
BIoGRAPHy

Leora Farber is Director of the Research Centre, Visual Identities in 

Art and Design, Faculty of Art, Design and Architecture, University of 

Johannesburg. She works as an artist, academic writer and editor. Maarit 

Mäkelä is an Adjunct Professor of Artistic Research and Material-based 

Art at the Aalto University School of Art and Design, Helsinki. She works 

as an artist in the junction of Ceramics and Fine Art.

whose unfailing belief in the value of the project, as well 
as his willingness to engage in conversation around the 
work, much of which helped to frame and crystallize my 
thinking around placement of the papers and the way thinking around placement of the papers and the way 
in which the volume could be orchestrated, was deeply in which the volume could be orchestrated, was deeply 
encouraging. As always, my most appreciative thanks encouraging. As always, my most appreciative thanks 
go to proof-reader and sub-editor, Lizè Groenewald, for go to proof-reader and sub-editor, Lizè Groenewald, for 
the scrupulous attention to detail, precision and levels of the scrupulous attention to detail, precision and levels of 
commitment to excellence that she has, once again, as in 
other VIAD publications, displayed. And to Eben Keun and 
Ilan Green of Breinstorm Brand Architects, thank-you for Ilan Green of Breinstorm Brand Architects, thank-you for 
the superb design which, in the spirit of PLR, makes this the superb design which, in the spirit of PLR, makes this 
volume not only textually, but also visually, engaging and 

exploring through practice:
Connecting global practice-led 
research approaches with
South African production
Leora Farber and Maarit MäkeLä

→ We present this paper, not as a report on the On making: Integrating 

approaches to practice-led research in art and design colloquium 

held from 15-16 October 2009 at the University of Johannesburg, 

although it does identify key moments in the proceedings, but rather 

as a framing document to this publication. The paper provides an 

introductory critical marking of both key arguments put forward at 

the colloquium, and the fi eld of practice-led research. In so doing, we 

aim to situate these key arguments against a background of existing 

global debates within the fi eld, and related literatures. We therefore 

highlight critical points in local and global debates on practice-led 

research in order to prepare a ground, not only for the articles to 

follow in this volume, but for the productive sustaining of a fi eld that 

is currently in South Africa, still an underdeveloped area of ‘research’. 

As a conclusion we identify three trends, namely art as research, 

(academically attuned) practice-led research and artistic research, 

under which to continue this debate.

Introduction

Over the last three decades, lively debate has been 
ongoing within international academic institutions, 
including, more recently, South African universities, 
about the complex relationships between creative 
practices and production, and research. In the fi elds of 
art and design, the roles of the artist/designer and the 
researcher have come closer to one another and often 
merge in productive ways. This merged, or ‘integrated’, 
approach can be considered a critical component of 
practice-led research (PLR). 

In October 2009, the University of Johannesburg’s (UJ) 
Research Centre, Visual Identities in Art and Design, 
presented a two-day colloquium titled On making: 

Integrating approaches to practice-led research in 
art and design. The colloquium focussed primarily 
on aspects of PLR in art and design, but also included 
the performing arts. It was complemented by the 2009 
Faculty of Art, Design and Architecture (FADA) staff  
exhibition, which, as an example of a practice-led 
curated exhibition, aimed to explore how creative 
processes can give rise to research questions, and in 
turn, marshal research arguments and conclusions. 
The programme also contained a performance titled 
The Merensky Project. In this way, the event presented 
a rich combination of diff erent practices inherent in 
the fi elds of art, design and research.

The colloquium comprised approximately 40 invited 
presentations given alternatively in the main 
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or parallel sessions. In this paper, we identify the 
central arguments proposed in selected presentations, 
predominantly given in the main sessions, and locate 
these against the backdrop of existing literature and 
discussions related to the field of practice-led research 
in a global context. The diverse ideas raised during the 
selected presentations are reflected upon and situated 
in relation to these discursive positions.

evolving new discourse

Contemporary art and design practices are saturated 
with theoretical knowledge as artists and design-
ers integrate research methods into their creative 
processes in diverse ways. Indeed, the field of academic 
research, especially the sphere of qualitative research, 
seems to be able to offer methods, theories and 
approaches that are able to constructively support 
creative production. Kathrin Busch (2009:1-2) points 
out that, initially, the attempt to anchor a theory-
derived and practice-based concept of art within an 
academic curriculum was a response to a changed 
notion of art – one in which art and theory have 
become entangled in multiple ways. According to 
Busch, these new attempts can be seen as a response 
to a significant trend in contemporary art-making that 
focusses on the production of knowledge rather than 
of artworks. Thus, the ‘artworld’ has become a field 
of possibilities, of exchange and comparative analysis 
in which different modes of perception and thinking 
are investigated.

According to Busch (2009:1-2), this evolution has 
changed the concept of art, which now touches upon 
the development of processes and capacities that are 
very different to those traditionally/historically taught 
at art academies. This is also one reason why the desire 
to institutionally anchor work methods based on 
investigation or research to new curricula are arguably 
justified. Further, she states that artistic appropriation 
of knowledge evokes different, independent forms of 
knowledge that might be seen to complement, or stand 
as an equivalent to, scientific research. However, the 
spectrum of that which can be substantiated under 
the term ‘artistic research’ is broad and certainly not 
homogeneous.

Not only the content of the term artistic research, but 
also the terminology used for discussion thereof, are in 
ongoing debate. With certain differences in emphases, 
the terms ‘practice-based’, ‘art-led’, ‘practice-led’ 
and ‘artistic research’ have been used more or less 
interchangeably (see Mäkelä 2009:29; Elo 2009:19). 

The suitability of using practice-rooted terms in the 
context of this debate, such as ‘practice-based’ and 
‘practice-led’ research, has also been interrogated. For 
example, Ilpo Koskinen (2009:11) argues that the idea 
of research through practice as being a ‘new initiative’ 
is naïve in terms of the social sciences, which has 
shown for the last 40 years that even the most formal, 
or so-called ‘hard’ sciences are based on practice.

The art-based terms, such as ‘art-led’ and ‘artistic 
research’ have their origin in a discourse of art, 
whereas practice based terms, such as ‘practice-based’ 
and ‘practice-led research’ have roots in a broader 
field of creative production which includes design 
and architecture. For example, Stephen Scrivener 
(2002, 2009), who has contributed to this discussion 
through several writings, tends to operate within 
the terms ‘creative production’ and ‘practice-based 
research’. Furthermore, the use of terms not only has 
variances in national contexts, but can also vary in 
different institutions in one country. In this paper, 
we use the abbreviation for the term ‘practice-led 
research’ – PLR – as an umbrella term that includes 
ongoing discussions under the terms ‘practice-led’, 
‘art-led’ and ‘artistic research’. When referring to 
particular discussions where the term ‘practice-led 
research’ is used deliberately, we use the full version 
of the term, namely ‘practice-led research’.

At the colloquium, Gerrit Olivier, who holds a research 
portfolio at the Wits School of Arts (WSOA) at the 
University of the Witwatersrand (Wits), began his 
presentation by asking what is meant when academ-
ics, intellectuals and practitioners,i as well as the 
conference organisers and delegates, use the term 
‘practice-led research’. This was the rhetorical opening 
of a polemical presentation in which he questioned 

“whether there is something irreducibly sui generis 
about the process of artistic production that is 
fundamentally at odds with the aims, procedures 
and methodologies associated with the concept of 
‘research’” (Olivier 2009:47). He presented the critical 
argument that “a full integration of creative work 
into current research paradigms might compromise 
the integrity of creative processes and, therefore, 
that ‘practice-led research’ presents a challenge to 
the very definition of research” (Olivier 2009:47). 
In so doing, Olivier pointed to the basic conceptual 
and logistical problems related to the position of 
practice-led research, especially in the South African 
academy. This question made visible the general 
difficulties involved when defining the borderlines of 

new, emerging, practice-led research approaches in 
the artistic field. 

The challenges Olivier highlighted share similarities 
with those that have been encountered in countries 
that already have offered an opportunity to students 
to use practice-led research approaches in Doctoral 
studies. The emergence of practice-led research within 
art and design dates back to the 1970s and 1980s. In 
Finland and the United Kingdom (UK), the reformation 
of Doctoral degrees that allowed university faculties 
and departments offering art degrees to create their 
own research practices, began in the early 1980s (Gray 
1998:83; Scrivener 2006:158; Mäkelä & Routarinne 
2006:17).ii Different art departments, faculties and 
universities adopted different strategies towards 
implementation of PLR-based Doctoral degrees, but 
in each case, the offering of the degree has thrown up a 
profound discussion about very basic concerns related 
to the qualification.iii

In his presentation, Olivier proposed that strate-
gic adjustments to the processes associated with 
creative work intended to ‘satisfy’ conventional 
research protocols should be approached with caution. 
According to him, such adjustments may undermine 
the integrity of the process they seek to defend, and 
may also be based on a lack of appreciation for the 
diversity and complexity of procedures in the so-called 
‘hard’ sciences. Olivier also introduced questions of 
whether recognition of PLR should be restricted to 
work carried out within an explicit framework; if the 
scope of creative work could be given recognition 
on different levels; and around the criteria for and 
processes associated with evaluation. 

This restriction to an explicit framework is a confirmed 
precondition in the countries where a PLR approach 
already has a stable position. For example, in Finland, a 
Doctoral candidate has to write a study plan and have it 
accepted before starting the degree. Previous creative 
outputs are not accepted – in other words, only those 
outputs that will be created in the proposed framework 
will be accepted as part of the study. The notion is 
closely connected with international debates concern-
ing the regulations and evaluation of the studies done 
with a PLR approach. For instance, in the UK, the Arts 
and Humanities Research Board (AHRB) – a central 
funding body in the field of art and design – proposes 
that what is required is a combination of artefacts 
and a critical exegesis that illustrates how the artefact 
advances knowledge, understanding and insight.iv 
Following this prerequisite, creative practice in itself 

is not necessarily research, but creative practice that 
meets certain criteria can be regarded as research.v 
These criteria require that there have to be explicit 
research questions, specific methods for answering the 
questions and a specific context in which the research 
is carried out (AHRB 2001:7; Biggs 2002:19; Scrivener 
2002:19). Thus, in the UK, one of the criteria to obtain 
funding is the candidate’s ability to formulate relevant 
question(s) related to his/her PLR project. Michael 
Biggs (2004:12-19) states that there are questions and 
answers characteristic to PLR  questions that arise 
out of, and in consequence to, practice. Some of these 
questions are pluralistic in that they may be answered 
in a number of different ways. There seems to be no 
preference for one set of methods over another, since 
finding multiple solutions might be regarded as an 
asset, not a weakness.

Following Biggs, Rory Bester, then- Research Fellow 
in the Research Centre Visual Identities in Art and 
Design and curator of the FADA 2009 staff exhibition, 
in his presentation, raised a number of fundamental 
questions related to the meaning of creative outputs, 
such as: how do creative processes originate research 
questions, arguments and findings? How can creative 
and curatorial processes contribute to the methodo-
logical underpinnings of research exhibitions? How 
can these processes originate research questions 
and sustain criticality? How are research outcomes 
surfaced and hidden in the materiality of display? How 
can research themes mobilise practice-led research? 
His argument hinged around the point that rather than 
providing answers, such questions have a tendency to 
open up further questions. 

Disclosing different modes of knowledge

In June 2006, Chris Rust, Head of Art and Design 
Research at Sheffield Hallam University, UK, organised 
an online workshop on practice-led research. The 
workshop formed part of a review project that was 
conducted for the AHRC, in which he attempted to 
develop guidelines and review criteria for PLR. The aim 
was to assist funding institutions in evaluating projects 
within the academic field of art and design, and to 
help these institutions understand why this relatively 
new field of research is worth funding in a battle for 
resources in the broad field of art and humanities. In 
this context, as Rust (cited in Mäkelä & Routarinne 
2007:3) puts it, practice-led research is research in 
which the professional and/or creative practices of art, 
design or architecture play an instrumental role part 
in an inquiry. That is not to say that creative practice is 
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activity of designing and can be gained by engaging 
in and reflecting on that very activity. According to 
Cross (2001:54-55), knowledge also resides in the 
artefacts themselves, in their form and materials. 
Some of this knowledge is also inherent in the process 
of manufacturing the artefacts. This knowledge can 
be gained through making and reflecting upon the 
making of these artefacts (Cross 2001:54-55). Thus, 
the triangle of maker-making-artefact seems to 
provide a useful means through which it is possible 
to approach practitioners’ ways of knowing (Mäkelä 
& Routarinne 2006:21-22).

In his presentation, then- Research Fellow in the 
Research Centre, Visual Identities in Art and Design, 
Myer Taub, argued that reflexivity plays a central role 
in PLR, acting as a strategic exemplifier. In providing 
a theoretical framework for the notion of reflexiv-
ity, he referred to the text ‘A crack in the mirror: 
Reflexive perspectives in anthropology’ (1992) by Jay 
Rudy and Barbara Myerhoff. For Rudy and Myerhoff 
(1992:310-311), the condition of ‘making’ comprises 
the tri-medium of transmission, which includes the 
producer, process and product. They suggest that 
‘made’ forms are modified through outcomes of 
transmission; creative forms trans-mutate and change 
by being made, thus reproducing, commenting on and 
decoding themselves as they produce inter-modular 
forms. Taub asserted that this is apparent in live 
performance, as much as it is in making, remaking and 
replicating performance projects. Thus, the linkage 
between ideas of re-presentation and re-searching, 
underpinned his presentation. 

Design research, as we have discussed with reference 
to Cross’s premises, was the discourse in which Ria 
van Zyl situated her presentation. Van Zyl, a part-time 
lecturer and researcher at the University of Pretoria, 
dealt with topics related to methodological paradigms, 
research methods and research tools. She also 
proposed the idea of research through practice as 
being parallel to the underpinnings of PLR. The notion 
of research through practice can be traced back to the 
separation made by Christopher Frayling (1993) in his 
examination of the role of art and design in relation 
to research practices. He divides design research into 
three different categories depending on the focus and 
mode of the given task. By research into art and design 
he implies that art and design is something to be 
looked into; in other words, it is the subject of inquiry, 
a phenomenon to be studied from the outside. By 
research through art and design he proposes that the 
creative production can be understood as a research 

method. By research for art and design, he refers to a 
kind of research in which the end product is an artefact 
within which the thinking that led to its making is 
embodied (see also Scrivener 2009:71). 

According to Frayling (1993:5), the category research 
for art and design falls outside the (conventional) 
research domain, as it is often regarded as part of 
conventionally recognised art or design practice. 
In contrast, research into art and design stands 
for traditional theoretical research, while research 
through art and design stands for development 
work that may or may not be theoretical or scientific 
(Refsum 2008:20). More recently, instead of using the 
term research for art, Frayling (2006) uses the term 
art as research. According to Scrivener (2009:71), 
this change in Frayling’s terminology is significant, 
given that Frayling’s 1993 exposition of research for 
art seems to exclude the possibility of recognising art 
as research. 

situated knowledge

In her presentation ‘Performing research’, Anna Birch – 
then- convenor of the MA Theatre Studies programme 
at Surrey University, UK, and Artistic Director and 
founder member of Fragments & Monuments perfor-
mance and film company, based in Hackney, East 
London, UK – introduced documentation and archival 
case studies, which can be positioned within the 
above-mentioned category research through art and 
design. In this study, in which theatrical performance 
and film is used as a means of realising practice-led 
research, performance is understood as a methodol-
ogy for research. Using the research-led performance 
projects produced by Fragments & Monuments, she 
discussed the interplay between performance making, 
documentation and performance analysis. According 
to Birch, her research interrogates the importance of 
new media techniques and original platforms to the 
making, documentation and analysis of live theatre 
performance.

The concept of practice as research was also inherent 
in Head of Drama at the University of Cape Town, 
Mark Fleishman’s presentation ‘Dramaturgy as 
research method’. The presentation was based on his 
experiences while taking part in the research project 
‘Staging the archive/performing history’ during which 
undertaking he created a series of performances. 
Fleishman explored how the dramaturgical method  
developed to work on the performance projects might 
be understood as a research method: a distinctive form 

research in itself, but it can be a vehicle for an inquiry 
which adds to knowledge or understanding. 

During the colloquium, issues related to knowledge 
were ref lected upon from multiple perspectives. 
For example, in his presentation, Danny Butt, then- 
lecturer in Critical Studies at Elam School of Fine Arts, 
National Institute of Creative Arts and Industries, 
University of Auckland, New Zealand, expressed the 
idea of practice-based research as a special modality, 
through which (new) connections might be made. He 
proposed that the task of academics is not only to create 
discussion but also to keep it going. Beginning with 
the provocative question, “Whose knowledge?”, Butt 
cited Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999), who describes how 

“‘theories about research are underpinned by a cultural 
system of classification and representation’” that has 
commodified non-European forms of knowledge into 
the cultural archive and body of knowledge of the 
West” (Butt 2009:19). He continued that, today, the 
role of the west as a globally authorising culture has 
come into crisis, and focused his paper on the premise 
that practice-based research methods, “are uniquely 
equipped to develop our collective understanding of 
the urgent tensions and contradictions structuring 
post-colonial life” (Butt 2009:19). Through his discus-
sion of topics related to reflexivity and knowledge 
transfer, he questioned whether practice can contrib-
ute to the production of knowledge and, additionally, 
how artworks can embed knowledge.

In her paper, Louisemarié Combrick questioned what 
the role of the artefact is in practice-led research. She 
proposed that artefacts can be utilised to discover 
new bodies of knowledge. In this way, she proposed 
a linkage between artefact and knowledge, where 
artefacts can be conceived as playing a mediatory role. 
In the context of PLR, the relation between artefact and 
knowledge is a topical issue that has been discussed 
in several forums. For example, according to Biggs 
(2002:20-23), one of principal features of PLR is the 
desire to create artefacts and present them as part of 
the ‘answer’ to research questions posed at the outset 
of the creative endeavour. In this sense, the practice-
led enterprise is different from many other approaches, 
since it does not simply use objects as evidence, but 
attempts to present the objects created during the 
research process as arguments. This premise implies 
the notion that the artefact can embody the answer to 
a research question. Biggs (2002:20-23) supports the 
view that objects alone cannot embody knowledge; as 
such there is no embodied knowledge in the artefact 
until it is interpreted. 

PLR is often characterised by a focus on issues, concerns 
and interests that are explored and manifested 
through the production of creative artefacts. Artefacts 
translate messages between concrete objects and 
abstract requirements. In this way, they facilitate the 
constructive, solution-focused thinking of the artist or 
the designer – in the same way that verbal and numeri-
cal communication and thinking facilitates analytic, 
problem-focused thinking (Cross 1982:225; see also 
Mäkelä 2007:159). According to Scrivener and Peter 
Chapman (2004:2-3) this implies that, as an object 
of experience, the creative product is as important 
as any knowledge embodied in it. Artefacts translate 
messages between concrete objects and abstract 
requirements. They thus facilitate the constructive, 
solution-focused thinking of the artist or the designer 

– in a similar manner to the way that verbal and numeri-
cal communication and thinking facilitates analytic, 
problem-focused thinking (Cross 1982:225). 

Artefacts are the outcomes of artistic processes, 
but in the context of PLR they play an even more 
important role. They function as a means of realising 
that which has to be perceived, recognised, conceived 
and/or understood, by both the artist and readers 
of the work. The creative process and the artefacts 
created during this process are intertwined: it is the 
making of the artefact, even if done intuitively, which 
determines the direction of the PLR process. Without 
the artefact, there is merely the assumptive theory, 
which is separated from the actual process of making. 
According to Scrivener and Chapman (2004:7-8), 
understanding both the process of making and the 
final artefact itself should present a body of knowledge.

As early as the 1980s, social scientist Donald Schön 
(1995:viii) stressed the role of the practitioner, whose 
understanding and knowledge from a particular field 
corresponds to a perspective situated within the 
process of praxis. Schön’s (1995:iii) thinking revolves 
around the idea of a reflective practitioner, and he 
proposes that research ought to be geared towards an 
understanding of the nature and origin of knowledge, 
which is tied to practice. Nigel Cross (1982, 2001:55) 
supports this premise, noting that designers should 
concentrate on the underlying forms of knowledge 
particular to themselves. He pins this knowledge down 
to the practice of design, which he labels ‘designerly’ 
ways of knowing, thinking and acting.

Cross (1982:223-335, 1999:5-6) argues that knowledge 
of design resides in people, processes and the products 
themselves. Part of this knowledge is inherent in the 
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of reflexivity for the creation of insights, understand-
ing and knowledge through performance as research. 
In so doing, he posed a two-fold question: can a method 
developed for the making of performance also, or 
simultaneously, be a mode of analysis or reflection for 
a process of research, and can this method be a way of 
conveying understanding and insight which could be 
generated to others?

At the core of Fleishman’s presentation was the idea 
of creative discovery. This concept underlines the 
importance of the two-fold process of making and 
reflecting, and the knowledge that this process might 
be able to reveal. He also discussed the need for 
documentation to be related to the different stages 
of the creative process, thus sketching out the link 
between (art or design) practice, documentation and 
evaluation. Finally, he raised questions around the 
quality of knowledge produced through performance 
as research, by asking, what is the nature and differ-
ence between objective and subjective knowledge?

Particularly over the past decade, in the field of 
qualitative research, the personal experience of the 
researcher has been foregrounded as an integral part 
of the research. This has led to several self-reflective 
research projects, where researchers use their own 
experience as part of their research. This approach 
has been used by those qualitative researchers that 
agree upon the contextual nature of research (and all 
understanding), and who acknowledge its situated-
ness and time-relatedness (see, for example, Ellis & 
Bochner 2000). The idea of situatedness, or emphasis 
on personal experience, is also a basis of the feminist 
epistemology, as evinced in the first-generation 
feminist mantra ‘the personal is political’. This episte-
mology has challenged and deeply influenced the 
comprehension of knowledge production in the field 
of contemporary research. Therefore, parallels might 
be drawn between certain forms of feminist knowledge 
production and the kind of knowledge produced in 
PLR projects – knowledge gained through artists’ and 
designers’ own art and design-related practices. 

Evelyn Fox Keller (1985:127-198), who is particularly 
interested in the relationship between gender and 
science, speaks about dynamic objectivity. By this, 
she refers to knowledge production which, when 
aiming at more effective objectivity, reclaims subjec-
tive experience. The concept of dynamic objectivity 
is one of the central bases of feminist epistemology 
as well as one of the basic requirements for feminist 
knowledge production. The idea of dynamic objectivity 

is also included in the term ‘politics of situatedness’ 
that refers to the idea that the process of theoretical 
thought is not abstract, universal, or objective, nor 
separable from its context or from the researcher. 
Thinking is considered to be related to the randomness 
of personal experience, and is seen to always be partial 
(Stanley & Wise 1993:135-145). Therefore, partial 
viewpoints, as well as their acknowledgement, are 
considered as integral to the process. According to the 
American science historian Donna Haraway (1991:188), 
feminist objectivity is socially-situated knowledge and 
produced from a specific speaker position. The point is 
not to see the knowing and researching subject as an 
external observer, but as a subject who is conscious of 
her situatedness, history, and discursive nature. The 
knowing subject becomes hence participatory, mobile 
and embodied.

Therefore, this kind of understanding of knowledge 
production, or the comprehension of situated 
knowledge, as put forward by feminist research-
ers such as Fox Keller and Haraway, can be argued 
to be closely related to PLR. In addition to Birch 
and Fleishman, South African artist, Penny Siopis 
presented a case-study of a work, in which the idea of 
situated knowledge was inherent. Based on her exhibi-
tion, Three essays on shame, exhibited at the Freud 
Museum in London in 2005, and her article ‘Shame in 
three parts in the Freud Museum’ (Siopis 2008), her 
presentation provided an account of a case-study where 
artistic practice and theoretical research converged 
in a particularly dynamic way. The exhibition was a 
site-specific intervention in the Freud Museum, the 
home and place for Freud’s practice after fleeing Nazi 
Vienna. Siopis’s installation included paintings, film, 
sound pieces and found objects. The article explores 
the central theme of the exhibition – embodying shame. 
A pivotal figure in both the exhibition and article is an 
ancient Greek figure in Freud’s collection of antiquities 
named Baudo. This ceramic figurine embodies the 
shamefulness of self-exposure through her lifted skirt, 
thus prompting questions around sexuality and visual 
shame. The case-study suggested a dynamic relation-
ship, on the one hand, between practice and theory and, 
on the other hand, between production and research. 
According to Siopis (2009:[sp]), an artist can “shape 
and produce” theory, as opposed to simply ‘applying’ 
or ‘illustrating’ it, and while theory or research informs 
practice or production and vice versa, neither should 
be done to ‘legitimate’ or ‘justify’ the other. In Siopis’s 
view, practice should be recognised in its own right, 
and the ultimate goal of PLR should thus be a specific 
combination of theory and practice (Siopis 2009:[sp]).

In my (Leora Farber) presentation on my artistic 
practice, I put across a similar understanding of the 
relationship between theory and practice, production 
and research. I considered my large-scale project, 
Dis-Location/Re-Location, at the core of which lay 
the art exhibition of the same title, as an example of 
a multi-modal practice-led visual arts project, as well 
as an example of (academically attuned) practice-led 
research. This exhibition, consisting of photographs 
as well as sculptural, installation, performance, 
video and sound art, was exhibited in seven South 
African national galleries over the period 2007-2008. 
In addition to the exhibition, the project comprises 
numerous forms of research outputs, for example, 
journal articles, conference presentations and a 
published book. I have supervised three Masters’ 
degrees in areas closely related to the conceptual 
concern of the project. In my presentation, I explored 
how the creative work occupies a central position in, 
provides the basis of, and acts as a catalyst for, these 
outputs.

I stressed that although I consider the practical aspect 
of making, and the product which arises from this 
action, as a form of research, for me, this process of 
research and its product is integrally bound to a range 
of research processes which are usually considered 
within academe as conventional research practices, 
based on traditional research methodologies. During 
the process of making, certain theoretical positions 
strongly informed the content of the work; similarly, 
ways in which these theoretical concerns are explored 
visually are used to develop themes and content in 
writing on the work, thus affecting a cyclic relationship 
of praxis, that is, practice-following-theory-following 
practice. Yet, as I acknowledged, this process is far 
from neat. For, as South African artist and writer 
Kathryn Smith (2009:55) pertinently notes, although 
academia demands that an artist contextualises their 
work in the specific terms of its broader contexts and 
forms, 

the contingency-riddled space of practice does not lend 
itself easily to formulating research questions in the same, 
formulaic manner that conventional research supports. 
The limitations of language in the initial stages of a 
project’s development is certain and requires sensitiv-
ity; [it is useful] to embrace the not-quite-knowing as 
productively troublesome rather than prejudicial. 

Whilst Smith’s evocation of the state of ‘not-quite-
knowing’, is pertinent to the process of making, in 
some cases, an active, critical engagement with theory 
can help to clarify a practitioner’s visual thinking in 

the formative stages of a project.vi Yet, at the crux of 
this integration of theory and practice, is the recogni-
tion that, whilst, as in the Dis-Location/Re-Location 
project, the textual and practical components of the 
research are seen as closely interrelated in terms of 
topic, thematic choices and content, within academe, 
each form of research has its discrete approaches, 
methodologies, aims, objectives and outcomes. Thus, it 
is in the juncture, or ‘in-between’ space between theory 
and practice that, perhaps, a slightly ‘artificial’ divide, 
and yet a necessary and inevitable one, can emerge.

A specific combination of theory and practice also 
formed the basis of my (Maarit Mäkelä) presenta-
tion. In Finnish art universities, debates around the 
substance and mode of PLR began in the 1980s. All 
four art universities in the country contributed to 
the field by creating their own Doctoral Arts (DA) 
degrees from 1982 to 1997. My presentation provided 
an overview of the practice-led Ph.D studies, completed 
by artists and designers in these four institutions, in 
the fields of Music, Theatre, Design and Fine arts. I am 
particularly interested in what kinds of places artists 
and designers have built for the process of making, and 
in the products they made in their studies. The central 
question of my presentation was: in what ways can the 
creative process and concrete products of making be 
interwoven with research?

Recognising artwork-as-research

Based on the above discussions and differing positions 
presented, it is evident that developments have taken 
place in exploring how creative or artistic disciplines 
can contribute to the academic enterprise. As Rust 
(2007:69) points out, during the past two decades 
these creative disciplines have become part of the 
mainstream university system in many places, thereby 
creating the need to strike a balance between their 
particular forms of research, traditional research 
practices, and the university agenda. Local conditions 
vary. For example, some institutions in the United 
States of America (USA) consider advanced artistic 
practice as providing an alternative to scholarship, not 
constituting research per se, but being of comparable 
value (see, for example, Elkins 2009). In contrast, in 
parts of Europe, as in Australia, there is a stronger 
commitment to developing a research culture in 
creative or artistic disciplines (Rust 2007:69). In the 
UK, interpretations and applications related to both 
of these approaches seem to have contributed to the 
overall debates concerning PLR.
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In his presentation ‘Appraising artwork as research: A 
matter of taste?’, Kenneth Hay, Chair of Contemporary 
Art Practice and Deputy Head of School, in the School 
of Design, The University of Leeds, UK, argued for the 
full recognition of artwork-as-research in the context 
of a Doctoral degree in Fine Art/Studio Practice. 
Contrasting art to the way in which, in science, a new 
contribution to human understanding can be identi-
fied with some clarity (for instance, a new equation, or 
a more elegant reformulation of an existing formula 
can lead to quantifiable and demonstrably new 
knowledge), Hay questioned the mechanisms through 
which artworks operate. If there is acceptance that 
artworks are intellectual and thereby contribute to 
thought, how can they be judged? And furthermore, 
is the judgment relevant issue in this context at all?

He discussed the issues he places at the heart of the 
conception of art practice as research: the problem 
of taste, the nature of the aesthetic object, the notion 
of appraising publics, and the problem of originality. 
He also raised fundamental questions related to the 
meaning of practice-led research, such as: what kind 
of Ph.D would an art/design practitioner want to do? 
What kind of knowledge does art/design practice 
provide? What is the relationship between the art/
design practice and text (writing)? He concluded that 
the contribution to the construction of the knowledge 
lies in art/design practice and works related to these 
practices, and not in how these cases are framed 
through textual outputs. 

In recent discourse, the meaning of experiential 
and tacit knowledge in relation to the production 
of knowledge has been acknowledged, particularly 
by Kristina Niedderer. She believes that knowledge 
occurs at different stages within research. The 
most important are stages of knowledge generation, 
which is the process where knowledge is sought, and 
of knowledge communication, which is the process 
through which it is made available to others (Niedderer 
2009:63). Within the process of knowledge genera-
tion, artefacts may occupy different roles. Niedderer 
(2009:65) believes that artefacts do not contain 
knowledge within themselves, but provide data from 
which to build knowledge.vii They can, for instance, 
provide starting points for an inquiry by generating 
the research questions or provide data as a basis for 
analysis. In turn, the production of artefacts may 
be used, for example, to test or improve the use of a 
specific method or technology as well as a means to 
analyse and understand complex theoretical concepts. 
Within the process of knowledge communication, 

artefacts may be used both as indicators of procedural 
knowledge gained with the research process and to 
demonstrate any results of the research (Niedderer 
2009:63). 

In his article ‘Unstated contributions – how artistic 
inquiry can inform interdisciplinary research’ 
(2007), Rust adds to this conversation by asking 
how incomplete, or tacit, contributions to inquiry 
can be a valuable and sometimes necessary part of 
the enterprise of creating knowledge. Through use 
of specific examples, he asserts that those artists 
or designers who also wish to be researchers must 
‘own’ their research in particular ways. According 
to Rust (2007:75), they must declare the subject of 
their inquiry and their motivation for investigating 
it; demonstrate that they have a good understanding 
of the context for the work and what has gone before; 
have both methods and a methodology; and must be 
able to clearly articulate all of the abovementioned 
premises. These requirements have similarities with 
Mika Hannula’s, Juha Suoranta’s and Tere Vadén’s 
(2005) understanding of the term ‘artistic research’. 
As they state:

 The ... issue is … about the self-reflective and self-critical 
processes of a person taking part in the production of 
meaning within contemporary art, and in such a fashion 
that it communicates where it is coming from, where it 
stands at this precise moment, and where it wants to go 
(Hannula et al 2005:10).

Conclusion

In this paper, we highlighted certain critical points of 
debate which were raised through selected presenta-
tions at the On making: Integrating approaches to 
practice-led research in art and design colloquium. 
Through the discussions at the colloquium, it became 
apparent that in an international context, as in South 
Africa, the discourse is still, in some ways, underde-
veloped. As PLR is a relatively new approach in South 
Africa, our intention has been not only to foreground 
these points, but also to contextualise them in such a 
way that the ideas and issues addressed are connected 
to the already existing discourse concerning PLR. 
Although these points of debate often overlap, for 
clarity, we summarise them here, by dividing them 
into three trends.viii The basic assumption is that 
in all of these cases the university has defined the 
parameters of what constitutes ‘acceptable’ research.

The first trend suggests that art can stand on its 
own, which in a university context means that 

artistic process can be understood as an equivalent 
to ‘scientific’ research. Here, the epistemological 
gain resides in the consumer of the artwork and 
therefore the role of discursive practice is exiguous 
or not considered necessary. This is the category that 
Frayling (1993:5) initially terms ‘research for art’, 
but more recently (Frayling 2006) has changed to 
‘art as research’, which is the term we have utilised 
in this paper. This category was exemplified in the 
colloquium in Hay’s presentation, as he argued for the 
full recognition of artwork-as-research. This trend 
has been validated, particularly in the USA, where 
advances in artistic practice are seen as an alternative 
to obtaining a Doctoral degree. Although the artwork 
plays a central role in the Doctoral studies that fall 
into this category, it seldom appears without textual 
outputs. However, the focus is clearly on the artwork 
and the written part of the study is usually a minor 
part of the overall contribution.

Trend two suggests that a textual exogenesis is 
required and is to be presented alongside the artwork 
or artifact. The textual exogenesis usually follows the 
basic structure of traditional research by encompass-
ing a central research question, (research aims and 
objectives, rationale and motivation), a defined 
methodology, a particular context, and a substantive 
list of references. Even though the term practice-led 
research includes variety kind of approaches, this is 
the term I (Mäkelä) consciously adopt when discussing 
the abovementioned trend in previous writings (see 
Mäkelä 2007a, 2007b). Therefore, in this paper, we 
place this trend under the term (academically attuned) 
practice-led research. 

Trend three suggests that those practitioners/academ-
ics working within the academy needs to persuade the 
university to change their understanding of research 
to acknowledge the epistemological gain acquired 
through art; in other words to change the ‘rules’ of 
the ‘research game’. This would entail the development 
and acceptance of differing or alternative research 
strategies within ‘traditional’ universities. This 
change of the ‘rules’ might also include, for example, 
discussion around the mode of writing. In this trend, 
writing is seen as an important component of the 
Doctoral dissertation, but the conventions of academic 
writing might be considered as unsuitable or insuffi-
cient to express the core discussion related to the 
study. Therefore, more free, poetic or essayistic modes 
of writing are often seen better suitable to capture the 
nature of these research projects. The issues related 
to this trend are generally discussed under the term 
artistic research (see Busch 2009; Hannula et al 2005). 

The basic idea of trend one, art as research, therefore, 
demands a re-interrogation of whether art has episte-
mological gain. Trend two, (academically attuned) 
practice-led research, entails adaptation of artmak-
ing practice to the rigors of ‘acceptable university 
practice’ while trend three, artistic research, requires 
engagement to bring about a broadening of acceptable 
research strategies (an act of persuasion). It is perhaps, 
from these three trends that an intensification of the 
debate, or clarity on decisions that will have to be 
made, particularly within a South African context, 
can stem.

endnotes

i. Stated with acknowledgement that these are not always discreet positions. 

ii. For instance, in Finland, the option of a PLR Doctoral degree was first launched at the Sibelius Academy (the Finnish 
Academy of Music) in 1982 (Ryynänen 1999:10). 

iii. For accounts of the degree requirements for the doctoral studies in Finnish art universities, see Mäkelä 2009. It is 
interesting to note that in Finland, there are four universities dedicated to the Arts, although since the beginning of 2010, 
University of Art and Design Helsinki has merged with two universities which represents other disciplines, and is now 
part of Aalto University.

iv. Similar criteria are required in South African institutions which currently offer PLR-based Visual Arts Ph.Ds. These 
institutions include Michaelis School of Fine Art at the University of Cape Town, Stellenbosch University and the 
University of Pretoria. The Ph.D in Visual Arts at the University of Pretoria, 

engages specifically with the advanced theories, philosophies and creative processes informing the conceptualisation, making, 
exhibition, archiving and management of art objects and artefacts ... There is thus a dedicated focus on the study of art production 
and its concepts, practices and processes (Dreyer 2010:3).

The degree components comprise: a dissertation of 120 pages; an extensive solo exhibition of the candidate’s own creative 
work and a professional catalogue with text by the candidate and documentation of the artworks. The dissertation and 
the exhibition should be positioned in the same subject matter and critical discourses. According to the DPhil in Fine Arts 
study guide (Dreyer 2010:4-5), 
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“the following outcomes are tested in the thesis:
•	 The student’s ability to identify an appropriate an original area of enquiry or research problem within a specific field.
•	 The student’s ability to think independently, to engage in meaningful research, and to write a thesis in which the findings of 

the research are substantiated and argued in a logical and sustained manner must be demonstrated to the satisfaction of the 
examiners. 

•	 To ensure that the thesis is written in the appropriate academic register and that the student understands and follows the 
conventions of academic writing.

•	 The student’s ability regarding clear and concise expression, which means that students must show that they can develop, 
substantiate and sustain an argument in a rigorous manner.

•	 The study must make an original contribution to existing knowledge and expertise in the field.

The following outcomes should be tested in the exhibition and catalogue:
•	 To make an original contribution to existing knowledge and expertise in the field of art practice.
•	 To demonstrate the ability to identify an appropriate an original area of enquiry or research problem within a specific field of art 

practice.
•	 Conceptualise, research and articulate a visual research project in an advanced professional manner in order to make an original 

contribution to the field.
•	 Display advanced professional skills in professional art practice within the field of visual arts or the context of a 

multidisciplinary or arts-related field.
•	 Use advanced technical knowledge within the field of visual arts or the context of a multidisciplinary or arts-related field.
•	 To ensure that the catalogue is written in the appropriate academic register and that the student understands and follows the 

conventions of academic writing”.

v. This interplay between art making and theoretical pursuit has also been adopted at MTech/Masters degree levels in some 
South African Visual Arts Departments. An example is a practice-led Master’s programme offered by UJ’s Department of 
Visual Art, which places the student’s practice at the centre of their study; another is the Michaelis School of Fine Art MFA 
degree. In the latter, 

The creative work and written components are seen as an integrated whole. The emphasis is on the production of a body of 
original creative work, which the candidate is able to theorise or represent in such a way as to provide an historically constrained 
contextualisation (Guidelines for Examiners of Candidates for Masters Degrees 2010 [Sa]). 

vi. For many artists, at the initial stages of making the work, variables are not known; they are manipulated and subjective 
elements, from which interpretive observations can be made. These variables may include a range of factors such as 
memory, emotion, empathetic projection and embodied lived experience, and thus, the process of making is not solely 
based on theoretical premises. However, of course, these factors can be analysed and theorised in textual outputs in later 
stages of production. 

vii. This position is supported by Biggs (2002) as indicated earlier in this paper. 

viii. We are indebted to Professor Allan John Munro, Department of Drama and Film, Tshwane University of Technology, 
Pretoria, for his insightful summary of these trends. 
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