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Essaying to become an artist in artistic research

An investigation in the method of artistic research
(written by an researching artist)

Form notiﬁcation:

Within this essay, I will explore, Essayer in literal terms, the way Artistic research could ﬁt me. There is an
immediate implementation of this explorative form within this methodological research essay. In this text, I will
use a lot of quotations. I see this as beneﬁcial, to look at what researchers and scholars have been presuming
and juxtapositioning them to my ideas. This idea of juxtapositioning thoughts next to theory is inspired by Alain
de Bottons book Essays in love (2006) where he explores this performative way of writing out ideas, as a
continuous stream of consciousness. I will mainly refer to essays from the book: Artistic Research by Annette W.
Balkema, Henk Slager, As a second reference book I used: Inventive methods, the happening of the social by
Celia Lury and Nina Wakeford. And lastly, the essays: 1. Aesthetics of Resistance? Artistic Research as Discipline
and Conﬂict, written by Hito Steyerl and 2. Clandestine happinez. What do we mean by artistic research? By
Chus Martínez, Chief Curator of MACBA, in the artistic research magazine Index.
But of course, I am keeping all my previous readings and learned knowledge in mind.

I have noticed that I have a hard time understanding and decrypting what is written in an
academic text. I want to visualize it, see it playing in my head, but I can’t. I’ve noticed that it
is difﬁcult for me to follow the way you should do research, maybe it doesn't ﬁt me? I would
like to ﬁnd a method of research that ﬁts. As an artist, as somebody that is looking for the
relatable. There might be some surprises in how my brain would like to do research. Some
new ways of thinking, working and connecting. I hope you enjoy this exploration of writing
and research.

Why am I doing this?
As Mika Hannula writes in her essay River low, mountain high, Contextualizing artistic
research (Slager and Balkema 2004, 70): ‘Artistic research is a new area. It is a ﬁeld within
university studies that deserves to be called social innovation. Due to its freshness and
newness, artistic research is both a possibility and a risk. However, so far it has proven to
have a fair chance of survival. Thus, artistic research must be articulated and formed
according to its own particular needs and challenges.

1. This essay was written twenty years ago, but I still feel like I’m lost in a void doing
artistic research. But maybe that's just me. What can I do, or what can’t I do? In the
big struggle of formulating research in the correct academic turn, I get lost in
regulations, ideas, heartfelt comments and to-do's. But what if I would say, I would
like to do research in my own way, which might be new or surprising. But doesn’t
follow any of the academic guidelines, but still feels like research to me? I’m writing
this essay out of the intentions of ﬁnding a form of research that could ﬁt me. A form
that I could identify with and ﬁnd all the guidelines that the artistic research needs.
It’s a personal search that might be applicable to more that feel like they are in the
same position as me.
On my last project, I worked intuitively. I wanted to step away from the made path of how
to make a movie, of how to form an idea, of how to do research. I wanted to listen to myself
and see what comes out, trust myself as a ﬁlmmaker. Furthermore, I began reading
interesting texts, not knowing why I might be reading them, but feeling a spark of
appreciation in my head. And writing down seven guidelines/dogma rules that the project
had to incorporate. To have some sort of narrative, an overall telling of a story in my own
way. The seven dogma rules were my seven biggest critics on society. Doing this in
combination with taking time to create ideas, in the form of walking, writing down the
images in my head, and giving myself the headspace to acknowledge them. It relaxed my
state of mind, making it live the way it wants to live, making room for the ideas. My brain
knows how it wants to work, so trust that. I felt a rush of energy of knowing what to do after
that, arranging, organizing, getting people together. What seemed quite scary was
exploring this mode of working, looking at the ideas and seeing what they could and what
they wanted to be. The research process was mostly giving space to the mind, to the self,
letting itself be guided by intuition. Acknowledging and appreciating everything that it
already is in there. All the things that you have seen, read and learned, and trying to use
that in a respected way. I naturally looked at texts like philosophy, to open my mind to new
ways of thinking, or read how inspiring artists incorporate their mindset in their work. I’m
keeping my eyes open and always writing down ideas. In that way, I am always busy doing
research, without realizing. The turn I have to make, and where I feel resistance, is in making
it academic, making it another form. To put it in an academic framework. As David Lynch
once said: ‘Intuition is the key to everything, in painting, ﬁlmmaking, business - everything. I
think you could have an intellectual ability, but if you can sharpen your intuition, which they
say is emotion and intellect joining together, then a knowingness occurs.’ (Battaglia 2007)

Apparently this mode of research that I’m looking for doesn't want to look at one or two big
texts, but rather take snippets, interesting ideas and stances in life from other artists as a
starting point. And comes together at the end, sometimes without knowing what I am really
doing. There is a point of colliding, of the planes coming together as Bergsson would say.
Simultaneously the ideas, context and stress come together. That's the reason why it is
difﬁcult to start from a clear starting point. I just have to begin and let it evolve by itself, and
trust the process.
Annette W. Balkema said: ‘Only afterwards is it possible to determine whether the
methodological process deployed has been entirely mapped - similar to how philosophy in
generating new concepts differs from other forms of research (Cf. Deleuze and Guattari
What is Philosophy?). It seems to me that artistic research should not be characterized by a
rigid methodology. I would rather embrace a methododic, i.e., a ﬁrm and rationally justiﬁed
belief in a methodological result, whose existence ultimately cannot be legitimized apriori.’
(Slager and Balkema 2004, 14)

2. If I would look at research as an artist. It would be like an open ending, an
experiment which has no deﬁnite death. I would like to move away from the historic
established order of doing research, of writing and philosophy and would like to
focus on the experimental pieces of writing. Pieces that I can identify with, that give
me a possibility to write as an artist as well as a philosophical researcher. Looking at
the essayistic way of research, proposing ideas and elaborating the multiple
thoughts that come to mind. Using the word essayer in the literal sense: to practice,
to try out ideas.
Chus Martínez, Chief Curator of MACBA says: ‘Artistic research understands that artistic
practice generates concepts on the basis of intuition and that the challenge lies in their
formalization. That amounts to afﬁrming that art’s relationship to theory should not obey a
cause-effect logic.’ ‘To walk down a different path we have to unlearn the learned and
attend to concepts neglected by critical theory. The mission is not to renovate thought, but
to venture into other logics and place them at the core of artistic and cultural thinking.’
(Martinez 2011)

3. I'm touched by the innovative, the new, the modernity in life. And that is what I'm
looking for in research, in philosophy. So I would like to focus on inventive methods
of doing research. Methods that have space to explore and implement the I of the
writer and researcher.
Methods that have the capacity to be inventive are also, as Noortje Marres puts it,
‘multifarious instruments’ in the sense that they have a variety and variability of purpose.
(Lury and Wakeford 2013, 20)

4. I want to try to understand my way of seeing the world, how I could critically analyze
and criticize and do that in an intuitive way. That holds a place for experiment and
openness of seeing the new possibilities.

Philosopher and artist Hito Steyerl says in her essay Aesthetic of resistance: ‘While speciﬁc
methods generate a shared terrain of knowledge – which is consequently pervaded by
power structures – singular methods follow their own logic. While this may avoid the
replication of existing structures of power/knowledge, it also creates the problem of the
proliferation of parallel universes, which each speak their own, untranslatable language.
Practices of artistic research usually partake in both registers, the singular as well as the
speciﬁc; they speak several languages at once. The multilinguality of artistic research
implies that artistic research is an act of translation. It takes part in at least two languages
and can in some cases create new ones. It speaks the language of quality as well as of
quantity, the language of the singular as well as the language of the speciﬁc, use value as
well as exchange value or spectacle value, discipline as well as conﬂict; and it translates
between all of these. This does not mean that it translates correctly – but it translates,
nevertheless.’ (Steyerl 2010)

5. I like to look at researchers who take this stance and incorporate that in their
writings, in their everyday life, everyday glasses. The subject of research doesn't
have to be in this alley, but an incorporation of this vista is alive in the writing. How
you look at the world, where you came from and if you try to break with
old-fashioned ideas.
Artistic research names the effort to recognise the importance and explore the
consequences of the following statement: meaning does not emerge from History but from
Fiction. This names an effort, not a method. When we speak of artistic research, we are not
speaking of the fact that many artists engage in exhaustive research before making a work.
Nor should we confuse artistic research with contemporary art’s proximity to the social
sciences and their methods. The term has been coined, rather, to alert us to the fact that art
has also become a quantum phenomenon. (Martinez 2011)

6. So I'd rather not pinpoint down what my research question is but rather make a
window to look through. Let it ﬂow intuitively within these inspiring guidelines of
research, within these helping boundaries for my research.
The inspiration of my movie came from many sources. From a story that a coworker once
told me, to a quote from Tarkovsky, to the philosophy of the essay Against Interpretation
from Susan Sontag, how ﬁlmmakers Ben Sinclair and Katja Blichfeld cast their natural actors,
inspired by their critical note of unreal personiﬁcation in ﬁlm. It all works together in a
mysterious but present way. I’m now here to research these mysterious connections. how
my brain works. To stand stronger in my shoes as an artistic researcher, to acknowledge my
way of working as a way that works for me. This method doesn't want to be researched how
it works but rather what needs to be facilitated. I found out that within artistic research this
is also a way of researching, even if it’s different from the widely used way of research.
But can anything relatable to artistic practice and interpretation be seen as artistic research?
Annette W. Balkema doesn't think so in her essay Connecting Worlds: ‘Visual artists reading
a philosophical work written by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari: is that an example of
artistic research? The answer is no. That activity in itself seems to involve a mere parallel

gluing-together of ﬁelds.’ She goes on, but what then is artistic research in her perspective?
’If these new artistic personalities succeed in creating novel lines, dig fresh tunnels, pump
up peculiar tubes while connecting all kinds of worlds into different dimensions, then one
could truly speak of a novel ﬁeld. However, be aware of one dangerous wormhole, of one
risky tube, artistic personalities! That is the wormhole, the tube to the academic world at
large. They will attempt to cast an anchor in your ﬁeld in order to glue it ﬁrmly together with
their own world.’ She has a heroic view on artistic research that I do agree on. It is these
new things that we are looking for, new ideas, new combinations. Instead of analyzing or
reinterpreting a work that has already been made. (Slager and Balkema 2004, 61)
But what can artistic research entail? Artist Sarat Maharaj explains in Unﬁnishable sketch of
‘An unknown object in 4D’: Scenes of artistic research (Slager and Balkema 2004, 39), what
artistic research is for her, she begins with some thoughts:
“0001 In everyday parlance, ‘art research’ is a blanket term taking in almost all in its path:
processes of making artwork; art practices that probe and test experience; thinking-doing as
visual art practices vis à vis other knowledge systems; modes of thinking through the visual
that are with, athwart, beyond academic methods. This apparent mishmash is a scene of
unwieldy, unorganized possibilities–something we should hang onto to avoid deﬁning
artistic research simply along institutional academic lines. This means focus on the
singularity of how art practice-theory-history and other ‘disciplines’ intersect and coalesce in
individual projects. As we can- not quite know beforehand what form this will take–each
instance is different and unpredictable–we have to be wary about attempts to regulate
artistic research, to knock it into the shape of the academic disciplines, to make it a
lookalike of their logic and architecture. What matters today is its ‘difference’–the distinctive
modalities of its knowledge production.”
“0002 A side step: Aby Warburg had experimented with strategies of looking and with
interpretative instruments at odds with the sober criteria of academic methodology. They
were ‘scrambled, disordering’ modes not unrelated to Dada–associative, cognitive
capacitors perhaps best summed up in the phrase ‘critique of pure unreason’. Georgio
Agamben re-afﬁrms this ‘nameless science’–the expanded zone of art history/theory/related
visual practices and studies. We should see it as a scene without ready-made object of
study or technique. But artistic research is not just an unnamed activity–as though we
already know what it is but are just fumbling around for the right label. It is, in Samuel
Beckett’s words, more of an ‘unnameable’ because it has to invent its own methods each
time rather than parrot pre-given ones. Mapping itself during take-off, it cannot be spelled
out in advance of the processes of its making.”

7. After that she dozes off into a wobbly amount of sentences , trains of thought that
are almost unfollowable. Many thanks.

But then, why would you want to do artistic research?

Jan Kaila asks himself in the essay: What is the point of research and doctoral studies in
art?: ‘Artistic research at best involves going in depth into the special knowledge involved in
artistic authorship and distributing it, both to the visual art ﬁeld and possibly elsewhere, and
only an investigative artist can do this.’ (Slager and Balkema 2004, 63)
Chus Martínez, Chief Curator of MACBA says: ‘Since Marcel Duchamp, and perhaps much
earlier – indeed, perhaps forever –, art has been eager to house a knowledge different from
academic knowledge and to provide the ultimate reason for modifying that academic
knowledge. Much contemporary art attempts to develop works and situations that make it
possible to read the past freely, to take ﬂight and approach the unknown.
There is a paradox that cultural studies and the heirs to critical theory consistently deny
because it does not serve their purposes: artistic practice is temporal and atemporal at the
same time. Art and culture must necessarily situate themselves in this contradiction in the
attempt to be within history while escaping it.’ (Martinez 2011)

8. I very much agree.
‘Contemporary art practice has invited itself to the party of those who assume the complex
mission of generating tools to grasp the world. Taking artistic research seriously means
accepting disorganisation in the relations between the disciplines that deal with
contemporary art. The rise of cultural studies, critical theory and the many variations of
post-Marxist understanding of the relationship between art and economics is fruit of an
ungrounded – though perhaps historically necessary – conﬁdence in the possibility of ﬁrst
unravelling and then stabilising the meaning of what happens in a work of art, as well as the
‘creative’ process as a whole.’ (Martinez 2011)
‘If contemporary art has strived to do anything, it is to teleport: to change green into red, to
turn around the rules of the game to be freed of the constant allocation of meaning and
thus ‘unexpress the expressable’. (Martinez 2011)

There is a difference in organising the research in social sciences and in the art
world. In the sciences, those who produce are also those who argue about the work. In the
artistic world, there is a division between those who produce artworks and those who argue
about them, between artists, on the one hand, and curators and critics on the other. Gerard
de Vries says in his essay ‘beware of research’: ‘There are some artists who write about their
own work, but these are seldom the most interesting texts. Thus, I am not sure that art
would improve if artists were forced to reason about their work.’ (Slager and Balkema 2004,
16)
9. I somehow agree with this, not that artists shouldn't write about their own work,
which can be great, but more that artists shouldn't be forced to reason about their
work. And also the art world shouldn't always do that. There has been great art, like
Sigudur Gusmundssons work in the ﬂuxus era, that went against this whole notion of
explaining art. It can ruin the idea of art, always trying to reason with it, explain it,
when sometimes it is unreasonable, and that's what makes it beautiful. This idea is

highly stressed in the 1966 essay ‘against interpretation’ from the philosopher Susan
Sontag. The unexplainable gut feeling, the not knowing why, but feeling it. It's the
affective way of experiencing that can be highly valued, instead of wanting to
explain it.
Anette W. Balkema says: ‘Obviously, visual artists do not need to transform into architects,
physicists or philosophers. I do believe, though, that the ﬁeld of visual art and the other
ﬁelds I mentioned could be mutually inspiring while working in new forms of collaboration
and new forms of think tanks. Such collaborations could be the basis for experimental
artistic research projects and produce liquid forms of artistic knowledge.’ (Slager and
Balkema 2004, 15)
Gerard de Vries: ‘So, there is a difference between how artists and how scientists
understand their own work. In the arts, at least in the last century, the artist considers
himself or herself a person who produces experiences and employs experiences. In the
sciences, scientists understand themselves as a part of a collective business. There is no
such thing as an individual scientist. You cannot do science on your own. The
self-understanding of artists is connected to an idiosyncratic experience they want to spread
and show. That attitude is different from the attitude of scientists who know they are a small
part in an enormous machine producing a lofty ideal called truth.’ (Slager and Balkema
2004, 16)

10. Research is something that has to do with discovery, looking and trying to ﬁnd
something new. A wide variety of sciences occupy themselves with doing research.
One could assume people who work in laboratories search for the truth. For a long
time the philosophy of science took that same approach. The problem is that if one
wants to attain truth, one has to follow certain rules. I am not sure that there is a
similar notion going on for the arts.
James McAllister says in his essay Seven Claims: ‘I think artistic research exists. I do not
think, incidentally, that artistic research consists of writing think-pieces to accompany works
of art or exhibitions. Rather, the research exists in the works of art themselves. The artworks
are the things that embody distinctive knowledge about the world.’ (Slager and Balkema
2004, 17)

11. It connects the gut feeling to the trained gaze/eye.
Henk Slager in his essay Discours de la methode: ‘Is it possible anyway for artistic research
to be comprised in a bookish, monorational research program? With this question, we have
reached a crucial premise of the Artistic Research conference. It is true, the conference’s
initial goal is to map various forms of artistic research. At the same time, though, it intends
to lodge resistance to the possible danger of academic hegemony in the form of a
metaphysical logic of a dominant system of knowledge.’(Slager and Balkema 2004, 33)
‘With that, probably the sole methodological point of departure of artistic research has
been formulated: A way of research aware of difference without implying any dominance by

any discourse - the latter used to be the case in the days of the modernist iconography as
we all know. The awareness of difference carries indeed the critical capacity for this kind of
research. It implies the capacity to mobilise an open attitude, an intrinsic tolerance for a
multiplicity of interpretations, and, if necessary, to put those into action against the
spreading excesses of one-dimensional contextualising.’ (Slager and Balkema 2004, 37)
Conclusion, summary
Els van Odijk explains in her essay The luxury of doubt: ‘My job as director and senior
advisor of the Rijksakademie in Amsterdam is to facilitate optimal conditions for young
artists, that is, to offer an environment where (young) artists can delve more deeply into
their subject matter and use of media through experimentation, advanced study,
production and presentation.
In my view, what is needed now ﬁrst of all is the creation of free space. Here, committed
artists and scientists could perhaps enter into an exchange of thought with an open-minded
mentality and an atmosphere of unfocused searching. Here, they could perhaps explore
and follow hunches while taking risks - and sometimes be lucky and make a worthwhile
discovery (serendipity). We need a mentality which is prepared to bypass established rules
and systems. That mentality is vulnerable, because one cannot be certain of achieving any
expected result. Above all, it is an attitude that can only ﬂourish and be successful in a free
environment. I do not believe it is fruitful to insist on transparency by analysing and deﬁning
boundaries or by listing pros and cons of artistic research. What is more, trying to treat a
subject like artistic research in relation to scientiﬁc research squeezes it, in my view, virtually
to death.’ (Slager and Balkema 2004, 84)

12. Artistic research is being inspired, and following that inspiration. That inspiration can
erect from literature, seeing the world around us critically, minuscule philosophical
ideas, and trying to create something out of that, combining all these different
disciplines and combining them in the mill that is your brain.
It's looking at new ways of how our brain works, of how we can perceive the world. And it is
not really new, because these ways already exist in humans' heads. We just have to give
them a chance to explore them and view them. I think we already learned enough about
why it is beneﬁcial to see new ways, different ways than the one to look at something. There
are no almighty ways, there are many, so we can grow together, much more if we don't
follow one linear way.

Inspirations:
David Lynch: ‘The notion that ideas need direct explanation, or to be made sense of soberly, signiﬁcantly limits the creative
possibilities of their eventual expression. Ideas often seem to exist outside of space and time, without their own logic,
coherence or reason for being. Why should that quality be undercut when making ﬁlms?’
‘Intuition is the key to everything, in painting, ﬁlmmaking, business - everything. I think you could have an intellectual ability,
but if you can sharpen your intuition, which they say is emotion and intellect joining together, then a knowingness occurs.’
Andrei Tarkovsky: ‘Using a symbol in ﬁlm means you created a deﬁnite meaning, but art should be left in interpretation.
Tarkovsky’s aim was for the audience to discover meaning for themselves. And when the methods of a director remain a
mystery, they are inclined to ﬁnd signiﬁcance in that meaning. We think further of that what we don't understand. ‘
‘It’s because of the ambiguity of the scenes that it allows the audience to create their own meaning. Some scenes are purely
atmospheric.’
Daan Bakker: "I don't start from a story," Bakker continues. "All of a sudden I had a feeling in my stomach that there was a ﬁlm
that had to come out, without knowing what exactly it was. Kind of similar to a movie you saw a long time ago.'
John Cleese: 'This is the extraordinary thing about creativity: If you just keep your mind resting against the subject in a friendly
but persistent way, sooner or later you will get a reward from your unconscious.'
Vincent boy kars: 'Everyone is the director of his own life story. What you make big and let slide. It's about the process, and
not the narrative. I just want to show that everyone is human, no matter what generation.'
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