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the Tracking Creative 
Creatures project: Negotiating 
space for interdisciplinary 
practice-led research at 
North-West University
ian MarLey and FranCi GreyLinG

→  In this paper we discuss an interdisciplinary practice-led research 

project, Tracking Creative Creatures, carried out at North-West 

University, South Africa. The fi rst part of the paper presents a 

contextualisation of the project, including the conceptualisation 

and approach as well as the creative and research foci. The second 

part of the paper uses the notion of space as an underlying concept 

in order to indicate how allowing space for various aspects in such 

a project can contribute towards research in a university context. 

These aspects include negotiating a space within the institutional 

context, developing a shared vision in terms of branding and brand 

positioning, creating a space that is conducive to creativity and 

creative practice, fi nding ways to tap into the potential of practice-

led research as a collaborative enterprise, and project knowledge 

management in terms of knowledge generation, communication and 

dissemination.
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Introduction

Research is one of the core functions of a university 
and there are certain expectations regarding research 
and research outputs. These expectations also hold 
true in the case of the creative disciplines where lectur-
ers are often recognised artists who are appointed by 
virtue of their artistry. These practitioners usually 
have the desire – and are expected to – continue to 
develop and produce creative work. However, histori-
cally, creative work as such has not been regarded 
as research – a situation still persisting at some 
institutions. Nonetheless, research outputs are a 
major consideration for determining performance 
and promotion. The dilemma with which creative 
practitioners are faced is how to produce creative 
work in an arena where explicit knowledge in the 
form of accredited articles is prioritised over tacit or 
experiential knowledge (Niedderer 2007:1). 

It is against this background that a project was concep-
tualised in the Faculty of Arts at the Potchefstroom 
Campus of North-West University (NWU) aiming to 
explore research opportunities within the humanities 

– specifically with regard to the possible interaction 
between creative work and research. This practice-led 
project entailed collaboration between two creative 
disciplines, namely the Departments of Graphic 
Design and Creative Writing. According to Maarit 
Mäkelä and Sara Routarinne (2006:19) this type of 
initiative is justified because, “Research at art univer-
sities depends for its progress upon interdisciplinary 
as well as exchange and interaction between research 
and art”. 

Tracking Creative Creatures: An Interdisciplinary 
Investigation into the Creative Process (TCC) is an 
interdisciplinary, multi-practitioner creative research 
project that stretched over three years (2007-2009). 
This project is indicative of an international trend in 
which methodologies and criteria suitable for research 
activities and programmes based on collaborative 
creative projects are developed (Gerber et al 2008:150; 
Mäkelä & Routarinne 2006:19; Smith & Dean 2009:1). 
The conceptualisation of such projects is premised on 
the fact that practice-led research is different from 
traditional text-based research. According to Graeme 
Sullivan (2005:75):

Within a traditional research regime, inquiry practices 
are mostly theory-driven so that the studies are 
designed to fill in the gaps. In practice the outcomes 

are much more surprising and consequently challenge 
existing theories and take the field into new directions. 

In practice-led research the artefact as well as the 
realisation thereof is central in terms of output 
(Niedderer 2009:65; Scrivener & Chapman 2004:7-
8), and the role of lived experience and the insider’s 
perspective is emphasised (Gray & Malins 2004:22; 
McIntyre 2006:4; Stewart 2006:9; Sullivan 2005:61). 
Reflexivity, subjectivity and memory are seen as 
knowledge construction activities, which, in combina-
tion with textual critiques, are used to reveal insights 
not attainable by means of traditional research 
(Sullivan 2005:61). During the course of the project 
the authors of this paper (both experienced and 
established artists in their respective fields) fulfilled 
multiple roles, including those of project leaders, 
artists, managers, curators and researchers; and, as 
such, they were able to give an insider’s perspective 
of the project. At the onset of the project, the authors 
had a basic understanding of practice-led research. 
The heuristic approach and modus operandi followed 
in the conceptualisation and implementation of the 
project resulted in an ongoing process of discovery 
and a valuable learning experience. 

The project culminated in a special edition of Literator 
(2009), a Department of Higher Education and Training 
(DoHET) accredited (subsidy-bearing) journal of 
literary criticism, linguistic and literary studies. This 
special edition includes research articles and creative 
outputs from the project. The eight research articles 
dealt with a variety of project-related topics, such 
as the project description, reflection and appraisal; 
aspects of practice-led research; the creative process; 
and theoretical analyses and readings of creative 
work. A further research article was published in Stilet 
(Greyling 2009b).

This paper, as part of the post-project reflection or 
retrospective approach (Mäkelä 2006:78), focuses on 
the concept and creation of space with regard to the 
project. The paper consists of two parts: 

•	 a description of the overarching project, includ-
ing the creative and research aspects. This is 
necessary in order to contextualise the project and 
underpin concepts to be discussed in the second 
part of the paper. (For a full description of the 
project, see Greyling & Marley (2009)).  

•	 discussion around the creation of ‘space’ conducive 
to creative practice from which research can be 
derived. The idea of space is discussed according to 

the following concepts: the institutional research 
space/context; conceptual space and positioning 
(branding); space that promotes creativity; space 
for collaboration, knowledge management, and 
space for knowledge generation, communication 
and dissemination. The TCC project is used to 
illuminate these ideas. 

overview of the TCC project

Conceptualisation and approach 

The project was conceptualised as a collaborative 
creative research project, with the following research 
objectives:

•	 to stimulate creative outputs from a diverse group 
of participants 

•	 to investigate and describe the creative process as 
it unfolded individually and collectively, as well as 
during course of the project as a whole 

•	 to investigate and describe the creative process in 
terms of different approaches and within different 
disciplines 

•	 to describe and analyse creative outputs by means 
of conceptual frameworks  

•	 to contribute towards the debate on practice-led 
research.

The underlying concept that served as a starting point 
was to invite a variety of artists to create artworks 
based on a common creative stimulus. A group exhibi-
tion at the Aardklop National Arts Festival 2007 held 
in Potchefstroom (where one campus of North-West 
University is located) (24-29 September), showcased 
the creative outputs and related process work. This 
exhibition aimed to fulfil creative objectives and 
formed the basis for further research. Although 
aspects of the project overlapped, primary stages 
can be identified where a particular aspect dominated, 
namely conceptualisation and planning (November 
2006-February 2007); creative work and exhibition 
(February-September 2007); post-project reflection; 
research and dissemination of research findings; and 
evaluation (October 2007-September 2009). 

A set of nine drawings of composite creatures concep-
tualised by my son, Joshua Marley (a five year old boy) 
and illustrated by myself, Ian Marley, formed the 

starting point of the project and served as stimulus 
for the artists. The project was conceptualised as 
collaborative and participatory (Willis 2007:207) and 
was guided by the following principles: a contextual 
point of departure; an ‘open’ approach; the establish-
ment of partnerships; freedom and voluntariness; 
creativity, originality and ingenuity; recognition 
of the importance of both the creative process and 
product; an approach of discovery; and play and fun 
(Greyling & Marley 2009:11-13). 

While maintaining a sense of freedom and dynamic 
possibilities within the project, the following aspects 
were used to maintain its focus: 

•	 the project was conceptualised as a creative as well 
as a research project  

•	 the same set of drawings was consistently used as 
creative stimulus and point of departure  

•	 there was a clearly formulated objective, namely 
an exhibition linked to a set context and date 
(Greyling & Marley 2009:13-14) 

•	 this approach led to the establishment of a 
multifaceted and interwoven creative research 
project. 

Project description: Creative focus 

The creative aspects of the project entailed a flagship 
exhibition, an educational component and community 
involvement. 

The exhibition

The primary disciplines involved were Visual Arts 
and Creative Writing. Twenty-five artists (established 
artists, young and up-and-coming artists as well as a 
self-empowerment group) from different disciplines 
were invited to participate. A workshop and project 
launch was organised eight months prior to the exhibi-
tion. These created opportunities for artists to meet 
each other, gain clarity regarding the project and 
exchange ideas. Artists could work independently but 
were encouraged to collaborate, due to the interdisci-
plinary nature of the project. Participants were also 
invited to become involved in the research aspects of 
the project. In other words, the artists and researchers 
were given an open agenda with few restrictions. 
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The exhibition during the Aardklop National Arts 
Festival took place in the Snowflake building in 
Potchefstroom and included the following:

•	 various creative outputs including sculptures, 
artists’ books, photographs, paintings, installa-
tions, music and creative writing  

•	 a collaborative cabaret that was performed each 
evening at the venue 

•	 poems which were presented by means of audio-
visual recordings 

•	 an interactive digital catalogue which was 
regarded as the most appropriate format to 
showcase the work  

•	 a process table, showcasing preparatory and 
process work. Visitors’ responses were collected by 
means of feedback postcards.  

•	 an audio-visual presentation of the work, created 
for the project by learners from local schools 
(Greyling & Marley 2009:18). 

The sub-projects 

Additional to the flagship project various education and 
community involvement activities took place. Students 
from the Departments of Graphic Design and Creative 
Writing were involved in the project as part of their 
teaching and learning programmes. Locally, three 
high schools, a youth development organisation and a 
private art centre (children aged three to eight years) 
participated. The broader community was involved by 
means of a creative writing competition hosted on the 
internet (Storiewerf ) and writing courses presented 
by the Afrikaanse Taal- en Kultuurvereniging (ATKV) 
School for Creative Writing (more than 400 people 
participated in various ways) (Greyling 2009a:149-175; 
Greyling & Marley 2009:19-20). 

Project description: Research focus 

Documentation and collection  
of research material

Artistic methodology, according to Carole Gray and 
Julian Malins (2004:21), is characterised by a pluralis-
tic approach, the use of various methods appropriate to 
the individual project, and/or the use of various media 
in order to integrate visual, tactile, kinaesthetic and 

experimental data into ‘rich’ information. Therefore, 
a variety of qualitative methods were used during the 
course of the project and the research material was 
documented in various media and formats (Greyling 
& Marley 2009:19-20). The project is represented in 
DVD-ROM format which was included in the Literator 
edition and which contained a digital catalogue with 
information on the artists, their preliminary work 
and final products; video recordings of the exhibitions 
and interviews with artists (including learners); and 
a digital version of the Literator content (Greyling & 
Marley 2009:14). 

Research, capacity building  
and research output 

After completion of the creative project the artists 
and other interested parties were formally invited to 
become part of the research focus, with a view to the 
special edition of Literator. In addition to the existing 
colloquium programme in literary studies (which 
played an important role in the conceptualisation 
of the project – see Greyling & Marley 2009:15), an 
informal research group was formed by individuals 
from the creative disciplines as well as the discipline 
of Art History. Explorative group discussions were 
held where the context of the project was outlined 
and possible research foci and collaborative opportu-
nities were identified. The project data was made 
available to all participants; researchers could decide 
on a specific approach for their research. The research 
processes and foci were progressively refined during 
further discussions. Colloquia, during which the group 
members read and commented on each other’s articles 
in progress, also gave researchers the opportunity to 
share their research findings and receive feedback. 
The submission and selection process of these articles 
for Literator allowed for further refinement. The 
discussions and cooperation that occurred at various 
levels expanded both knowledge and skills and thus 
contributed to capacity building. The insight gained 
in the theory and practice of practice-led research was 
applied to undergraduate and postgraduate curricula 
and teaching. 

Creation of space 

In this section of the paper, we focus on the notion of 
space as philosophical underpinning for the success of 
such a project. In order to promote research in creative 
disciplines, a collaborative project needs to create a 
space within which creative practice is central to the 
research activities (Scrivener & Chapman 2004:2-3). 

This is essential in order to facilitate the understand-
ing and exploration of practice as research. Such a 
space must accommodate diverse explorations of 
creative practice and provide individuals with a sense 
of belonging and relevance in terms of their skills and 
knowledge. 

Space in this sense is not limited to physical space; it 
could be virtual or conceptual in nature. The concept 
of a space within which interaction and dynamic 
interplay can occur is discussed by several researchers 
(see, for example, Douglas et al 2004:2-4; Smith & Dean 
2009:19; Sullivan 2009:46-51). Kristina Niedderer and 
Yassaman Imani (2008) base their work on the model 
created by Ikujiro Nonaka and Noboru Konno (1998; 
see also Nonaka et al 1999, 2000) which utilises the 
concept of ba, borrowed from Japanese philosophy. 
Ba is a Japanese word literally meaning ‘place’, and 
can be thought of as a shared space for emerging 
relationships (Nonaka & Konno 1998:121). A ba can 
exist on different ontological levels, namely physical 
(for example, office space), virtual (for example, email) 
and mentally (for example, shared ideals, ideas and 
experiences) or in any combination of the above. More 
than one ba can also be connected to form a larger ba, 
known as a basho (Nonaka & Konno 1998:121). The 
notion of ba is an overarching philosophical approach 
which appears to be consistent with the approach 
followed during the TCC project. 

As indicated, the idea of space is discussed according 
to the following concepts: the institutional research 
space/context; conceptual space and positioning 
(branding); space that promotes creativity; space 
for collaboration, knowledge management and space 
for knowledge generation, communication and 
dissemination.

Institutional research space/context

Research as a core function of universities is predis-
posed by policies, expectations and criteria laid down 
by the DoHET and the research policy of a particular 
institution. At NWU an institutional Department 
of Research Support (DRS) acts as the centre for 
research administration and support. A model for 
research entities provides a growth trajectory for 
research based on four levels of development, namely 
a Research Niche Area, a Research Focus Area, a 
Research Unit, and at the highest level, a Research 
Centre of Excellence. A research entity must have a 
clear focus that contributes to the overall strategic 
plan of the University and is linked to local, regional, 

national or international priorities. Although there 
is some correlation between the research entities 
and particular faculties and schools, the research 
entities do not function within the boundaries of the 
schools. Interdisciplinary research is encouraged and 
Research Units and Research Centres of Excellence 
should preferably be multi- and/or trans-disciplinary 
in nature. In principle, academic personnel (research-
ers) can link with any research entity of choice (NWU 
2010).

Hazel Smith and Roger Dean (2009:23-24) propose that 
the higher education context constitutes the creative, 
intellectual and financial environment in which a 
collaborative group with distributed expertises and 
cyclic reciprocation is most feasible. They also argue 
that creative practice at university level will be most 
fertile when it actively engages with other kinds of 
research activities rather than being estranged from 
them (Smith & Dean 2009:9).

In many ways the NWU’s infrastructure made the 
TCC project possible. The project originated in, and 
was supported by the Research Unit Languages 
and Literature in the South African Context at the 
Potchefstroom Campus of the NWU. The Director of 
the Research Unit was instrumental in initialising the 
research and collaboration possibilities. He also had 
the foresight to allow and encourage an unconventional 
and exploratory creative and research project. Apart 
from granting space for the project, this Research 
Unit also provided funding and made infrastructure 
and staff available. Additional funding was allocated 
by the School for Communication Studies (where 
the Department of Graphic Design is lodged). The 
project was encouraged and supported by the Dean 
of the Faculty of Arts, and the Innovation Office at the 
University also allocated funding and assisted with 
legal issues such as contracts with the invited artists.

The level of support received for this project, which 
was the first of its kind within NWU, was both surpris-
ing and empowering. Such support may be ascribed to 
the fact that many of the decision-makers at manage-
ment level are creative practitioners in their own right 
and are positively inclined towards the development of 
research within the creative disciplines. The fact that 
NWU created space for the project and for empowering 
the project leaders was one of the factors that allowed 
the project to grow and mature. 
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Conceptual space and positioning 

Branding principles can be used to manage the 
messages communicated by a project, product or 
service effectively. For TCC, this entailed positioning 
the project in a specific way in the mind of the consumer 
or participant. This idea is referred to Thomas Gad 
(2001:22) as “creating the correct headspace”; as such, 
the brand or project does not exist in physical space 
but rather as a mental footprint. Bob Lamos (2005:31) 
suggests that positioning provides, 

the mental hook for customers, prospects, employees, 
suppliers and all the other people we try to communicate 
with, to properly receive and store our information. It 
makes that information understandable and acceptable. 
It provides the foundation and frame of reference for 
what they should expect from us. 

In other words, a headspace, which would help guide 
the thinking, contribute to the dynamics and function-
ing of the project, and determine how information 
would be communicated, had to be created for the 
TCC project. 

A brand was created which was aligned with the vision, 
conceptual aspects and objectives of the project. The 
brand personality was fun, creative, inviting and 
collaborative, thus promoting a shared sense of play 
and exploration. The ‘personality’ of the brand is 
embodied in the title Tracking Creative Creatures (in 
Afrikaans, Op die Spoor van Kreatiewe Kreature). The 
title encapsulates the dynamic and discovering nature 
of the processes of creation and research (to track an 
animal by following its spoor). With its metaphors 
and puns, the title also points to the interwovenness 
of language and image, and to the creative and playful 
character of the project. This notion was enhanced by 
creating a logo for the project and specifically crafting 
all communication in a tone that aligned with the brand 
personality. Using a professional graphic designer and 
multi-media designer also ensured that the integrity 
of the visual communication was maintained. Thus, 
conceptualising such projects as brands can help to 
maintain focus by creating a vision that is conducive 
to participation, action and communication.

Space that promotes creativity

A project which prioritises creativity and creative 
outputs should provide for the unique nature of 
the creative process and the divergent approaches, 
working methods and preferences of the practition-
ers (artists). The possibility of enhancing creativity 

(or not) is significantly influenced by the conditions 
– including environmental factors such as organi-
sational factors – within which it occurs (Edmonds 
et al 2005:456). Edmonds et al (2005:458) states: “A 
fundamental requirement of an environment for 
creative practice is that it supports and enables the 
development of new forms and the new knowledge 
that is required to achieve such outcomes”. 

A theory that could explain the dynamics of creativity 
is the ‘componential framework of creativity’ created 
by Teresa Amabile. Amabile (1996:113) distinguishes 
three components of creative performance, namely 
domain-relevant skills, creativity-relevant processes 
and task motivation. Domain-relevant skills include 
factual knowledge, technical skills and special domain-
relevant ‘talent’. Creativity-relevant processes include 
appropriate cognitive style, skills by means of which 
novel ideas can be generated, and working style. Task 
motivation (externally and intrinsically) is concerned 
with one’s attitude towards the task. According to 
Amabile (1996:95), people are most creative when 
these components intersect; the effective function-
ing of these components is, however, reliant on a 
conducive social environment. 

Amabile (1996:231-231) further identifies various 
environmental stimulants to creativity. These factors 
show significant similarities with the approach and 
managerial implementation of the TCC project. These 
include freedom in terms of independent decision-
making and task completion, good project manage-
ment, sufficient resources, managerial encourage-
ment and enthusiasm, creating an atmosphere free 
of threatening evaluation, supportive organisational 
characteristics and mechanisms for the promotion 
of new ideas (including cooperation and collabora-
tion across levels and divisions), recognition and 
appropriate feedback and rewards, sufficient time 
for exploration, a sense of challenge, and finally, a 
sense of urgency. Speculatively, it might be said that 
the TCC project leaders imbued the management of the 
project with an intuitive understanding of the creative 
process and possibilities due to the fact that they are 
also creative practitioners.

Space for collaboration

Interdisciplinary collaboration implies that individ-
uals from different spheres, areas or domains are 
involved with/in the same activity (or within the 
same space). Such collaboration is a dynamic process 
since participants have diverse frames of reference, 

knowledge and skills, and they learn through interac-
tions with each other. 

Collaboration can assume various guises. In her 
research on collaboration among individuals engaged 
in creative work, Vera John-Steiner (2000:196-204) 
identifies four patterns of collaboration regarding 
roles, values and working methods, namely distributed, 
complementary, family and integrative collaboration. 
Collaboration often starts out as a certain pattern, 
but can alter over time (John-Steiner 2000:197). In 
their study of collaborative creativity between art 
and technology, Ernest Edmonds et al (2005:465) 
found significant variations in the nature of collabo-
rations. The allocation of responsibility for different 
components of the creative process is a key factor in 
these variations. These researchers identified three 
main activities in the collaboration between artists 
and technologists, namely creative conceptualisation, 
construction and evaluation, as well as three types 
of collaboration relating to the roles of people in the 
activities: assistant, full partnership and partnership. 
Edmonds et al (2005:465) arrived at the conclusion 
that there are many forms of collaboration, and that 
different kinds of collaboration are required for differ-
ent types of work and people involved. 

Collaboration is also applicable to research in the 
creative fields. According to Smith and Dean (2009:8, 
23) research in the creative disciplines is often 
conducted collaboratively, involving several people 
with differentiated roles and distributed expertises 
interacting effectively with each other. Thus “the 
creative practitioner might develop research skills but 
at the same time collaborate with a researcher who 
through engagement in the project takes an enhanced 
interest in more emergent and less preconceived 
outcomes” (Smith & Dean 2009:23). Research partner-
ships can provide complementary skills, and thus 
help to bridge the gap between practice and research 
(Brown & Sorensen 2009:156). 

Successful and productive collaboration, regard-
less of the collaborative model adopted, displays 
certain characteristics and conditions. These include 
sustained time and effort, the search for common 
ground, the development of a common understanding 
of the creative vision, the development of a shared 
language, the pleasures and risks of honest dialogue, 
and the engagement in extensive exploratory and 
safe ‘what-if?’ discussions (Edmunds et al 2005:467; 
John-Steiner 2000:204). 

The TCC project created a conceptual space with the 
potential for a variety of collaborative possibilities. 
Some of these involved ‘formal’ relationships, for 
example, partnerships with existing organisations 
and structures (schools, ATKV School for Creative 
Writing and the Aardklop National Arts Festival) 
and the involvement of students in the educational 
environment. The voluntary and informal involvement 
of people (for example, artists) who shared similar 
interests (distributed collaboration), however, formed 
the basis of the project and played an important role in 
its dynamics and scope. This approach to the project 
also meant that participants influenced the nature and 
scope of the project. Participants could also establish 
collaborative relationships of their own resulting in 
complementary collaborations. 

Complementary collaboration which, according to 
John-Steiner (2000:198) is the most common pattern of 
collaboration, is characterised by a division of labour 
based on complementary expertise, disciplinary 
knowledge, roles and temperaments. Collaborators 
negotiate goals and strive towards a shared vision, 
and share insights with each other on their craft, 
their respective domains or their self-knowledge as 
artists (John-Steiner 2000:198). In the TCC project 
complementary collaboration occurred in various 
combinations between the project leaders, artists 
and researchers. In general, individuals experienced 
the collaboration as enriching. An informal “thought 
community” (John-Steiner 2000:196) originated and 
resulted in an accelerated learning curve. The interdis-
ciplinary collaboration undoubtedly contributed 
towards a speedier development in the application of 
practice-led research. A strength of the project was 
the generation of creative synergy; where a group 
of people produce something that no-one would 
have achieved on his/her own (Kurtzberg & Amabile 
2000-2001:287). 

Knowledge management

In keeping with the idea of ba as a space in which 
organisational knowledge is created (see Nonaka et 
al 2006:1), knowledge management can be regarded 
as a process of making available and amplifying 
knowledge by and for individuals and connecting it to 
a larger organisational or project context. Individual 
knowledge can, in this space, be crystallized, shared 
within social groups and as such contribute to the 
organisational knowledge system (Nonaka et al 
2006:1). 
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Two kinds of knowledge can be distinguished, namely 
tacit and explicit knowledge. Tacit knowledge is, 
according to Nonaka and Konno (1998:42), 

highly personal and hard to formalize, making it 
difficult to communicate or share with others. Subjective 
insights, intuitions and hunches fall into this category 
of knowledge. Tacit knowledge is deeply rooted in an 
individual’s actions and experience as well as in the 
ideals, values, or emotions he or she embraces. 

(In practice-led research the artefact can be regarded 
as an embodiment of tacit knowledge – see Biggs 
2002:23; Niedderer 2009:65). Nonaka and Konno 
(1998:42) continue that, “Explicit knowledge can 
be expressed in words and numbers and shared in 
the form of data, scientific formulae, specifications, 
manuals, and the like. This kind of knowledge can be 
readily transmitted between individuals formally and 
systematically”. 

Knowledge creation in this context is understood 
as a continuous process through which individual 
constraints and boundaries imposed by the concept of 
information as pure data and past learning, acquire a 
new meaning and context, and can contribute to the 
creation of new knowledge. The process of interaction 
and sharing tacit and explicit knowledge enhances the 
individual’s capacity to define situations and solve 
problems. Organisational knowledge, according to 
Nonaka et al (2006:5), unfolds or expands through four 
stages: socialisation, externalisation, combination, 
and internalisation, in what they call the ‘SECI’ model. 

Within the ba, socialisation often occurs at the 
beginning of the creative process – when individuals 
meet and share feelings and experiences. The aim of 
socialisation is to exchange tacit knowledge (in other 
words, contribute to bidirectional tacit knowledge 
transfer). Externalisation refers to the process during 
which peers articulate tacit knowledge into explicit 
concepts, terms and mental models. Concepts formed 
by teams can be combined with existing data as well 
as external knowledge in a pursuit of more concrete 
and sharable knowledge. The process of converting 
tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge is thus the 
aim of externalisation. Combination aims to combine 
different elements of new explicit knowledge with 
existing information in order to contribute to the 
greater availability of knowledge. This represents 
an explicit knowledge exchange. Internalisation is 
the process of converting explicit knowledge into 
tacit knowledge by means of sharing insights and 

findings with others, often by means of training or 
exercises (Nonaka et al 2006:5, 8). In this regard 
Nonaka (1994:20) emphasises the importance of 
collaboration: “Participants in a ‘field’ of action 
share explicit knowledge that is gradually translated, 
through interaction and a process of trial-and-error, 
into different aspects of tacit knowledge”. 

There is a dynamic interaction between the different 
phases:

While each of the four modes of knowledge conversion 
can create new knowledge independently, the central 
theme of the model of organizational knowledge 
creation proposed here hinges on a dynamic interac-
tion between the different modes of knowledge conver-
sion. That is to say, knowledge creation centres on 
the building of both tacit and explicit knowledge and, 
more importantly, on the interchange between these 
two aspects of knowledge through internalization and 
externalization (Nonaka 1994:20).

While Nonaka’s knowledge creation model is discussed 
in terms of large and medium-sized organisations 
and business, Niedderer (2008:1) believes that it 
is also a useful concept for managing practice-led 
research projects. This is because explicit and tacit 
knowledge are concurrently present during every 
stage of practice-led research. The importance of 
the SECI model is that it can assist towards a better 
understanding of the knowledge transfer processes 
at and between each stage of research. 

In terms of the TTC project, we were not aware of the 
model at the outset. Nonetheless, it is relatively easy 
to identify where the process described in the model 
occurred; for example socialisation happened at the 
launch workshop, while at a later stage discussions 
within the informal thought community contributed 
to the processes of externalisation and combination 
and eventually led to research articles. Familiarity 
with these stages can, in future, help with more 
effective project management.

Space for knowledge generation, 
communication and dissemination

Creative collaborative practice-led research projects 
are characterised by the exploration of issues, concerns 
and interests through the production of artefacts 
(Scrivener & Chapman 2004:2-3). For the most part, 
these artefacts serve as sources or embodiments of 
knowledge from which understanding and research 
are gleaned. Mäkelä and Routarinne (2006:24) suggest 

that in the academic context the artefact is consid-
ered mute, and that the results of an investigation 
must be explicated in order to allow validation of the 
outcomes. They also propose that, “In academe, the 
artist-researcher cannot hide behind the robe of a 
mute artist” (Mäkelä & Routarinne 2006:25). Michael 
Biggs (2002:23) explains that it is in the combination 
of artefact and knowledge, embedded in the artefact 
and the critical exegesis thereof that knowledge 
and understanding is advanced. The specific nature 
of knowledge and the relationship between tacit 
knowledge and explicit knowledge lies beyond the 
scope of this paper. However, for creative practice-led 
research projects to engage with the present univer-
sity research context they need to facilitate a move 
from the artefact (tacit knowledge) to formal research 
(explicit knowledge). 

In this process of knowledge advancement there are 
typically two phases of research: knowledge genera-
tion and knowledge communication. In terms of 
the SECI model, socialisation and externalisation 
are associated with knowledge generation, while 
combination and internalisation relate to knowledge 
communication and dissemination (Niedderer 
2008:13). Knowledge generation is associated with the 
creation of artefacts and is regarded as an important 
step in the research process. According to Niedderer 
(2009:65), artefacts can: 

•	 provide the starting point for an inquiry by 
generating questions that are then followed up 
through research 

•	 provide data that serve as a basis for analysis. 
Existing artefacts may be chosen as examples or 
artefacts may be produced in the process where no 
suitable examples exist.

Artefacts are produced as a means of exploring and 
gaining insight into a variety of concepts, situations, 
phenomena and processes. This process often provides 
a rich, coherent picture of a subject that is not possible 
by means of reductionist scientific enquiry. Creative 
practitioners use their expertise and tacit knowledge 
in the research process and produce artefacts that 
have gone through a process of analysis and evaluation 
(Niedderer 2009:65).

As stated above, the artefact in the academic context 
is not seen as research on its own; this brings us to the 
next phase: knowledge communication. An important 

aspect of this phase is that of knowledge dissemina-
tion. Neidderer (2009:65) concludes that artefacts 
in the process of knowledge communication may be 
utilised in the following ways: as indicative of process 
knowledge that can be read from the object, used to 
illustrate a problem, used for demonstration purposes 
and, finally, presented as the evidence of an explora-
tion to find new avenues. She suggests that this is 
not an exhaustive list but does indicate some of the 
possibilities.

This interaction between practice and more formal 
research is reiterated by Leora Farber (2009:6) who 
regards practice as the catalyst for other forms of 
research that collectively constitute practice-led 
research. These forms of research systematically ‘feed 
into’ and support each other. Such research forms 
include exhibitions/curatorial practices, undergrad-
uate teaching curricula, academic textual outputs, 
research projects, collation and dissemination of 
research and postgraduate degrees in art and design. 

Smith and Dean (2009:5) acknowledge this 
bi-directional process; they regard practice and theory 
as two overlapping and interlinking processes. Firstly, 
they consider the creative work as a form of research 
which generates detectable outputs and, secondly, 
they hold that the process of art-making by trained 
practitioners with specialised training and knowledge 
can lead to specialised research insights, which can 
be written up as research. Again, this understanding 
emphasises the artefact and creative practice and the 
insights, conceptualisation and theorisation that arise 
from reflection on the process and documentation. 

The “iterative cyclic web of practice-led research 
and research-led practice” proposed by Smith and 
Dean (2009:20) is a rhizome-like model in which the 
different activities of the three main areas of practice-
led research, research-led practice and academic 
research can be linked in a variety of combinations. 
Their model allows the creative practitioner and 
researcher to determine their mode of involvement 
and operation. This model also allows for collabora-
tion and promotes the bi-directional skills exchange 
between practitioners and researchers (Smith & 
Dean 2009:23-24). Such creative arts collaboration 
is regarded as a most valuable aspect, particularly 
when it involves divergent fields of expertise from 
different disciplines which give rise to, and enhance 
possibilities of hybrid inter-media outputs. 
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According to Andrew Brown and Andrew Sorensen 
(2009:161) creative practice as a research method 
presents the ideal opportunity for dissemination of 
information to the public. Such a project, with its rich 
diversity of outputs, encourages public participation 
outside of traditional academic forums. This type of 
participation encourages engagement with a broader 
range of disciplines and allows for public scrutiny and 
comment. Thus, it is important when conceptualising 
a project to understand that the wider dissemination 
of outputs is a core characteristic and function of the 
creative disciplines.

In light of the above, three important aspects should 
be considered when creating space for the manage-
ment and facilitation of knowledge: 

•	 the creation of a space conducive to creative 
practice. Practitioners should, however, be aware 
that this practice could lead to a more formal 
investigation of issues, concerns and concepts 
regarding the artefact; either by themselves, 
researchers or as a collaborative effort. In this 
regard, documenting the process would be 
considered beneficial. This space should include 
and encourage the possibility of collaboration and 
experimentation that is conducive to knowledge 
generation.  

•	 the second aspect is to allow space for the explora-
tion of this knowledge in the form of more formal 
research. This can take place by means of various 
methodologies; however, an inviting and enabling 
context must be created in which artists and 
researchers can work individually or in collabora-
tion in order to explicate the knowledge embedded 
in the artefact. Skills development and transfer 
of skills are important parts of this process; 
interdisciplinary exploration presents a unique 
opportunity in this regard. The information to 
be explored must be extensively documented and 
freely available. 

•	 research outputs need to be disseminated; 
this implies the exhibition of artefacts and the 
dissemination of more formal research. Both 
can be done in various ways; the former ranging 
from exhibitions and performances and the latter 
to conference papers and accredited journal 
publications. 

Appraisal 

As stated in the beginning of the paper, the TCC project 
was a process of exploration and learning – many of 
the theories and methods used in the management of 
the project were either discovered during the project 
or recognised after the fact. Although most of the 
goals and objectives were met, the formulation of 
these goals would have looked very different if we 
had a more coherent theoretical understanding of 
practice-led research.

As the project titles indicates, it was initially concep-
tualised as an investigation of the creative process; 
although some of the research outputs in the form 
of DoHET accredited articles addressed this aspect, 
it was not as central as anticipated. This could be 
ascribed to two factors: firstly, practice-led projects 
of this nature tend to generate a diverse range of 
creative outputs and as a result, the theoretical issues 
embodied in the work and the research produced 
are difficult to predetermine. Secondly, a better 
understanding of theoretical issues concerning 
creativity and the creative process by both the project 
leaders and the artists (who were asked to record their 
creative process) would have addressed this focus 
more succinctly. However, the most fundamental 
and problematic aspect was the lack of a working 
understanding/definition of knowledge in terms of 
practice-led research (Fahey & Prusak 1998:2). Such 
an understanding would have informed the framing 
and management of research activities within the 
project more properly. A conscious understanding that 
some contributions would be research with a lower-
case r (informal and personal) and others research 
with an upper-case R (suitable for critical review and 
publication) would have been beneficial (Durling & 
Neidderer 2007:8). Additionally, understanding of 
how the artefact relates to the contribution of new 
knowledge in the big R scenario would have aided the 
development of the project. 

Defining the role of the artefact as the tacit dimension 
of knowledge would have influenced the recording 
and presentation of these artefacts. This is quite 
important; Niedderer (2008:10) believes that tacit 
and explicit dimensions of knowledge are inseparable 
and need to be treated as such. As stated earlier, it is 
the contextualisation of this knowledge by means of 
words and the artefact that form a complementary and 
unified exegesis of knowledge (Biggs 2003:6). 

A more profound theoretical grounding would 
therefore have facilitated more effective knowledge 
management on several levels. Firstly, the project 
could have been more clearly embedded in a theoreti-
cal framework from the outset. This would have 
resulted in the inclusion of researchers from the fields 
of art history and literary studies at an earlier stage to 
allow them to contribute to the project’s growth and 
development. Secondly, a better grasp of the different 
stages at which particular kinds of knowledge occur 
and are transferred in terms knowledge generation 
and knowledge communication would have allowed 
for greater critical engagement and identification of 
research possibilities. The participants would have 
been given more relevant information regarding 
their roles in the project and the possible nature of 
their contributions; this could have allowed them 
to position themselves within the project and utilise 
opportunities more effectively. 

Notwithstanding these shortcomings, the project 
might be considered to have achieved several of its 
aims. Some of the key indicators of achievement are:

•	 greater awareness of practice-led research and 
greater institutional willingness to allocate 
funding and resource in the institutional context 
(NWU) (Greyling & Marley 2009:25) 

•	 creation of a shared space in which creative 
practice was prioritised; as result, a significant 
increase in practice and accredited research 
output was recorded. Practice-led tacit knowledge 
was generated in the form of artefacts and 
related documentation. This tacit knowledge was 
disseminated to the public and academia by means 
of the 2007 Aardklop exhibition and at various 
workshops, colloquia and the digital catalogue. 

•	 promotion of explicit communication of research 
knowledge through various workshops and 
colloquia. Skills transfer and collaboration were 
encouraged during this process. A total of eight 
articles were produced for the edition of Literator 
dedicated to the project (five from staff members 
from the disciplines of history of art and graphic 
design). Three of these staff members who have 
been in academia for more than 15 years published 
for the first time, and they felt that the nature 
of the project was the major contributing factor 
to their increased confidence in constructing 
academic texts. Some of the above-mentioned 

articles were co-written, and this made a valuable 
contribution to skills transfer and collaboration. 
Additionally, the scope of the project made it 
possible to make contributions to a variety of 
national and international conferences.  

•	 creation of a salient and critical understanding 
of practice-led research and management issues 
concerning projects of this nature. These aspects 
are unpacked in an article titled ‘Tracking Creative 
Creatures in a research context’ (Combrink & 
Marley 2009). The project was found to have 
complied with most of the requirements of 
practice-led research as well as the research 
objectives stated in earlier, and certain proposed 
amendments to the management and conceptual 
approaches were formulated for use in future 
projects.  

•	 laying of groundwork that has informed the 
conceptualisation and execution of another 
practice-led research project entitled 
Transgressions and Boundaries of the Page: A 
Transdisciplinary Exploration of a Practice-Led 
Research Project by Means of the Artist’s Book, 
which, at the time of writing, is underway.

Conclusion

If creative practice in the form of practice-led research 
is to contribute to and thrive in a university context, 
the expectations of the formal research environment 
and the unique characteristics of creative disciplines 
need to be balanced. This is important because those 
practitioners who seek academic stature have to 
respond to the challenge of placing creative practice 
on a more solid, rigorously formulated foundation. The 
challenge is to accommodate institutional require-
ments while maintaining the integrity of practice-led 
research (Sullivan 2005:26).

As demonstrated in this paper, interdisciplinary 
multi-practitioner projects have the potential to build 
bridges between creative practice and formal research 
if informed by a theoretical understanding of the 
complex issues surrounding practice-led research. 
It follows that such projects need to be carefully 
managed in order to create space that facilitates and 
promotes the diverse nature and character of practice-
led research within the creative disciplines. 
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