

helps you to gain control of all the curves and myriad details 

of the three-dimensional world. But the long uninterrupted 

line is just such an obstacle. Turning the paper as we like 

helps us to draw all the most important elements in the park 

together, and to forget all about the linear perspective that 

is superfluous in this case. 

Mapping the park in one long lineDrawing of the VHS tape of The Lion King
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‘Walk the line’ is a good introductory exercise that invites 

the pupils to drop their inhibitions and get started. But the 

exercise can also be used to gather the most important 

experiences of the day in one long line, for example from  

the time when the pupils got up back home until we meet  

at the museum. 

	 The method is highly flexible, as it flirts with the function 

of the timeline and can be used to extend the line as far 

back in time as you like, as well as into the future. The 

exercise is about thinking, remembering and drawing,  

and creating new connections among the things you see  

and experience. 

3: DRAW THE SECRET INGREDIENTS OF NATURE; 

FROM THE OUTSIDE TO THE INSIDE 

How often do we actually think about how a seashell or a 

plant is built up? Or about the geometries that lie hidden 

beneath the surface? 

	 This drawing exercise is inspired by the Swedish painter 

Hilma af Klint, whose works were exhibited at Louisiana 

in 2014. Hilma af Klint often used the forms of nature as a 

starting point for geometrical and spiritual compositions. 

Inspired by her, the pupils draw ferns in various formal 

stages, from naturalism through spontaneous doodles to a 

geometrical interpretation of the essence of the fern. First 

we touch the ferns to feel their structure and the curves of 

the leaves, then we use the pencil as an analytical tool when 

the young people work like artists or scientists hunting out 

the hidden patterns of nature. 

	 We draw on long rolls of paper to emphasize that we 

are sharing in a process of exploration. The many ‘collective 

drawings’ make it easier for the pupils to be inspired by 

how the students beside them interpret the same object. 

The exercise plunges many pupils in at the deep end – as it 

would for most people, for what in fact is the geometry of a 

fern? Some have to give up, but most finish the task and are 

justifiably very proud of their results.

	 The exercise provides a good starting point for talking 

about taste. What do we like best: realism or abstraction? 

And why? Which of the drawings look most interesting? And 

which are easiest to draw? The exercise invites us to talk 

about what we each think is the most important thing that 

A boxing glove and a heart as symbols of identityFour different interpretations of a fern
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art is about. The pupils have many suggestions, from poetry 

and love to the meaning of hope, friendship and religion. If 

they feel like it, they can create a visual translation of their 

suggestion: a tattoo they can transfer to their body with 

theatrical make-up to explore the fact that drawings need 

not only be done on paper; the body can also be used as  

a backdrop for identity experiments.

4: DRAW MORE OF THE STORY:  

USE WHAT YOU HAVE!

How can you give a used painting a makeover so that a  

new story arises? 

	 Asger Jorn’s ‘modifications’, in which old paintings by 

other artists are given new life, provide the basic recipe 

for this exercise. The aim is to encourage the pupils to 

draw more of the story of a given picture, and to give 

them the opportunity, through their adjustments and new 

interpretations, to make the subject their own. The method 

is a kind of visual makeover, where the pupils explore what 

has to be changed to create new, exciting expression. At the 

overall level it is, of course, also about understanding that  

a (basic) image can be changed; that it is possible to change 

the framework, not only for the action of the picture, but 

perhaps for the understanding of life in general. 

	 We use copies of classic landscape paintings as the 

basis for the modifications. For many people it is easier to 

make a picture when part of the story is already there, rather 

than to start from scratch and make it all up themselves. It 

is amusing to see how many different interpretations arise 

from the same basic picture. Of course, the expression 

varies a lot: from abstract interpretations of the landscape 

to subjects that build further on the symbolism of nature, for 

example with swaying trees as a symbol of human life, and 

to drawings of people and animals inspired by the children’s 

home countries. For some the new interpretation provides 

a starting point for talking about personal experiences; 

for others it is a free space for making things up and 

improvising new stories, or for creating something abstract.  

5: SURROUND-DRAWING: EXPANDING THE SPACE 

AROUND YOU

Have you thought about the fact that in a way you can 

expand time when you draw? For example by including in your 

drawing what you cannot see right now, but what you know is 

behind you?

	 Interest in seeing and reproducing the space around 

us in new ways lies behind the longest rolled-out exercise 

of the teaching process, in which the pupils, in one long 

continuous line, draw the view of the Louisiana park on a 

receipt roll, while they slowly turn around to get the whole 

horizon in. 

	 The receipt roll exercise – inspired by the English artist 

David Hockney’s many years of exploring a multi-perspective 

picture space – is intended as an exercise that inspires the 

pupils to unfurl space in new ways. The exercise can also be 

done as ‘relay drawing’ in stages where the pencil is passed 

on to the next member of the team. 

WHAT SORT OF METHOD EMERGES? 
Common to the five drawing exercises described above is 

the effort to give the pupils methods of forming their own 

interpretations of reality. 

	 This applies both when they have to create their own 

interpretations of the specific space we are in, for example 

with the exercise ‘Walk the line’, in which it is the space of 

the ark that is captured on the paper; and in the exercise 

inspired by Hilma af Klint, ‘The secret ingredients of nature’. 

Here the pupils not only draw what they see, but also what 

they imagine, and thus metaphorically speaking have to 

use the pencil to think with in order to make their own 

suggestion for the geometry of a plant; to consider what is 

important in what they see, and create new connections  

for themselves. 

	 Our hope is that the drawing exercises create the basis 

for a narrative that can take its cue from what the pupils 

already know and value, as with the introductory drawings Expanding the space through drawing
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 EXPLORING THE 
POTENTIAL OF ART 
TO CREATE GOOD 
EXPERIENCES 
THAT UNLOCK A 
TRANSFORMATIVE 
PLACE OF FREEDOM 
IS AT THE VERY CORE 
OF LOUISIANA’S 
PROJECT FOR 
REFUGEE CHILDREN, 
TRAVELLING WITH 
ART 

Impressions from the Kite Day: Students and teathers experiment  

with robes and string in order to let their kites fly 
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of meaning-bearing objects; or a narrative that uses the 

given as the starting point for a new story, as can be seen 

for example in the modification exercise. In addition, this 

interest in rendering space in new ways is fundamental,  

not only to the drawing exercises mentioned, but also to  

the project as such, as I will clarify in the following. 

BEING TOGETHER IN THE SPACE  
OF ART 
The refugee children project is about space; about being 

together and using art as a space of reflection and 

experience. And for that reason many of the exercises 

revolve around the exploration of the meaning of the space 

and place. Which places mean something to someone? How 

can the meaning of the place be represented in pictures and 

models? At Louisiana we use art as inspiration for seeing 

how one can oneself expand the space – in the practical  

and symbolic sense. 

“WE ARE VIPS HERE!” 15 

To begin with, the young people like the space of the 

museum, which forms a strong contrast with the everyday 

space of the asylum centre. In particular the park and the 

surroundings of the museum are frequently used for photo 

sessions where children and young people on their own 

initiative photograph themselves and others. They exchange 

the pictures and in some cases upload them to Facebook, 

for example to show the family back home that they have 

come to a delightful place. That some of their day takes 

place in the Louisiana’s Boathouse, which has a fantastic 

location right on the beach and is not open to the museum’s 

ordinary visitors, gives the project a framework of calm and 

luxury and underscores the pupils’ sense of being ‘VIPs’. The 

first part of the teaching process therefore stresses the 

exploration of the space of the museum and the park, so 

that the pupils come to feel at home at Louisiana. The next 

four exercises show different ways of working with  

the meaning of space. 

 

6: SPACES AS GATEWAYS TO PLACES AND WORKS:  

MY OWN DOOR

The collage exercise 'My own door' explores this very fact: 

that the young people have a ‘gold card’ to Louisiana and 

the opportunity to access localities and areas where the 

museum’s ordinary visitors have no such access. The pupils 

are therefore sent in groups to explore the museum, to 

find and photograph hidden doors. The next time we meet, 

the pupils are given prints of the pictures of the doors. 

The photographs of the various doors from the Villa, the 

South Wing, the hidden passage beneath the museum, the 

entrance to the waste containers, or the swing door out of 

the park, are now used as a starting point for a collage in 

which the young people link elements that say something 

about themselves: their names, their favourite colours, and 

a personal symbol, with photographs of ‘their’ door or an 

artwork which, metaphorically speaking, can move us from 

one place to another. 

	 The exercise facilitates at least two things: first, thinking 

about how doors need not be literal doors that you can open; 

artworks can also function as a kind of doors – gateways 

into other worlds; and secondly, and more specifically, 

the exercise is a very good starting point for talking about 

identity, because it combines ‘harmless’ elements like 

names and favourite colours with personal reflections over 

things that are meaningful to the individual. 

	 Afghan Nasib chose to use his photograph of Per 

Kirkeby’s bronze sculpture Tor II (1987) as the cue for a 

collage that memorialized the mother he had lost in his 

native country; a good example of how the pupils, with a 

little help, could think of art as a door to other worlds, and 

15. The quote comes from one of the young asylum-seekers. Amar's collage combines pictures of his friends with future dreams of life in a big city
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use that knowledge meaningfully to reflect over their own 

lives. Another pupil, Majed, who was very interested in the 

universe and wanted to be a scientist, made the door of 

the Louisiana Villa open up to the Milky Way; while Jean 

Francois, who loved mathematics, emphasized his door 

with geometrical forms in silk paper. Other pupils took 

a humorous view, and for example combined pictures of 

the museum’s swing door with jungle motifs, “because 

I come from the jungle”. Others again chose Arab doors 

photographed at Louisiana’s special exhibition Arab 

Contemporary as a starting point for their collage, where 

they could add their own names in Arabic.

NEW DOORS OPEN 

Turning the focus on the door as a symbol is, of course, 

also about passage through the door as a metaphor for the 

refugees, who are in fact living in transit, but are hoping for 

access to a new life in Denmark. The exercise is easy to do, 

but all the same can express complex interpretations of the 

situation of the young refugees, many of whom symbolically 

experience standing between doors that open and close, 

with one foot in the new country and one in the old, as also 

expressed by several of their collages. 

7: GATHER THE SPACE AROUND YOU:  

A TRANSPORTABLE MINI-MUSEUM

The journey of discovery is the overall theme for the  

learning process at the museum. The mini-museum exercise 

is precisely about opening the pupils’ eyes to the fact that 

the world is full of hidden patterns, images and stories 

which one can borrow, sample and use for one’s own world. 

It invites the pupils to work as a kind of discoverers or 

ethnographers looking for hidden patterns in the close 

surrounding area. 

	 The mini-museum functions as a 3D extension of the 

exercise 'My Own Door' and, like that exercise, starts with 

Christine's mini-museum showing her friend on a bench and herself in a dress inspired by Hilma af Klint
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the surrounding world. However, in this case the camera had 

been replaced with paper and pencil when the pupils were 

sent out to look for subjects for ‘rubbings’ in the nearby area. 

It is all about exploring the world together: taking rubbings 

of leaves, bark, or the metal bathing jetty of the rowing club. 

Using their eyes and hands, the pupils see new images 

emerging on the paper. Afterwards they cut the pictures out 

and use them to decorate a box before they combine the 

rubbings with photo-collages of themselves, their friends 

and their favourite works at the museum. The result is a 

transportable museum – a mini-world they can tuck away 

under their arm. 

	 For the youngest pupils it was wonderful to experience 

that they can make an imprint of the world around them 

with nothing but a piece of paper and a coloured crayon. 

The older pupils make fantastic photo-collages in the mini-

museums, involving many of the exercises and works we 

have experienced together. In this way the mini-museum 

also functions as a kind of 3D version of the logbook which 

sums up the learning process in a spatial setting. 

	 For the young people the social aspect of designing 

the mini-museums is important. In the course of the work 

the pupils get good ideas from looking at one another’s 

museums, and an opportunity to place their friends and 

teachers in new, humorous contexts. The final naming 

of the museum, for example as ‘Ali’s Art House’, ‘Rohin’s 

Museum’, or our researcher’s humorous ‘Zacharianum’ adds 

another layer to the understanding of the mini-museum as 

a personal reinterpretation of the museum space. A private 

‘takeaway museum’. 

8: DREAM HOUSES: IMAGINING THE FUTURE

What is most important when we think about how we want  

to live? And how can the home tell us something about who 

we are? 

	 Building your own dream house is a recurring exercise 

in the learning process. This is first and foremost because 

the exercise gives the pupils the opportunity to imagine 

the future; but also because the encounter with the many 

different materials in the workshop gives the young people 

inspiration to concentrate and think outside the box. The 

impressions from the museum’s architectural exhibitions 

and the inspiration from the constructions of their friends 

play a constructive role, and the results are both imaginative 

and thought-provoking. Some of the pupils borrow features 

from Arab architecture with geometrical constructions 

or bring Somali-inspired farmhouses up to date with the 

aid of golden metal trimmings and glitter. Others present 

their constructions as mobile dream homes that can move 

from country to country. Some houses have high towers “to 

attract the girls,” while other pupils build their houses up 

with a pyramid geometry inspired by ancient Egypt and the 

models in Olafur Eliasson’s Model Room (2003).

THE WORK WITH THE MATERIALS PROMOTES 

CONCENTRATION 

Helped on their way in the workshop by the endless 

possibilities offered by a glue gun in combination with 

silk paper, mosaic stones, cardboard and ice lolly sticks 

in various sizes and colours, this exercise creates rich 

opportunities for concentration on the materials and trying 

out complex constructions. Along the way in the work new 

ideas arise and are tried out with great patience. Some of 

the pupils combine their houses so that a larger narrative 

emerges. Finally, they photograph their constructions, and 

most take the houses home with them. The younger and 

older pupils are both interested in the exercise, on which 

they concentrate for a longer period than their teachers  

are used to from their everyday schooling. 

9: THE SPACE OF ART IS GLOBAL

Ai Weiwei’s sculpture Trees (2009-10) is assembled 

Frankenstein-style from parts of trees that are bolted 

together, with their roots standing directly on the floor 

of the museum and the bare branches extended towards 

the ceiling. For the 10-12-year-old refugee children the 

encounter with the fantastic sculpture was overwhelming. 

It led to spontaneous fascination and wonder, perhaps 

also identification with the large trees. The subsequent 

workshop sessions, in which the pupils collaborated to 

make new collage trees, produced results of which they 

were justifiably proud – and which were later used to 

decorate the children’s school. In the exhibition we drew  

our way into the crooked contours of the trees with coloured 

crayons on long paper rolls, and used pastel crayons to 

zoom in on the details of the bark in the logbook. And of 

course, we talked about what the trees made us think of. The 

pupils heard a little about Ai Weiwei’s art, and that the artist 

was at the time in house arrest in his own country. 
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TRAVELLING TREES

For some of the refugee children Ai Weiwei’s trees took on 

a special meaning. They were interested in the fact that the 

trees could travel all round the world, even though Ai Weiwei 

himself could not leave China. In addition, it was difficult for 

them to imagine how the enormous trees had got in through 

the smaller door of the museum. Who had assembled them, 

and how had the trees got here at all? And why were they 

standing inside with the roots directly on the museum floor 

– what was the idea of changing their context? 

ART IS NOT CONFINED BY NATIONAL BOUNDARIES 

This productive sense of wonder was a good point of 

departure for talking about art as an international space 

that is not constrained by national boundaries. One 

particular boy kept asking how the tree had travelled 

through Europe, and it seemed he could relate the journey 

of the tree to his own. Later, when we happened to see Ai 

Weiwei’s sculptures being taken down and stacked like 

firewood logs ready to be sent out into the world to new 

exhibitions, this underscored the understanding of art as a 

mobile, global phenomenon. 

	 For some pupils the encounter with the work and the 

logistics around it thus provided an opportunity to use art 

to think about their own situation. And they all agreed that 

Ai Weiwei’s trees were not just trees, but for example could 

also be seen as a symbolic interpretation of humanity. 

Perhaps the three trees were in reality a family?16

COOPERATION AND COMPETITION 

In the workshop the pupils used close-ups of the bark of 

the trees in the park as a basis for creating new fairytale 

trees composed of different parts. A certain element of 

competition was involved in the exercise, since for some 

of the boys it quickly came to be about who could make 

the biggest, most impressive tree. It was necessary to 

collaborate on the exercise, in order to get the tree to grow 

as large as possible. We were warned that the boys would 

probably not agree, but in reality the collaboration towards 

a higher aim gave them the motivation to cut and think, form 

and paste away merrily. 

IT LOOKS LIKE ART 

When the trees were finally completed, they had to be 

photographed. The pupils arranged themselves nonchalantly 

– with visible pride – on the collage, or stood on tiptoe to 

hold out the final result. Some expressed surprise that 

they had been able to create something so fine. In the final 

evaluation of the process several of the children in fact 

emphasized this exercise as particularly good, because the 

result “ended up looking like art.” The exercise gave them 

the opportunity to plan and accomplish something they 

could be proud of.

 SPACE FOR REFLECTION
Whereas several of the drawing exercises are intended as 

methods of composing space in new ways on the paper, 

exercises like 'The mini-museum' and 'Dream houses' invite 

the pupils to experiment with three-dimensional space 

construction. The exercises offer the pupils the chance to 

16. Ai Weiwei’s Trees offers a wealth of possibilities in a learning context, including one 

for refugee children. For deep down it is about all the things one can say through the 

trees. For example by taking a starting point and identifying the various stories all over 

the world in which trees play an important role. Just think of the tree in Hans Christian 

Andersen’s The Tinder Box – a tale that one of the young refugee children knew. 

A collage tree inspired by Ai Weiwei's Trees (2009-2010)
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issue can be highly complex. With the young unaccompanied 

children in particular, it emerged that the intention to 

incorporate their own history was more of a challenge than 

originally conceived. This was primarily because of the 

great linguistic barriers, which often made conversations 

about the works very difficult. But it could also be due to 

more ‘political’ factors – that some of the young people 

were dependent on sticking to a particular narrative if 

they were to be granted asylum.17 This is not to say that 

the young people did not want to share their experiences; 

but when they did it was almost always in connection with 

the encounter with the artworks at the museum or in the 

workshop sessions. 

construct micro-worlds; either in the form of collages where 

they can literally put themselves in the picture, as with the 

exercises 'My own door' and 'The mini-museum.' Or in the 

form of a future dream home where the work with the many 

different building materials enables them to create new 

home types and spatial experiments. 

	 Like the encounter with art at the museum, an exercise 

like 'My own door' introduces the idea of art as a space of 

possibilities that can both take the pupils back in time and 

take them on to new places; an international space from 

which they can perhaps understand the world better and  

in which they can reflect on themselves, perhaps even 

change themselves. 

PERSONAL HISTORY AS NARRATIVE
One basic challenge for the project, as mentioned before, is 

to find the balance between creating relevance by involving 

the children’s own history, and ensuring that the space 

offered by the project remains a free space; allowing the 

children to express themselves through art without getting 

too close to the things they do not want to talk about. This 

Exploring the meaning of Philip Guston’s The Line (1978)

17. The young unaccompanied asylum-seekers in particular could be highly sensitive 

in regards to talking about their own history – not only because their stories were often 

associated with traumatic experiences, but also because getting their story right might 

be crucial to gaining asylum. On the rare occasions when I tried to ask about the young 

people’s lives in their home country or the journey to Europe, many of them evaded the 

question; perhaps because they felt I was crossing the line in my role as teacher, and 

instead came to appear as a representative of the asylum system – as one of the people 

who were interviewing them with a view to determining whether their story was credible 

enough to justify asylum.
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 THE SPATIAL 
SETTING OF THE 
PROJECT TO A 
CERTAIN EXTEND 
GIVES THE PUPILS 
THE OPPORTUNITY 
TO RELAX FROM 
THE EVERYDAY 
LIFE OF THE 
ASYLUM SYSTEM 

Youssef enjoys a break at the bathing jetty ( 2005) by the french architect Jean Nouvel
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UNDERSTANDING ONESELF 
THROUGH ART 
Precisely because the pupils use art to express themselves, 

they may touch on subjects that indirectly express their 

worldview and experiences without getting too close to 

them. For example Christine, one of the young girls from 

Uganda, used the graduated colour shades in one of Hilma 

af Klint’s paintings as a point of departure for talking about 

light, darkness and religion in relation to her own life. She 

was convinced that Hilma’s paintings showed that light 

always conquers darkness, and that the light would reveal a 

higher reality within the very context where it looked darkest. 

Similarly, she had a passionate discussion with another pupil 

about whether the finger that extends from sky to earth in 

Philip Guston’s The Line (1978) expressed a judgemental 

and destructive, or a forgiving and creating God – which 

she thought must be the case; interpretations that clearly 

reflected her – and the other pupil’s – beliefs and convictions. 

STORIES FROM THEIR TRAVELS 
Although the stories that the young people shared with me 

were rarely about their actual journey to Denmark and their 

life in their home country, but more about the universal 

human emotions and thoughts evoked by the encounter with 

art, it did of course happen now and then that the young 

people drew or talked about their refugee experiences. For 

example in his introductory drawing a pupil from Eritrea 

showed a burning ship full of people jumping over board, 

and told me that he had seen – or perhaps had himself been 

on – the ship in the Mediterranean on its way to Europe. A 

Syrian pupil compared the barren heaps of stones in Olafur 

Eliasson’s installation Riverbed (2014) with his home country, 

while another of the young people, confronted with the view 

from George Trakas’ platform Self Passage (1986-89) burst 

out that he hated the sea, because it reminded him of the 

fortnight he had spent on a boat from Egypt to Italy. 

	 Stories from the lives of the younger pupils before they 

came to Denmark could also come up unexpectedly. This 

often happened during the creative work – for example 

in connection with the Cobra exhibition in 2012, when an 

animal theme inspired some of the children to talk about the 

animals they had back home in Kosovo. The memories could 

also be evoked by seeing familiar materials again, as when 

a group of boys enthusiastically used the marbles from the 

workshop to play marbles the way they did in Albania.

THE CORE OF THE WORK
Just as the encounter with art can train the pupils’ attitudes 

to what they see, the exercises in the workshop may train 

them in thinking about what is important to them. A collage 

exercise in which the pupils were to find and assemble 

pictures spoke of their own values and interests, and 

turned out to be a surprisingly difficult exercise for many of 

them. But once they got started, many of them became so 

absorbed that they used part of their lunch break to finish 

the collages. Although the result might not have the look of 

great visual enthusiasm, because the pupils were not used 

to thinking in terms of the collage’s potential for ‘sampling’ 

the world in new ways, this was one of the exercises that 

gave us most knowledge of one another. In the concluding 

presentation the pupils listened attentively to one another’s 

explanations and were amused by some of the more creative 

picture combinations. Although the starting point was 

individual, there were many similarities in the choice of 

pictures. By seeking out their own personal world the young 

people had built bridges to one another. 

THE PERSONAL AND THE SOCIAL 
INTERWOVEN 
From the beginning of the project I focused on developing 

exercises that could strengthen the social aspect, among 

other ways by giving the pupils opportunities to widen 

their knowledge of one another. Already at the introductory 

meeting in 2006 the principal of the school emphasized the 

pupils’ abilities to make contacts and develop friendships 

quickly, abilities that were all the more important because of 

their unstable life conditions. As mentioned, it could happen 

that the pupils drew one another on long rolls of paper on 

the floor, and could therefore compare and be amused by 

one another’s wild lines or more specifically collaborate on 

building architectural models. Or indirectly when pupils, in 

the presentation of their paintings or sculptures, told one 

another about the things they had thought about during the 

work. Their knowledge of one another could thus be widened 

verbally when the pupils spoke about their reflections, and 

non-verbally when the pupils looked at one another’s works 

and gave one another a thumbs-up for good solutions to  

the exercises. 

	 However, it was not only the pupils who got to know one 

another better through the exercises and the freer teaching 

framework at Louisiana. The teachers too emphasized 
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repeatedly that the teaching process gave them a new 

perspective on their pupils. Often it was a matter of 

increased focus: the pupils at Louisiana could concentrate 

for a considerably longer time than usual, perhaps because 

the encounter with art and the various practical exercises 

challenged them more than they were used to at school.18 

	 In his report on the project fellow researcher Zachary 

Whyte stresses the fact that for the students sociality is 

not only about making friends; it is “a basic form of self-

expression” that emerges for example in connection with the 

practical exercises: “...using a friend’s idea, or even letting 

him or her add something to your artwork, could both reflect 

and develop social relations.” And he concludes: “Sociality 

was thus a main element for learning and participation 

in the project. It helped the students to engage in and 

understand the exercises.”19

JUST LOOK – DON’T TOUCH!
After nine years of work with refugee children at the 

museum and a year and two third into the project period, 

we have been enriched with many experiences and even 

more questions. One question is whether the project has 

succeeded in creating what one could call a ‘potentially 

transformative free space’ for the children and young people 

who have participated in the project. Has it succeeded, in 

the internal and external space of art, in creating uplifting, 

positive experiences? At the overall level, many of the 

youngsters express their pleasure in being at Louisiana. This 

is not only due to the scenic view there; it is also, I believe, 

because for a while at the museum they have a chance to 

step out of their identity as refugees and just be children. 

Children who in the breaks can spurt up and down the hill  

in the park or enjoy it when the other visitors to the museum 

acknowledge and admire their drawings. Or young people 

who are allowed to be teenagers; young men who not only 

enjoy sitting in the school café and looking at girls, but also 

have the humorous energy to repeat the basic rules for being 

at the museum – this time not directed at the artworks, 

but at the opposite sex: Just look, don’t touch! Examples 

showing that the spatial setting of the project to a certain 

extent gives the pupils the opportunity to relax from the 

everyday life of the asylum system and to act like ordinary 

children and young people with their interests 

and challenges. 

THE PERSONAL STARTING POINT 
Experience shows that the personal encounter is a very 

important element in the teaching. As a teacher one has to 

bring oneself into play in a more personal way than in the 

ordinary learning at the museum. This helps to overcome 

the linguistic challenges, for example by using the body to 

explain what an exercise is about. But the personal starting 

point also strengthens one’s credibility as a teacher. The 

aim of the teaching is after all not to talk about ‘isms’, but to 

show that what we can share through art is not something 

outside us, but a way of telling our own story. That is what 

makes the personal approach relevant. And that is why it 

18. In the case of some of the younger pupils the teachers saw the strengthened 

concentration as indicating that the pupils were ready to start in Danish primary school. 

But it could also be about seeing new possibilities in terms of activities for the boys. That 

they “didn’t always have to play football, but could also get something out of drawing and 

painting” or that "the encounter" with art could bring the girls peace and quiet to talk 

about things they otherwise didn’t talk about.”

19. Zachary Whyte: “They think I will have gone to the moon!” A report on Travelling with 

Art, a project for asylum-seeking minors at the Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, January 

2015, p. 63.

A humorous example of this is the pupils’ photographic collage portraits inspired by David 

Hockney’s so-called ‘joiners’, where several of the young people mixed ‘pictorial DNA’ 

to express “...not only a purely individual identity, but also their social identities” as our 

researcher Zachary Whyte put it in his article in this publication, p. 35
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also works well when some of the teachers offer their 

personal suggestions, for example on what they think 

Hilma af Klint’s pictures are about.20

“THE HOSTESS’S DILEMMA”
As an educator I often think of myself as a hostess 

responsible for developing relevant ways of connecting the 

children (and their teachers) with art and one another. One 

of the fundamental challenges is developing exercises that 

can engage both the few pupils who speak fluent English 

and have gone to high school in their home countries, 

and at the same time involve the many pupils who have 

only had a few years of schooling and perhaps now, at 

the age of 17, must try for the first time to cut things 

out with scissors. This difficult balancing-act is far from 

succeeding every time. Nevertheless, for the many the 

project is a success: we have succeeded in offering art as 

an international space in which one can meet others and 

understand oneself; both in the form of specific discussions 

that bring up the pupils’ own experiences, memories and 

dreams for the future, and as part of the practical exercises 

in the workshop, where the pupils can collaborate on doing 

the exercises and see themselves and one another in new 

contexts. For Zachary Whyte it is exactly the strength of 

the project that “by combining spatial, social and material 

dimensions it both offered contact with and around art (and) 

a space for potential transformations.”21

Red Cross teacher José Torres and pupil Ali creating transparent models of the world inspired by David Altmejd’s installation The Flux and the Puddle (2014)

20. The various personal interpretations also stress that it is permissible for the pupils 

to form their own interpretations – something that is a matter of course to most 

Danish pupils, but is challenging for some of the young refugees who come from more 

authoritarian school systems. 

 21. Whyte, pp. 72-73.
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ROLES, RULES, RISKS  
– AND RELATIONS
To sum up, the basic ideas of the project are not far from 

what I have later come to know as Shirley Brice Heath’s 

three R's: Roles, Rules and Risks. That is, three factors that 

Brice Heath sees as characterizing effective workshops 

for children and young people. At the museum the young 

people are given the opportunity to step into new roles that 

focus on resources rather than worries. The rules are the 

given framework around the exercises, which can provided 

a creative free space; while the risks come to expression 

when the pupils complete challenging exercises of which 

they thus become extra proud. To these three focal points 

Brice adds yet another ‘R’, Relations, as an indication of how 

important it is that the exercises strengthen social relations.

	 The workshop tasks are another way of being seen. 

At Louisiana we hope that the encounter with art gives 

the refugee children the opportunity to relate to what is 

important to them; and perhaps to use art to reflect their 

situation; to ‘borrow’ some of the methods of art in order  

to rethink their own understanding of the world. 

THE BASIC METHODOLOGICAL 
ELEMENTS OF THE PROJECT ... 
... can be used to advantage in a wide educational context 

that not only addresses vulnerable children and young 

people. One might for example use experimental drawing 

exercises to kick off the subject of the day, or to strengthen 

the personal encounter in the teaching by involving the 

pupils’ own stories. It is also about developing the creative 

exercises as a way of getting to know one another better. At 

the general level, Louisiana Learning is always interested 

in letting those who visit the museum appropriate the 

world and experiment with new ways of using their special 

knowledge and skills. But the challenge for the refugee 

children project lies in the rapid flow of pupils and the 

linguistic difficulties associated with understanding one 

another. On the other hand, the temporal and physical 

framework of the learning is more ideal. For one thing the 

teaching often starts an hour before the museum opens, 

which ensures peace and quiet for concentration. For 

another, the spacious teaching localities have high ‘amenity 

value’, which strengthens the pupils’ sense of being welcome 

at the museum. And finally, the long-term development of 

the project forms a basis for feeling and creating a sense 

of continuity in the learning both here and at the children’s 

school. This contrasts with the framework for the ordinary 

educational work at Louisiana, where the pupils often stand 

in queues to get into the museum and where the space 

can be cramped both in the workshop and in the exhibition 

spaces. The experiences of the project therefore also 

underscore the importance of creating space for absorption 

and strengthen the feeling in all the children and young 

people that they are welcome at museum. 

HOW CAN WE USE THE YOUNG 
PEOPLE’S RESOURCES? 
Louisiana – and I personally – have learned much from the 

project Travelling with Art: first and foremost that refugee 

children and young people have many resources, both for 

creative work and for the interpretation of art; but also that 

they are of course just as varied as all other young people. 

The kite workshop mentioned at the beginning was the 

most concrete example in the project of how some of the 

young people could use their special knowledge and skills 

for the benefit of their friends and the museum visitors. This 

approach to the teaching, where the starting point does 

not come from the museum or the teacher but from the 

special knowledge of the youngsters themselves and thus 

influences new ways of involving the users, is something 

that can be used to advantage in future, both in the refugee 

project and with the other visitors to the museum.

	 The project also demonstrated that ‘expressing oneself’ 

via art does not in fact have to be about telling one’s story 

as a refugee. It is one of the strengths of the project that the 

young people are not locked into a special refugee identity, 

but through the encounter with art are able to talk about 

what is meaningful to them as individuals – their interests, 

emotions and dreams for the future.
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Using collage to combine the world in new ways
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INTRODUCTION
This article takes its title from the words of a young  

Somali student. He was describing what he thought his 

friends would think of the pictures he was going to post  

on Facebook from his visit to a Yayoi Kusama installation 

at the Louisiana Museum of Modern 

Art. He was there as part of the ongoing 

learning project, Travelling with Art, 

which brings asylum-seeking minors 

from Red Cross asylum centers to the 

museum to engage with art in a variety 

of ways. Through art exercises, visits 

in the collections, and formal and 

informal discussions, the aim of the 

project is to leverage art as a shared, 

potentially transformative space for 

these young people. For the Somali 

student this sense of the museum as 

a separate space of contact was so 

acute that he felt it barely seemed to 

belong on Earth. But his words of course also speak to the 

fundamental social relations in which he was enmeshed. His 

delight in sharing his experiences at the museum with his 

friends underlines the importance of the social dimension 

of this kind of project. Following these themes of space 

and sociality, as well as materiality, this article uses the 

theoretical concept of the “contact zone” to describe the 

ways in which asylum-seeking students met art in the 

project. The paper is based on ethnographic fieldwork with 

the project, carried out in November and December, 2013 

and in May and June, 2014.

CONTACT ZONES
I want to frame this article using 

the concept of the “contact zone,” 

which has been developed over the 

past decade and a half. In particular, 

I am interested in the ways in which 

space, sociality, and material objects 

all can work together to create 

zones of potential transformation in 

participatory arts projects with young 

people (Askins and Pain 2011).

	 The fundamental idea of the 

museum as contact zone was proposed by James Clifford 

in his classic essay (Clifford 1997). Drawing on the work 

of Mary-Louise Pratt (1991), he proposed that museums 

should think of themselves as contact zones, characterized 

by cultural encounter and collaboration, though also by 

 SPACE, 
SOCIALITY, 
AND MATERIAL 
OBJECTS ALL CAN 
WORK TOGETHER 
TO CREATE ZONES 
OF POTENTIAL 
TRANSFORMATION 
IN PARTICIPATORY 
ARTS PROJECTS  

ZACHARY WHYTE, POSTDOC.,
UNIVERSITY OF COPENHAGEN

“THEY WILL THINK  
I HAVE GONE TO 
THE MOON!”
ART AS CONTACT ZONE IN A PROJECT FOR 
ASYLUM-SEEKING MINORS IN DENMARK
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power inequalities. Clifford argued that this conception 

entailed a shift in the understanding of museum curators 

as privileged presenters of knowledge to persons engaged 

in mutual social interaction, however potentially unequal. 

By now this is a largely uncontroversial point in museum 

practice, though the idea of the museum as contact zone is 

not uncritically embraced in the literature (e.g. Boast 2011; 

Lynch 2014). However, it speaks to one of the fundamental 

premises of the Travelling with Art project: namely that 

the point of the project was not teaching an authoritative 

understanding of what does and does not constitute art 

to the students, but rather engaging with them in fruitful 

ways to support their capacities for communication and 

reflection. The didactics were not so much to do with the 

dissemination of knowledge but with 

the transformative potential of the 

process itself.

	 In thinking of the project as a 

contact zone, I want to focus on three 

related dimensions: space, sociality, 

and materiality. The placement of the 

project at the Louisiana Museum of 

Modern Art and the uses made of the 

collections in the project structured 

the project in particular ways by 

setting the spatial context for the 

project. The absent spaces of the 

Red Cross asylum centers, where 

the students spent the bulk of their 

time provided an important contrast. 

Further, the distinct social space of the project at once 

allowed students to continue and transform a variety of 

social relations with their peers and with staff. This was  

of particular significance for the students in a wider social 

context marked by transitoriness and uncertainty. Finally, 

the materialities of the project, the particular tools and 

objects used, were also significant in marking out the 

project as a contact zone.

	 The key insight I draw from the literature on contact 

zones is that these three dimensions are related. As 

Askins and Pain put it, “where an activity (in this case art) 

is the contact zone, objects as conduits may facilitate 

transformative social relations to seep across spaces of 

encounter” (Askins and Pain 2011: 817; original emphasis). 

THE STUDENTS
I followed two  of students in the project. For the purposes 

of this short article, however, I will focus only on the 

second cohort of somewhat older, unaccompanied minors. 

These are the students that I refer to in the ethnographic 

description that follows. The students were officially 

between 15 and 17 years old, though some had their age 

disputed by authorities and were judged to be older. The 

largest groups were Somalis, Eritreans, and Afghans. A 

number of different languages were thus spoken at the 

project. In addition, some of the students spoke some 

English and a few had learned some Danish. Most of them 

had been in Denmark for relatively short periods of time. 

Only two had been in Denmark for more than six months. 

They all lived at the same asylum 

center and attended a Red Cross 

school some ways from their center. 

Some 90% of the students were male.

CHALLENGES
The project faced a number of 

fundamental challenges in its work 

with asylum-seeking minors. Here 

I will briefly touch on only two of 

the most significant ones: flow and 

communication. The flow of students 

through the project, either because 

they were moved on in the asylum 

system or because they chose not to 

attend for whatever reason, had consequences for the kinds 

of continuity possible in the project. The project languages 

were Danish and English, and issues of communication with 

students who did not speak these languages meant that 

certain kinds of teaching about art, particularly if it involved 

detailed explanations, were not possible. 

	 While these issues structured the daily practice of the 

project, they also both underscored the importance of 

sociality to the students. For the students, it was a basic 

challenge to find a place for themselves in a very transient 

social world, like the one provided by the Danish asylum 

system. The high flow of asylum seekers through the system 

made all their social relations with their peers (and indeed 

with the staff) transient. As a senior Red Cross teacher 

put it, “It is a dangerous thing [for the students] to form 

relations. They can be broken in an instant.” This could cause 

 THE DISTINCT 
SOCIAL SPACE OF 
THE PROJECT AT 
ONCE ALLOWED 
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WITH THEIR PEERS 
AND WITH STAFF  



LOUISIANA MUSEUM OF MODERN ART

31

feelings of isolation and loneliness, which could compound 

the effects of the uncertainty of waiting for asylum. On the 

other hand, the very precariousness of sociality for the 

students made it all the more important to them. Most of 

the students prized their friends highly and made continuing 

efforts to keep their relations with others cordial.

	 Communication structured sociality in a number of ways 

in the project. Students generally grouped themselves by 

language both while doing exercises and when on break. 

Somali-speakers generally sat together, just as Dari-

speakers or Albanian-speakers did. In these groups, English 

or Danish proficiency played an important role in the way 

the students related to each other. One Somali student, who 

spoke some English and regularly translated for the other 

Somali students, told me that he had practiced English for 

five months. He explained that his English skills meant that 

the other Somalis came to him for help in understanding 

and translating things. “They come especially to me and 

two other boys,” he explained. “So this makes me think I 

speak some English.” This echoes research findings from 

other settings, where language proficiency and the ability 

to broker between young refugee peers and teachers and 

other authorities is seen as a valuable social asset, earning 

proficient refugees prestige and social importance (Valencia 

2014). These “cultural brokers” were also important to the 

project, as they enabled increased communication across 

language barriers. English or Danish proficient students 

were regularly asked to translate either explanations or 

instructions to their peers. This could be a vital supplement 

to the non-verbal modes of communication and instruction 

outlined above.

	 Language proficiency could of course equally inhibit 

communication among different sets of asylum seekers 

as between students and teachers. This division between 

different language groups could be partially bridged in 

the project, precisely because some portions of it were 

not dependent on language. Appreciating the work done 

by peers with whom one did not share a language enabled 

some forms of social relations, however tenuous, that could 

be carried over to other social contexts.

ART IN AND AS A CONTACT ZONE
The metaphor of the contact zone has a good deal of 

resonance with the ways in which the concept of art was 

articulated at Louisiana. Though loathe to give any hard-

edged definition – as Line Ali Chayder put it, her concern 

was not with what art is, but what art does – both Line Ali 

Chayder and other art educators at the museum routinely 

spoke of art in phrases with a spatial and an encountering 

aspect. Art was a “free space,” it was a “world” that one 

could meet, the project involved being “in the space of  

art together.” In this sense art played a double role. On the 

one hand it was somewhere one could encounter and learn 

from, on the other it was something one could use to make 

other connections or to express oneself in non-verbal ways. 

Art thus was at once contact zone and contact, context 

and text.

	 For the students, art was often ill-defined. Few of the 

students had visited art museums before coming to Louisiana. 

Some of the students expressed an understanding that art 

was primarily – or even exclusively – visual arts and that 

“doing art” should thus involve painting and drawing. This 

Drawing in the Hilma af Klint exhibition (2014)

Mini-exhibition in the Boat House
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was an understanding that Line Ali Chayder actively worked 

to expand, through looking at and engaging with other forms 

of art like sculpture, collage, and photography.

EXERCISING ART
One of the key ways of getting the students to engage 

with art in the project was through art exercises. These 

generally involved emulation and trial and error. While all 

the students participated, much of the activity was geared 

to the pace of the individual student. There was little “down 

time,” as there could be at the Red Cross schools, when 

other students were asked to answer questions or repeat 

phrases. In general, levels of concentration were high. This 

was remarked on by Red Cross staff in particular, some 

of whom reported surprise that the students were able to 

sustain their engrossment in their work for an hour or more 

at a time. This was said to be much less common at the Red 

Cross schools.

	 The art exercises almost invariably ended with some 

form of mini-exhibition, where the students various works 

were placed next to each other. This could be up against the 

large windows in the Boat House or underneath a painting 

in the collections. The students then could look over each 

other’s work, while Line Ali Chayder commented on their 

various aspects. She generally tried to get students to 

explain their thinking in their various works, but this was 

often hard going. However, the students were by and large 

quite respectful of this phase of the exercise, even the ones 

who understood little or nothing of what was being said.

AN ART EXERCISE – DREAM HOUSES
I turn now to a specific art exercise, undertaken by 

the older students, to illustrate some of the themes of 

sociality, space, and materiality that shaped the project 

as a contact zone. The exercise was to build dream houses 

out of cardboard, tissue paper, patterned cloth, styrofoam 

balls, mosaic stones, and other materials. Line had taken 

the group to see the exhibition Arab Contemporary at the 

museum, where we had sat in a model of a traditional Arabic 

atrium, designed for guests. Now we were sitting in The 

Children’s Wing cutting out cardboard and wielding glue 

guns, sitting around low, long, child-sized tables. 

	 The students were, as usual, somewhat uncertain 

about how to start. But helped along by Line Ali Chayder, 

explaining and showing off her dream house model, which 

she had made earlier, and the teachers actively engaging the 

students, they began to gather materials and hesitantly put 

them together. Few had a clear idea of what they wanted to 

do. Instead they seemed to gather various bits of material 

that caught their interest and saw where it took them. One 

Somali student, laughing as the materials curled away from 

him, tried to construct what he called a traditional Somali 

house by building a skeleton frame and experimenting with 

wrapping foam or cloth around it. This got some of the other 

Somali students interested, and a number of them started 

suggesting modifications or additions. The house went 

through a number of transformations, as he experimented 

with various materials, some of which he found himself, 

some of which were suggested to him by his peers or by  

Line Ali Chayder or the teachers.

	 We did not finish on the day, but continued four days 

later at the next session, this time at the Boat House. Here 

the students sat around the large table and stood at the 

small bar tables, near the wall plugs so the glue guns could 

reach. Since new students had arrived and some of the 

students from the first session were not there, a few models 

were repurposed, while others were started anew. However, 

a significant number of the students continued their work, 

including the young Somali man, who added increasing 

complexity to his basic structure and finally settled on a 

cloth cover for his house. It was much admired both by 

teachers, Line Ali Chayder, and his peers to his evident pride.

Izza with his house
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 FEW HAD 
A CLEAR IDEA 
OF WHAT THEY 
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AND SAW WHERE 
IT TOOK THEM Building dream houses in the Boat House
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	 One of the Afghani students built a rather abstract 

model, carefully adding patterns from cloth and cutouts. 

He was less happy about his peers meddling, and ended up 

moving away from the main table on the second day, so he 

could work in peace, removed from the other students. But 

most of the students seemed to enjoy the comments and 

enthusiasms of their peers. A good number of the students 

thus moved back and forth from their own projects to look 

at and comment on what others were doing. Some of them 

were inspired by their peers and copied aspects of the 

models. Most of this sociality around 

building the models occurred within 

shared language groups. The Dari-

speaking students helped each other, 

just as the Somali-speaking ones did. 

There was however also some overlap.

	 Others were less enthusiastic, 

at least to begin with. One North 

African student required particular 

coaxing from one of the teachers, 

but eventually became engrossed in 

choosing and placing mosaic tiles around his house. His 

greatest laugh, however, was reserved for the way in which 

he placed paired figures made from pipe-cleaners  

in coupling positions around a tiny model table.

	 This exercise showcased a number of aspects of 

the project. The basic mode of instruction involved the 

presentation of a final product and then brief instructions 

on how to go about building the model. The students then 

proceeded by trial and error, trying their hands at combining 

the materials, receiving hands-on instruction from teachers 

and Line Ali Chayder, and observing 

one another. It thus also exemplified 

the importance of sociality among 

the students in their working with 

art, not only through observation but 

also through active participation. 

This participation promoted sociality 

in a specific material context, where 

students moved or attached concrete 

objects to each other. The materiality 

of the art materials in this sense 

Using glueguns and exploring materials in The Children’s Wing

 THE 
MATERIALITY 
OF THE ART 
MATERIALS IN THIS 
SENSE HELPED 
CREATE THE 
POSSIBILITIES  
FOR SOCIALITY  
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helped create the possibilities for sociality. However, as the 

example of the Afghan student withdrawing from his friends’ 

participation to pursue his own plans for his project usefully 

demonstrates, there was a balance between the desire for 

sociality and a more personal ambition for creating artwork. 

The materiality of the artwork also had its own aesthetic 

aspect. It was not always merely an excuse for sociality. 

Finally, it is worth noting the students’ particular interest 

in the glue guns, which were in constant use throughout 

the project. Many of the students seemed to simply enjoy 

using these unfamiliar tools, the fit of them in their hands, 

the movement of the heated glue as it left the nozzles and 

attached bits of material to their model.

THREE DIMENSIONS  
OF A CONTACT ZONE
Drawing on the above empirical example, as well as others,  

I turn now to the three related dimensions of space, sociality 

and materiality and their importance to the ways in which 

the students engaged with the project.

SPACE

The spaces in which the project took 

place were significant for the project’s 

practice in a number of ways. They 

framed the project, formed the context 

of learning, and set limits as well as 

provided opportunities for various 

kinds of sociality. Thus the relatively 

more cramped space of The Children’s 

Wing made it easier to lean in and 

involve oneself with the work of one’s 

peers, while the relative spaciousness 

of the Boat House meant that students 

could more easily find workspace 

more removed from their peers. This 

spaciousness also meant that it was easier to walk all 

the way around the central workspace in the Boat House, 

which allowed the easier circulation of students among one 

another to observe and comment each other’s work.

	 The students generally seemed impressed by the Boat 

House. When they first arrived, many students stopped up 

to look around, before gravitating towards the windows 

to check out the view. The Boat House’s placement 

underscored the element of privileged access to the 

museum collections and gardens, since getting to them 

involved passing through back entrances and underground 

hallways and often through either the cafeteria or 

exhibitions open to the public. In this sense, the Boat House 

as a particular space helped shape some of the experiences 

of the students, both though its materiality and through the 

kinds of sociality it allowed or even encouraged.

SOCIALITY

Sociality was important all through the learning context: 

before the exercises, during the exercises, and after the 

exercises, as well as the free time between exercises. It 

was shaped and shaped the process of explanation and 

discussion that often preceded the art exercises. I am 

talking here mainly about sociality among the students,  

but the sociality between the students and the staff was 

also significant.

	 The interlinkage between sociality and learning are 

by now well-established, perhaps most explicitly in Lave 

and Wenger’s (2001) notion of “communities of practice,” 

which underlines the ways in which sociality both shapes 

learning (we learn in communities) and is in turn shaped by 

it (how we learn is dependent on these 

communities). This double linkage was 

also evident in the project, though 

sociality among the students was of 

course more thoroughly informed by  

a range of other factors than the 

project alone. Nevertheless, the  

social dimension of learning in the 

particular context of the project  

was an important factor in the 

project’s success.

This points to a further issue. 

Sociality for the students is not 

just about making friends or having 

someone to talk to. It is also a basic 

form of self-expression. While the exercises and the 

teachers often called on the students to express their 

unique individual identities in their artistic productions, 

these were also bound up in social relations. Sociality thus 

both shapes the ways in which the students talk to one 

another and is made material in the artworks they produce, 

which often expressed not only a purely individual identity, 

but also their social identities. Using a friend’s idea or even 

letting him or her add something to your artwork could 

 USING A 
FRIEND’S IDEA  
OR EVEN LETTING 
HIM OR HER ADD 
SOMETHING TO 
YOUR ARTWORK 
COULD BOTH 
REFLECT AND 
DEVELOP SOCIAL 
RELATIONS  
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both reflect and develop social relations. Similarly, social 

relations could develop or be maintained around completed 

art works, as the students looked at each other’s work 

and expressed admiration. Not all of this social “work” 

required much in the way of shared language. Much was 

communicated with the single word “Good” and a smile  

and a thumbs up.

MATERIALITY

The materiality of the objects used in the art exercises 

and indeed in the art displays mattered a great deal to the 

students. They often wanted to touch art objects (and were 

continually told not to), while exercises allowed them access 

to material sensations beyond their own vision. In museum 

studies, there is an increasing focus on the possibilities 

for experiencing objects without textual interpretation or 

explanation (Dudley 2010, 2012). This is effectively what at 

least some of the exercises involved, when they replicated 

the artistic process that resulted in the art objects on 

display (e.g. Jorn modifications, string and marble  

paintings) or created their own objects of art (e.g. mini-

museums, kites).

	 Here materiality was effectively being leveraged for 

learning, allowing the students to literally feel their way 

towards an understanding of art. This was particularly 

significant given the issues in verbal communication. Line 

Ali Chayder’s typical way of introducing an art exercise, by 

displaying a premade version of what the students were 

meant to create and demonstrating the methods involved 

was thus critical in allowing a fuller participation for all 

the students and guided the process of trial and error that 

constituted their work.

	 The different materialities of the objects used in the art 

exercises also marked off Louisiana as a distinctive space. 

The use and sharing of particular kinds of objects (e.g. 

pastels, large coloured pencils, scissors, glue sticks and 

guns, steel wire, small wooden boxes, etc.) distinguished 

Louisiana from other spaces, the students engaged with. 

Nasib with his mini-museum
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Further, the lack of familiarity of these objects to the 

students was significant for their interactions around 

them. Similarly to Askins' and Pain’s description of the 

place of material objects among their informants, “the 

contact between actors evidenced at the start of our project 

appeared to stem, instead, from the objects not being 

mundane – the socioeconomic position of the young people 

meant that these objects were unusual and that access to 

them was perceived to be valuable: young people had to 

share materials around the larger group” (2011: 813). The 

example of the glue guns used in building 'Dream houses' 

cited above resonates well here.

	 However, objects more familiar to the students also 

carried resonance. Kites and marbles, for example, had a 

different feel for students used to handling them. This was 

partly skill, they simply had practice manipulating certain 

objects, but also spoke to the ways in which the feel of 

certain objects had specific meanings for the different 

students. This again tied back to their previous experiences. 

So when an Afghan student confidently tied off the corners 

of his kite to keep the cloth tight, the feel of the kite was 

also informed by the previous times that he had built 

kites, even if the materials were not necessarily the same. 

Certainly, he smiled broadly, while he did his work, and 

spoke of doing this as a young boy in Afghanistan. Similarly, 

when doing a Jorn-inspired exercise that involved dipping 

marbles in paint and rolling them over a piece of paper 

in a wooden box, one of the younger, Albanian-speaking 

students kept taking the marbles up in his hands to feel 

them, rolling them around in his palm, placing them in 

the crook of his index finger, his thumb behind it ready to 

shoot it off. Here the exercise used a familiar material, the 

marbles, but did so in a way that he had not tried before. 

CONCLUSION
As I have argued, using the model of the contact zone, 

spatial, social, and material dimensions together helped 

create a potentially transformative space. Here students 

could form and shape social relations with one another 

and thereby help navigate their time in the asylum system. 

As Askins and Pain remark, “The physical and embodied 

experiences of making art and using art-related materials 

may prompt or enable new social relations, and these 

encounters are both remembered reflectively (discursively) 

and reflexively (through the body)” (Askins and Pain 2011: 

817; original emphasis). In other words, the “enriching 

experiences” that the project in fact did provide the 

students, came as a result of the particular contact zone it 

created. Combining spatial, social, and material dimensions, 

the project at once allowed for contact with and around art.

	 This having been said, students are of course not 

automatically transformed by their participation in the 

project. The key to me is that the project, thought of as 

a contact zone in which students could engage with art 

as well as each other and the staff, provided a space of 

potential transformation. A great number of other factors, 

most prominently the result of their asylum application, 

informed what they in fact ended up drawing from it. 
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Finding inspiration: Christine in front of Hilma af Klint´s The Ten Largest, No 4, Youth, Group IV (1907)
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ABSTRACT
How is it that work in the arts can make a difference in 

both physical and mental health? This article considers 

underlying reasons being provided by research from 

medicine, learning sciences, and neurology. The major 

reason the arts affect our life learning is that the brain 

works as a system. In systems, parts work together and 

communicate with each other in order to keep processes 

operating. The hundreds of thousands of cells that make 

up the brain work together, communicating across highly 

unlikely sections when individuals are engaged in projects 

that rouse them emotionally, enlist 

them in work with their hands, and 

come about through imagination 

and planful thinking. Art does all of 

this and more. Stories of on-going 

projects with marginalized youth, 

fearful immigrant youngsters, 

former street dwellers, and adults 

turned off of learning will illustrate 

how to bring the arts to these 

communities in meaningful and 

effective ways. Theater projects, 

youth orchestras, dance, and 

centers of visual arts help these individuals rethink their 

health, aspirations, and relationships. Learning in the arts 

demands concentration, commitment, and a sense of a 

future that others will enjoy and appreciate. In art, we 

(including our brains) are fully ‘on’, alive, and attending to 

what we do visually, verbally, and aesthetically. There is no 

better practice for behavioral change and the laying down  

of new habits and attitudes. 

	 Let me establish at the outset that my comments here 

pertain directly to the role of the arts for youth who have 

been dislocated from their homeland and have arrived in 

a foreign nation with questionable status. These young 

people include refugees, orphans, and asylum seekers who 

may or may not achieve eventual legal status in the nation 

on whose shores they land. Surrounding these points, 

as anyone who has worked with 

refugees will know, come numerous 

other features of these youth. Many 

arrive having escaped violence and 

numerous dangers en route; some 

arrive severely malnourished. Some 

come with a smattering of one or more 

European languages and some prior 

schooling, while others arrive with 

several languages or dialects in their 

repertoire, none of which will work in 

the nation to which they have come. I 

stress these points to emphasize the 

degree of isolation and disorientation that most refugees 

have experienced. It is into these aspects of the children’s 

lives that arts come for both the heart and the head. But  

why and how we must ask? 

 LEARNING IN  
THE ARTS DEMANDS 
CONCENTRATION, 
COMMITMENT, AND  
A SENSE OF A 
FUTURE THAT 
OTHERS WILL ENJOY 
AND APPRECIATE  

SHIRLEY BRICE HEATH,  
STANFORD UNIVERSITY

HEAD AND HEART 
IN THE ARTS
LEARNING FOR LIFE 
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For more than two decades, in several nations, I have done 

research in sites that try to surround refugee children with 

the arts. I offer my observations here in answer to a question 

I am often asked: Why is it, when these children need so 

much, that you argue the value of the arts for them? What 

is it about the arts that touches these children in ways that 

help them heal, adapt, and gain confidence and a sense of 

security? I offer several answers here with what in English 

we refer to as the “three R’s.”  

RISK
Most critical to young people coming from the prior high-risk 

situations they have experienced is the need for them to be 

able to take risks under secure circumstances. This claim 

seems counterintuitive. If we propose risk, then how can these 

young feel secure? If they have lived through risks in order to 

arrive in a new nation, why subject them to more risks? 

Answers to these questions rest in the nature of ongoing 

arts participation. What happens with the arts is that they 

invite taking risks of interpreting, recasting, critiquing, and 

comparing. All that art invites will, in most cases, be entirely 

unfamiliar to new young arrivals, for they have, in most 

instances, had little experience with prior schooling in which 

these particular mental or intellectual activities might have 

been asked of them. However, as we know, for adaptation 

in any modern economy, new arrivals must find their way 

to these skills of interpreting, recasting, critiquing, and 

comparing if they are to grow independent and to survive. 

	 Think, for example, of bringing a group of young refugees 

into a visual arts museum or a performance of a symphony 

performing classical music. What does any of this kind of 

art mean? To arrive at answers, the young have to propose 

meanings, for art is never about itself. Moreover, every work 

of art, whether music, dance, theater, film, or painting, 

not only is but also is about something. Across cultures, 

art functions to transport viewers and listeners outside 

themselves and beyond the immediacies of space and time.

Thinking about the future is another way to propose meaning. Inspired by Yoko Onoˇs Wishtree (1996), the young refugees at Louisiana share their future wishes
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	 All art, moreover, enables individual to act and think 

as if. Such acting moves individuals toward something 

perceived and conceptualized, but not in any complete, final 

or whole form. Here lies the RISK of which we speak, for 

individuals working in and learning the arts will soon learn 

that their answers, responses, and reactions will always be 

conjectural, temporary, and partial. There is no compulsion 

for anyone working through and with the arts to be anything 

other than conjectural, temporary, and partial, for the arts 

depend on imagination and interpretation, unique human 

talents that allow healing and rebuilding. 

	 An additional reason that RISK is 

so deeply involved in the arts rests 

in the fact that in the creation of 

any work of art, whether product or 

performance, there is always the risk 

of not meeting either one’s own sense 

of satisfaction or that of the critics. 

Thus there is built-in compulsion to 

keep trying to improve, to do more, 

know more, and to interpret or imagine 

more deeply. 

RULES
A second aspect of human learning and healing from and 

through the arts comes in the nature of RULES. Many of 

you may think this point contradicts the RISK aspects 

of the art noted above. However, the RULES to which I 

refer here relate to both micro-structural features of 

participation in the arts and macro-structural features. At 

the micro-level, individuals working and learning in any art 

form must engage visual, verbal, mobility, and cognitive 

capacities of being human. Almost all art forms require 

visual engagement. This kind of engagement in the arts 

does for young refugees just what SEEING does for us as 

humans in our everyday lives: seeing enables us to fill in or 

predict what will or could be happening. We look at a scene 

in everyday life, and we as humans cannot resist thinking 

about meaning, what’s next, or what could be, or even what 

we should or can be doing in that scene. The same is true 

in the arts, for all art forms are fractured and partial. They 

do not tell the whole story or even one real story. To be sure, 

looking closely at a painting or studying in slow motion a 

dance performance enables us to see more, but most of 

time we rapidly scan and hold our visual focus only when 

we seek to interpret or to compare what is being seen with 

what we remember or have known before. Remember that 

every visual scan we make of a scene from one of the art 

forms turns into a preverbalized narrative or story in the 

human mind. We cannot resist trying to make a story out of 

what we see, for stories lead us to meaning, and as humans, 

we always work hard to find meaning when we are feeling 

secure and safe. 

	 Thus a key RULE of the arts is the linkage between 

what is seen and what is thought or what is viewed and 

what is narrated into a story. This particular RULE relates 

to essential ways in which the human 

brain works, for we almost never see 

or look without verbally internalizing 

comparative notes, questions or 

puzzlement, or a sense of inspiration. 

 	 An additional RULE enacted 

through learning with the arts is also 

tied to how the human brain works. 

We want to try to make the world, 

including what we see or hear in the 

arts, coherent, assembled, reconciled, 

and, of course, meaningful. This means 

that when individuals work in the arts, 

they enlist far more than the eyes can see. We all enlist a 

remembered sense of a past as well as a future. 

	 In other words, viewing a work of art involves three kinds 

of narratives. The first of these, and the one we see most 

often in young children or among refugees new to the art 

forms they will meet in modern economies, centers on the 

“I.” Individuals initially look at a work of art and express 

A young asylumseeker is finishing impressions from Louisiana's ARCTIC exhibition (2013) 

into his own map of the Arctic

 FOR THE ARTS 
DEPEND ON 
IMAGINATION AND 
INTERPRETATION, 
UNIQUE HUMAN 
TALENTS THAT 
ALLOW HEALING 
AND REBUILDING  
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 ALL FORMS 
GRADUALLY LEAD 
YOUNG REFUGEES 
TO BEGIN TO BE 
CURIOUS ABOUT 
OR TO IMAGINE 
WHAT COULD 
HAVE BEEN IN  
THE MIND OF  
THE ARTIST 

Red Cross teacher Artjom Aroutounjan discussing the meaning of a painting  

by Philip Guston with the students and Line Ali Chayder
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emotion or judgment (“I don’t like that”). This is the naïve 

beginning narrative that art leads us to make.

	 The second kind of narrative is a conjoined “I” or a “we.” 

Surprisingly to many, as refugee youth experience visual arts 

in modern economy settings for the first time, they often 

move to a “we” quite rapidly. They point to features, such as 

the sea or a boat or shore, which may be familiar to all of 

them. They indicate their common recognition of knowing 

the context or kind of scene from which the visual work 

before them came. 

	 The third narrative form is the “I” as a specific other: a 

person or persons. Here individuals think about the artist 

or how others might see this work. Critical is the fact that 

the arts in all forms gradually lead young refugees to begin 

to be curious about or to imagine what could have been 

in the mind of the artist or in others who are also looking 

at or hearing such a work We refer to this human capacity 

in humans. Think for a moment of cave paintings. These 

refer to the past as they record given bodies of knowledge 

and levels of experience in the life of the artist or artists. 

But looking at these cave paintings, we as onlookers jump 

to the future through our questions and our projections 

of what happened before, to be sure, but more often what 

happened next. If the scene is of a wounded bison, then our 

heads move to thinking about the next scene. Through films, 

as well as cartoons, graphic novels, and comics, we are 

familiar with “story-boards.” These do for us what we can 

do ourselves from a single cave painting, portion of music, 

or scene of a play. We move ahead of what is given. That is a 

critical RULE of learning in the arts, and as those who work 

with refugee youth adapting to a new environment know, 

that RULE becomes ever more critical to these young people 

the longer they remain in their new environment. The failure 

to encircle young refugees with art forms that socialize 

them through RULES and RISKS can be seen as just one of 

the many reasons that these refugee often end up as street 

dwellers, drifters, and disengaged young adults in urban 

settings of the host nation. 

	 Finally, there is the R of ROLES. Again, saying that young 

people in the arts must have ROLES to play may make little 

immediate sense. However, in studying the accompanying 

image here, we can see that when young people take on 

roles, they can do so without the host nation’s language 

through a variety of means: gestures, costuming, spatial 

movements, and other expressive means that need not  

enlist actual verbal performance. Often I am asked why 

ROLES matter for these means of expression to be enacted 

by young refugees. 

	 To answer this question, think back to my earlier point 

about “as if learning.” Once we are into as if situations, we 

take on roles of others and enact their intentions, manner, 

and actions. In doing so, we have our own internal ways 

of thinking through our own language about what we are 

doing and how we arrived at this particular interpretation 

of a teacher, doctor, captain of a boat, soldier, or priest 

or religious leader. We are able to transform temporarily 

and with conditionality (e.g., we can move out of role 

quickly) ourselves into someone else. In many ways, that is 

ultimately what refugees have to do. Much of what they were 

before they became refugees will need to be transformed or 

re-made into other ROLES in the host nation. 

	 When it is possible to bring young refugees into an arts 

organization or grouping that is sustained, the young can 

Rohin plays with roles and creates his own interpretation of Philip Guston’s Painting, 

Smoking, Eating (1973)

as “theory of mind,” for once art leads individuals to enter 

imaginatively into the head of another, then that individual  

is reading intentions of the artist or perhaps processes  

or goals of the artist (or, as I noted earlier, the minds of  

other viewers). 

	 The RULES of how our brains work enable us to project 

with rules and steps of process toward a future, once we 

have had experience through the arts of reading into and 

through a work of art. Again, this point may seem highly 

counter-intuitive, and neuroscientists have as yet no clear 

way to define why such a developmental pathway emerges 
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Roleplaying: another way to put yourself into the picture. In front of Philip Guston’s Riding Around (1969)

also take on particular ROLES critical to the organization. 

As an example, in England in the 1990s, when many former 

child soldiers were being absorbed into British society, 

a theater group brought into their membership many of 

these asylum seekers. As they did so, the young could 

help with set building, costume development, and packing 

and transporting from place to place the props and other 

materials needed by the theater troupe. This kind of 

enlistment worked miracles for the young, for they could see 

and do what they had seen the British natives do in order to 

bring about a production. In other words, they enacted what 

the British staff members were doing. 

	 In one such production, the group took over an 

abandoned house, and the various scenes moved from 

the outdoor area into and through the rooms of the house. 

In each, there was enactment of particular scenes, but 

because the house was devoid of furnishings, except for 

the occasional chair for those who needed to sit, the young 

created works of sculpture as well as paintings, and they 

also created photography collages. All the arts were enlisted, 

for they also chose music to play in the background for 

each room’s particular story. Enactments here were layered, 

multiple, and allowing numerous risks of interpretation  

and imagination.

CONCLUSION
I’ve come to the end of the three R’s for the arts in the lives 

of young refugees who are seeking to be taken in by modern 

economies. But before I end these comments, a summary is 

needed of some of the macrostructural features that make 

possible the microstructural features noted above.

1 Ensure that professional artists work with the young, for 

the young refugees need to see and know those who have 

ROLES within the arts have taken RISKS, and know the 
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RULES behind the cognitive, visual, and verbal incentives 

inherent in the arts.

2 Ensure that all the ROLES and RULES of an organization 

are frequently modeled by the professionals who also 

respond emotionally and gesturally to works of art, whether 

in a museum or a concert hall. ROLES and RULES are 

inherently abstract, and it is tough for refugees to interpret 

correctly abstractions unless these are made concrete 

through performance as demonstration rich with gesture 

and props.

3 Remember that the RISKS inherent in the arts apply to 

everyone and not simply to the refugees. Often it is the case 

that individuals who are professionals working with refugees 

fail to see within a work of art the emotional frame through 

which a young refugee will look. Again, a rough sea scene, 

a lush field of flowers, or a particular animal may arouse 

emotions in refugees that could not possibly be foretold 

by professionals who have not walked in the footsteps of 

refugees. This difference is part of the RISK built into any 

work of art. We are all allowed to see and to know all art 

forms in different ways and from vastly divergent prior 

experiences. However, it is worth remembering that taking 

RISKS with interpreting and responding to art may well be 

the most vital aspect of what the arts do to instill for young 

refugees the kind of learning that undergirds successful 

adaptation in new environments.

In summary, it is most important when working with refugee 

youth to create opportunities in which they can ENVISION, 

ENACT, EMBODY, and eventually EMBED themselves as 

members of the civic society upon which democracies 

depend. It is critical that all of us remember that many 

of these young refugees have come to their host nation 

wanting and needing to become part of that nation’s 

cultural, work, and interpersonal life. Doing so effectively 

and successfully through essential norms of the host 

society will mean much more than learning the language 

of the receiving nation. These newcomers must also gain 

empathy, understanding, and adaptive skills if they are to 

succeed as workers, family and community members, and 

contributors to the civil fabric of the host society. Roles, 

rules, and risks, undertaken in the context of the arts, foster 

the building of skills and attitudes essential to becoming 

members of any democracy. Thus the arts matter centrally 

Further relevant bibliographic materials on the arts and art learning by Shirley Brice 

Heath include the following: 
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to maintenance of human attributes necessary to sustaining 

a democratic society: empathy, a collaborative spirit, an 

observing eye, and an ever-engaged sense of the potential 

that lies within becoming a positive contributing member  

of community life.  
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Ibrahim holding the drinking horn that Julius had brought to symbolise community, coexistence and belonging
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“EVERYONE SMILES IN THE SAME 
LANGUAGE”¹
The quote above is from the project An African Smile by the 

Mauritius-based company Oju Africa, and was part of the 

exhibition AFRICA – Architecture, Culture and Identity at the 

Louisiana Museum of Modern Art in 2015. Oju Africa works 

with creating digital equality for African countries, and the 

project presented was an African version of the ‘emoji’.² The 

Oju Africa project began as a way to draw attention to the 

fact that Africa is being overlooked digitally, but also to shed 

light on the fact that our knowledge of the African continent 

has often been written from a Western point of view. All this 

Oju has symbolized in a smiley. 

	 The reason for beginning this article with the quote 

above is to introduce one of the key concepts of a two-week 

workshop held at Louisiana in October 2015. This article will 

sum up the events of the workshop, and combine the main 

ideas of the project with how the actual workshop was run. 

In many ways the workshop brings together some of the 

PALACES FOR  
THE FUTURE
A TWO-WEEK WORKSHOP FOR STUDENTS 
FROM THE RED CROSS AND TWO DANISH 
HIGH SCHOOLS

MIA TINE BOWDEN CHRISTIANSEN, MA IN ART HISTORY
ART EDUCATOR IN LOUISIANA LEARNING

experiences and collaborations that Louisiana Learning has 

worked with over the past few years: there has been a series 

of workshops at Louisiana before when the artist Albert 

Potrony has come from Tate and worked with Danish high 

school students. There have also been workshops before 

where refugee students have come to Louisiana as part of 

the collaboration with the Red Cross, as already described 

in this publication. It is the first time, however, that the 

refugees from the Red Cross have teamed up with students 

from a Danish high school.

THE STUDENTS, THE STRUCTURE 
AND THE SETTING 
Every morning for two weeks Red Cross students from 

the asylum centre in Nykøbing Sjælland, established for 

children and young unaccompanied asylumseekers, drove 

to Louisiana by bus to be part of the project. Some of the 

students had been in the country for a few weeks, others 

for years, and some had returned after living in other 

places. Most of the students were from Syria, but there 

were also students from Iraq, Iran, Eritrea and Uganda. 

Even though some of them could speak English and some 

of them already knew a little Danish, far from all of them 

did. The students were very helpful towards one another 

and the students who could speak English or Danish helped 

1. AFRICA – Architecture, Culture and Identity, Poul Erik Tøjner, Kjeld Kjeldsen and 

Mathias Ussing Seeberg, ed. Michael Juul Holm and Mette Marie Kallehauge (Humlebæk: 

Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, 2015), 24.

2. An ‘emoji’ is a digital icon often representing feelings; the most commonly known  

ones are ’smileys’. Since the widespread use of the smartphone the popularity of emojis 

has grown.
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WHAT IS IT ALL ABOUT?
The workshop was part of the 

continuous collaboration between 

Louisiana and the Red Cross that 

began in 2006, and is part of the 

project Travelling with Art, founded 

by art educator Line Ali Chayder from 

Louisiana Learning. The workshop 

was run by the artist Albert Potrony, 

who is also an associated artist at 

Tate Modern in London. This current 

workshop was furthermore part of the 

collaboration between Louisiana and 

Tate as part of the BP Art Exchange 

programme, which is a platform for 

sharing and learning through art 

across national borders.

Building relationships through construction: Ibrahim is collaborating with  

students from Nærum High School on their Palace for the Future
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translate for the others.³ Not having a common language 

is definitely a challenge, but defying the language barrier 

is also a key point in Louisiana’s workshops for the young 

refugees. The workshops are based on the idea that art can 

function as an international language – that art can enable 

us to communicate across national borders, cultures  

and traditions.

	 The Red Cross students were accompanied by their 

teacher José Torres, who was part of the workshop 

throughout the period. José’s attendance was important, 

because the students knew him from the school in 

Nykøbing, but also because he has been part of the 

Travelling with Art project for a long time.

	 The pupils from the Danish high schools were from 

Espergærde and Nærum High School. The class from 

Espergærde High School was an art class, whereas the 

The Red Cross students with students from Nærum High School and Line Ali Chayder in Francis Kéré’s Louisiana Canopy (2015)

3. For a few hours of the workshop we also had an interpreter organized through the  

Red Cross.

class from Nærum High School attended the project as 

part of their English teaching. Both of the Danish high 

school classes had discussed the current global refugee 

situation prior to the workshop. For many of the students 

the workshop was the first time they met refugees the same 

age as themselves. Some of them had expected them to 

be quite different and live different lives, but as Sofie from 

Espergærde High School pointed out on the second day of 

the workshop: “They are just the same as we are. We are 

the same people, just with different backgrounds”. Some 

of the Danish high school students had been afraid that it 

would be difficult to communicate with the refugees, but 

as Julie, also from Espergærde, said: “I didn’t think I would 

be able to talk to them, but we are pretty much the same 

people. I talk to them as I talk to my other friends. They are 

basically just another person.” Both Sofie and Julie felt that 

meeting the Red Cross students through art has helped 

them communicate. Sofie said: “Building the palaces of the 

futures, we are building together, so we communicate, we 

talk and we do things together.” And Julie continued:  
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“We had to communicate when we 

were given the task, and that means 

we communicate more easily now at 

the end of the workshop.”

	 The workshop ran over two weeks, 

with four days in each week. The first 

week it was only students from the 

Red Cross. Two different classes from 

Nykøbing attended for two days each.4 

The second week the same students 

from Nykøbing came and teamed up 

with Danish high school students who 

came for two days each. The Red Cross 

students thus came on their own at first, before the Danish 

high school students arrived. This enabled the Red Cross 

students to get to know Louisiana in advance and to be the 

ones who welcomed the Danish students and introduced 

them to the workshop and the assignments. The workshop 

took place in Louisiana’s conference room, the Boat House 

and in the museum galleries. On the workshop’s final day, 

they also went outside the museum grounds. 

LEARNING THROUGH ART
As in all the workshops Line has organized for the Red Cross 

students, the main idea is to create a welcoming space and 

help give the students room for self expression and new 

experiences that are different from their daily life at the 

asylum centres. The setting of Louisiana enables this space, 

and the meetings take place in the context of the artworks 

on display as well as the museum itself, its location and 

its architecture. The founding idea of the workshop was to 

spend time together in a space, and for two weeks Louisiana 

became that space. This space enabled the students to 

create their own space – a common ground for exchanges of 

ideas. Furthermore, the workshop gave the students a kind 

of common language and a basis for new relationships and 

experiences. As Pouya from Iran said: “Art makes it possible 

to put something from your inside on the outside. Art is 

about feelings. You can get to know another person through 

how they feel, and if you get to know them through art, you 

get in contact with their feelings.” 

	 The theme of the workshop took 

its point of departure in the temporary 

exhibition AFRICA – Architecture, 

Culture and Identity, which focused 

on architecture and culture across 

the African continent.5 On the first 

day Albert introduced the students 

to the exhibition while they sat in 

the architectural structure Louisiana 

Canopy (2015) created by the Berlin-

based architect from Burkina Faso, 

Francis Kéré. Albert introduced the 

three key terms the students would 

work with during the workshop: ‘coexistence’, ‘community’ 

and ‘belonging’. The students were asked to relate to these 

terms, which were also part of the exhibition, according 

to their own lives, but also to use and work with them 

4. In reality it was never two separate classes that came from the Red Cross asylum 

centre in Nykøbing Sjælland. Some students were there more than the total four days  

for each class, and some only came once.

5. AFRICA is the third and final chapter in Louisiana’s series about architecture, culture 

and identity. In 2012, the museum showed New Nordic and in 2014 the exhibition Arab 

Contemporary

The students inside Louisiana Hamlet (2015) by SelgasCano & Helloeverything, built in 

Louisiana Sculpture Park

 I DIDN’T THINK  
I WOULD BE ABLE 
TO TALK TO THEM, 
BUT WE ARE 
PRETTY MUCH  
THE SAME PEOPLE.  
I TALK TO THEM 
AS I TALK TO MY 
OTHER FRIENDS  
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later on in the workshop, when they had to build their own 

architectural structure.

	 Another site-specific work, Louisiana Hamlet (2015), 

created by the Spanish architecture studio SelgasCano & 

Helloeverything, was a prototype of a school, erected in the 

Louisiana Sculpture Park.6 On one of the first days there was 

a very special moment in the group of Red Cross students. 

Inside SelgasCano’s structure the science-fiction short 

film Pumzi (2009) by the kenyan director Wanuri Kahiu was 

installed. Part of the film shows a young woman walking 

through the desert, struggling in the heat of the baking 

sun. When we entered the Louisiana Hamlet the group of 

students were busy talking and taking photographs of one 

another, but they soon gathered round the screen. One of 

the young girls from Eritrea covered her eyes as she saw the 

young girl in the desert. José asked her if she had walked 

through the desert. She nodded.

BUILDING STRUCTURES AND  
NEW RELATIONSHIPS
On the first day, Albert introduced a warm-up game, inspired 

by the Brazilian artist Lygia Clark’s performance Nostalgia 

do corpo coletivo (Nostalgia of the Collective Body) from 

1971. The students were each given elastic bands, and 

told to connect them. This resulted in a grid-like structure, 

created by threading the elastics in and out among one 

another. It looked like a huge map, with bendable and 

flexible borders. The structure changed according to how  

it was stretched out, scrunched up and moved around 

among the students. This exercise worked as a way of 

meeting one another, and collaborating by using our  

bodies instead of language.

	 The next exercise also focused on using the body. In this 

one the students created a greeting based on the terms 

coexistence, community and belonging. Greetings based  

on combine traditional ways of meeting were combined 

with the students’ own take on how a greeting can function 

as mutual understanding.

	 The day ended with an assignment where the students 

had to build a small architectural model that related to 

the three key terms, and could function as a meeting 

6. The school that was created for the exhibition at Louisiana was sent after the exhibition 

ended to Kibera in Nairobi, Kenya, where it will be rebuilt and used as an actual school for 

the local children.

Creating an elastic structure which could be spread out and pulled in according to how 

the students moved around with it

José and Ibrahim demonstrate one of the greetings the Red Cross students had made in 

the first week of the workshop for the group from Nærum High School

place for exchanges and interaction. The materials 

were cardboard, colourful straws, foil, string and tape. 

Albert showed the students some more examples by the 

architects represented in the AFRICA exhibition, for instance 

SelgasCano’s Serpentine Pavilion in London in 2015. They 

worked alone or in groups of two or three.

	 The second day we picked up where the greetings 

session from the day before left off. In groups the Red Cross 

students created a personal ‘hello’ or greeting, and they all 

rehearsed them standing opposite one another in two lines. 

The greetings were repeated many times, with Albert calling 

out the name of the greeting and everyone performing it 

afterwards. The greetings were also recreated fast and in 

slow motion, resulting in many laughs, as it was either hard 

to keep up or way too controlled. Afterwards, the students 

began preparing to build a bigger structure in the park. The 
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materials were similar to the ones used for the smaller 

models the day before, but bigger in scale – for instance, the 

straws were replaced by plastic pipes. Colourful foil, string, 

blankets, plastic tubes, and duct tape to hold it all together. 

The assignment was to create a space and use this as a 

common ground, inviting the museum visitors inside. The 

students also photocopied the palms of their hands and we 

took photographs of each other’s smiles. These would then 

be used to decorate the architectural structure. The hand 

was a symbol of greeting, but also showed that everyone has 

a unique palm; and the smiles were a way of depicting the 

main idea that Oju Africa also worked with – that you can 

understand a smile no matter where you are from.

	 After building the structure in the park, the students 

invited the museum visitors inside and collected smiles by 

photographing people. The colourful architectural structure 

attracted attention from people in the park, but the 

students also went out and talked to the museum guests. 

Many of them were extremely good at approaching people 

and getting them to smile for the camera. 

MEETING ONE ANOTHER
In the second week the Red Cross students were joined 

by the students from Espergærde High School for the first 

Albert helping the students build their small architectural models that functioned as 

preparation for the bigger structure

Building the structure in Louisiana’s Sculpture Park. The students collected smiles form 

the museum guests by taking photographs of them
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Printing the smiles the Red Cross students collected from Louisiana’s guests. Together with the photocopies of their own hands, the smiles were stuck on the architectural structure in 

Louisiana’s Sculpture Park
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The students collaborated in creating patterns with big elastic strings. They wove them in and out of each other, connecting them and thus also connecting their own bodies

two days, and Nærum High School for the next two. The 

assignments given by Albert built on the ones the Red Cross 

students had worked with the previous week. This meant 

that the Red Cross students had a clearer idea of what 

to do, and it enabled them to take the lead and show the 

Danish students what the assignments were all about. The 

first exercise was similar to the one with the elastic bands. 

This time, though, instead of elastic bands, the students 

were given two long coloured elastic strings to create big 

formations – a star and a circle – one inside the other. 

Afterwards they were to repeat the process of weaving  

them in and out of each other. 

	 Each of the Danish students had brought an object 

that related to one or more of the key terms – coexistence, 

community or belonging – and these were placed on the 

floor of the Boat House. One of the students had brought 

a drinking horn that had been his since he was a child. For 

him it represented belonging, because it was his family’s, 

it represented community because it referred to the 

traditions of the Vikings, and thus of Denmark; and finally 

it represented coexistence because we live alongside one 

another formed by tradition. Another brought a medal she 

had won in a basketball tournament. For her this symbolized 

belonging to a group, a community of like-minded people 

with the same interests, and the coexistence of being a 

team player. One of the students had brought his prayer rug. 

Originally from Pakistan, he moved here when he was ten, 

and the rug means a lot to him in his everyday life, but also 

as a symbol of belonging to another country  

and culture.

	 Albert introduced the next task, in which the students 

had to create structures that were to be taken outside the 

Louisiana grounds. Inspired by artworks like Swiss artist Not 

Vital’s House to Watch the Sunset from 2015 (also part of 

the AFRICA exhibition), and the Russian artists Ilya & Emilia 

Kabakov’s total installation The Palace of Projects from 

1998, the students’ own structures would become a meeting 

place for the students and the locals in Humlebæk. Albert 

invited the students to: “Make a structure that symbolizes 

the future you would like to be a part of, and the future you 

would like to live in. What future do you want to create and 

how would you invite people to participate in it?” One of the 
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students replied: “It depends on what future you mean.”

In groups of 4-5 the students began creating their own 

‘Palaces for the Future’. From plastic pipes, tape, string and 

colourful foils and fabrics, big structures began to take form. 

The assignment was discussed in the light of the exercise 

from the week before when the Red Cross students had 

The Danish high school students each brought an object relating to the terms ‘community’, 

‘coexistence’ and ‘belonging’. They were all laid out on the floor, and the Red Cross 

students took turns choosing an object, after which the Danish students explained why 

they had chosen to bring it

Marcus and Najibula with a book about Marcus’ family tree

Ibrahim and Camilla with a medal she won doing sports. For her this represents belonging to a community. Being part of a team also means coexisting alongside one another
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interacted and invited the museum visitors to participate 

and contribute with smiles. The themes of belonging, 

community and coexistence were talked about in particular 

as the students worked with titles and incorporated wishes, 

statements or interactive elements that symbolised the kind 

of future they wanted to represent with their palaces. 

	 On the final day of the workshop, it was time for the 

students to explore the environment and local community 

outside the museum. Each group 

carried their model, walking in single  

file in a colourful line, and we all set 

out towards the town centre in 

 Humlebæk. The groups were also 

equipped with a camera each and  

took turns documenting the walk  

from the museum, the installation  

of the palaces and the interaction 

with the locals. 

 WHAT FUTURE 
DO YOU WANT  
TO CREATE AND 
HOW WOULD YOU 
INVITE PEOPLE 
TO PARTICIPATE  
IN IT?  

The students created their palaces by building a frame of plastic pipes held together with 

tape. It was necessary to collaborate in creating the big structures. Each group had to 

come up with a title for the palace that could symbolize the kind of future they hoped for 

The first group placed their palaces in the central square 

of the Humlebæk centre and the other group around the 

Humlebæk railway station. Albert had introduced the 

assignment as a creation of ‘temporary settlements’ – a 

place for meeting. Both groups were working in an area of 

transit, with people crossing the little square in the centre, 

or getting on or off the train at the station. Some onlookers 

came over by themselves, attracted by the colourful 

structures; others were invited in by 

the students. One palace was called 

The Palace of Happiness. There the 

students collected fingerprints from 

people passing by. The fingerprints 

were stamped on cardboard circles 

so when they were put together they 

created a smiley. The students also 

made a signpost to attract the public, 

reading: “You look great.”

The students taught one other their various greetings, which were repeated by the whole 

group
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The students on the road to Humlebæk town, carrying their palace structures. One from each group documented the trip in pictures

Installing the palace structures at Humlebæk station
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People at Humlebæk station writing their regrets, to be shared and hung in The Palace of Regrets. In The Palace of Acceptance and Inclusion people were invited to look into the pipe to 

read who was responsible for peaceful coexistence

	 In The Palace of Acceptance and Inclusion the public was 

invited inside the colourful structure to look into a plastic 

pipe. Above it you could read: “The person responsible for 

peaceful coexistence.” When you then looked into the pipe 

it said: “You.” In The Palace of Freedom you had to write your 

idea of freedom in one word. In The Palace of Regrets people 

were invited to share their regrets by writing them on a piece 

of paper and hanging them inside the structure. One passer-

by wrote: “I regret my fears of trying new things – one of 

which is the fear of talking to people I don’t know.” 

A SPACE FOR NEW RELATIONSHIPS
Back at Louisiana, Albert collected the photographs the 

students had taken during the day, and together everyone 

saw the results of their work. The group seemed very much 

at ease with one another at this point. Some exchanged 

phone numbers and Facebook addresses. They were smiling 

and laughing amongst themselves. The smiles were always 

genuine, but whereas they had maybe been nervous smiles 

or smiles of greeting to begin with, they were now smiles 
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exchanged by people who had shared a journey together. 

Even though such a journey cannot and should not be 

compared to what the young Red Cross students living in 

Nykøbing must have been through coming to Denmark, the 

two weeks spent at Louisiana hopefully gave them a sense 

of belonging to the Danish community. When asked, the 

students from both the Red Cross 

and the Danish high schools agreed 

that they had learned a lot meeting 

each other. Mamoud from Syria said 

he was very happy to be here and to 

learn from the Danish students, and 

felt they respected him. He continued: 

“They were smiling, and even though we couldn’t talk to 

each other we were smiling and communicating through our 

body language.” Youseff, also from Syria, said that at first 

he had been nervous about whether the Danish students 

would judge him, but after meeting them his opinion had 

changed completely for the better. He also pointed out that 

“the experience from the workshop has enabled me to build 

something myself and cooperate more. I want to give this 

country something, if the country helps me”. Marcus had 

also been a bit anxious beforehand: “In the beginning it 

was a little awkward. Not being able to speak to each other 

has been a different and interesting challenge. We had to 

overcome the barriers that the language is, and make a 

product with people you couldn’t understand in any other 

way than communicating by showing, 

using your hands and body language. 

Both groups have learned something, 

I think.”

Ibrahim summed up: “It has been 

good building, because everyone 

comes with his own ideas, and we 

finally ended up with one good idea. We come from different 

countries, have different backgrounds and different 

nationalities. My friend from Syria and my friend from 

Uganda can have their ideas, and my brother from Denmark 

comes with his idea. By combining our ideas for the future 

we managed to get one idea. And that is good for the future.”

 BOTH GROUPS 
HAVE LEARNED 
SOMETHING,  
I THINK  

 The whole group outside Louisiana with their colourful palaces
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The different materials in the workshop space creates possibilities for immersion and concentration
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The collaboration between the schools of the Red Cross 

Asylum Department and the Louisiana Museum of Modern 

Art was initiated in 2006, when a group of pupils was invited 

to a specially arranged annual educational course organized 

by the museum’s art educator Line Ali Chayder. In 2012 the 

children’s school of the Red Cross Asylum Department and 

Louisiana applied together for funding in order to expand 

and qualify their fruitful cooperation. The aim was to offer 

more than 300 pupils a course at Louisiana for a project 

period of three years. The Ole Kirk Foundation and the Knud 

Højgaard Foundation both responded positively, for which 

we are grateful. 

	 Since the beginning of the project Travelling with 

Art several hundred pupils of all ages and with different 

backgrounds, cultures, languages, subject skills and human 

competencies have visited Louisiana and attended teaching 

sessions for a limited period. 

	 Moving from the classroom and into a museum with 

its aesthetic expression – outside as well as inside – does 

something to the classic understanding of learning, and 

the change is clear in educational, social and human 

terms. After acclimatization – in the first encounter with 

Louisiana – no one has failed to notice the calm, the scope 

for absorption, and the rhythm of breathing. This has led to 

interesting changes both individually and in the group. Many 

of those involved have used art – both their own and others’ 

– as a way of expressing emotions and experiences that they 

have had difficulty communicating in other ways before. 

Others have demonstrated competencies that had not or 

would not have come to expression in ordinary educational 

contexts. Conflicts have been limited to a minimum and 

new pupil configurations have been established, a variety 

of groupings have been brought into play and unpredictable 

friendships have arisen. The scope for absorption and 

concentration has been decidedly positive at Louisiana. 

	 From the perspective of the teachers this has expanded 

the traditional space of learning, where the work with art 

has demonstrated combinations of several subjects that 

could not have been experienced otherwise. In addition, 

the project has given us new perspectives on the pupil’s 

individual educational progress and brought us a wider 

framework of understanding for how the teaching in the 

more traditional teaching context can be differentiated  

and adapted to the individual in new ways, and how pupils 

with challenges in social interaction can be involved in  

the collectivity. 

	 When the project concludes in the spring of 2016, 

I shall think back to Travelling with Art as an implicitly 

success. It has demonstrated invaluable ‘companionship’ 

in all conceivable ways, and I can certainly guarantee that 

everyone – without exception – has added something to 

their ‘luggage’.

ART AS YOUR  
TRAVELLING COMPANION
THE COLLABORATION BETWEEN THE RED CROSS 
ASYLUM DEPARTMENT AND LOUISIANA 

JEANETTE PTAK, PEDAGOGICAL CONSULTANT, 

PEDAGOGICAL UNIT, RED CROSS ASYLUM DEPARTMENT
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STUDENT 
PERSPECTIVE

In an interview with Line Ali Chayder at Louisiana Museum of 

Modern Art Mila Manieva, former pupil in Travelling with Art, 

recalls what she gained from the process:  

	 I think art can be used to find an inner calm. Truly many 

things happen in the heart – there can be many things you 

can't or don't dare to talk about. But you can interpret art 

in your own way by using the feelings you have, and I think 

that's a very fine thing ... 

	 For example, I remember that we made some sculptures 

in the workshop, where we didn't talk to one another but 

only used our hands, and in that way got the feelings out  

that we had. 

	 We were all asylum-seeking children. We had problems. 

Our parents had problems. We were in an insecure situation. 

We didn't know what would happen in the future. Would we 

still be in Denmark or not? And you can't always ask about 

that or come right out with it, for who should you ask? You'll 

never find the answer to that, but it's good to sort of get  

it out so you don't go around with that heavy stone in  

your heart. 

	 The meeting with art can give you freedom. Freedom to 

say the things you want to say. For example the emotions 

you have but can't always come out with. I think that 

process helps many children and young people – I am 100 

per cent sure of it.

 THE MEETING WITH ART 
CAN GIVE YOU FREEDOM. 
FREEDOM TO SAY THE THINGS 
YOU WANT TO SAY... I THINK 
THAT PROCESS HELPS MANY 
CHILDREN AND YOUNG 
PEOPLE – I AM 10O PER CENT 
SURE OF IT 

MILA MANIEVA,  

FORMER STUDENT IN TRAVELLING WITH ART

Mila Manieva, born in Azerbaijan, and a former student in Travelling with Art



LOUISIANA MUSEUM OF MODERN ART

63

TEACHER 
PERSPECTIVE

I think the Louisiana project got off to a good start with its 

creative sides. I must admit I was a little sceptical at first, 

since these unaccompanied children had in no way come 

into contact with the art world. I was worried about their 

concentration and about wheather they could see any point 

at all in it. I must say I was surprised at how overwhelming 

and exciting it was for the pupils. Their attendance 

increased, as did their interest in coming to school. Several 

of them have said that it was a fantastic journey for them 

ARTJOM AROUTOUNJAN,  

TEACHER AT THE 10TH-GRADE CENTRE IN DIANALUND AND CENTRE ANNEBERG

and they loved the environment and the freedom it gave 

them to express themselves through art. They seriously felt 

that they were achieving something creative and could see  

a fine result. Line Ali Chayder can be proud of herself, for  

she has had praise both from us (teachers) and the pupils. 

	 I think that when you let the students express 

themselves freely, express their thoughts in various  

creative ways, several doors are opened for them in one  

way or another.

Young art lovers from the Red Cross' school in Jelling enjoying Yayoi Kusama's installation Gleaming lights of the soul (2008) 
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