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Art practice 

Art education is still a young field, and while it has been developed, it has utilized 

and benefitted knowledge production of varied other fields. Theories has been 

pulled from other disciplines and combined to the artistic episteme, to the artistic 

knowledge production. Learning in dialogue from other fields has helped the field 

to grow and specify what is important to it. Fields, such as social sciences, 

humanities, cultural studies, educational studies, philosophy and psychology has 

shown direction and example, also within research. Currently, many research 

projects in art education benefit other fields in new ways, working in 

inter/transdiciplinry combinations. While inter/transdicilinarity is an important 

potentiality for art education and other arts fields, it is also important to ponder 

what might be the actual field specific praxis, in research in and through art 

practice for art education, and how might practice-based, and arts-based 

research and artistic knowledge production better inform the field. Simply 

adopting scientific practices might not be the best option.  

 

As my argument will follow, art education practices need to be in relation to art 

practices, namely to contemporary art practices. Art is part of our contemporary 
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lives and societies, similarly as throughout the history, art has always taken the 

role to reflect the values, ideas and politics of the current contemporary societies. 

The art of our contemporary times has developed suitable strategies to reflect 

complex social and political world views. Contemporary art has opened up 

different definitions to practice. Art practice during our times might not mean same 

as it has meant during some other times. For example, skills are not in the center, 

rather, ideas are. To stay on the avant-garde the praxis needs to take new forms.  

 

The avant-garde art movements of the early 20th century, particularly Dada, 

which also informed the Situationists International, challenged individual 

expression through directly lived experiences in art, namely in poetry, film, 

painting and political theory. More recently there have been plenty different ways 

to rethink art practice through knowledge production. Critical research has helped 

artists and art educators to see how thinking can be understood as practice, and 

how writing and/or use of theory is practice. Experience, for phenomenologists, 

have given opportunities to see practices, such as walking, becoming art 

practices. Participatory practices have developed for example, cooking together, 

eating together, planting trees together, and so on, as forms of art practices. 

Indeed, participatory, collective and community arts practices are considered by 

many as a meaningful direction to rethink art production. There are really no limits 

on what can be counted as art practice and what should not be considered as 

such. Art teachers learn from these strategies and try to use them in their 

classrooms. It is partially on teacher’s education responsibility to help the future 

art teachers identify and benefit from contemporary artists’ strategies. This leap 

from artists’ practices to classroom practices seems often connected to the 

question of artists’ and artistic researchers’ work and their relationship to the 

classroom practices. 

 

Art classroom practices should indeed be based on and in connection to 

contemporary art and artistic and arts-based research knowledge. But, not by 

trying to directly transform research knowledge into classroom practices. Instead, 

the field needs research that has no direct translation to classroom practices. 

This type of research should be understood as the basic research on the field, 

which tackles to the episteme of artistic knowledge and adds knowledge on the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Art_movement
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dada
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_theory
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research subject without any requirements of immediate practical purposes or 

applications. Imagine, if the field of mathematics would not have basic research 

that wasn’t transferable to classroom practices. 

Teachers can follow, and they often do, research during their career and develop 

their own thinking and teaching based on it. Hence, the basic research partially 

effects also to the classroom practices, through teachers’ educated minds and 

interest towards contemporary art.  

 

Episteme of artistic and arts-based research 

Before I go deeper in this section, I feel I need to clarify what do I mean with the 

terms artistic research (AR) and arts-based research (ABR), as there are 

multiple, overlapping and conflicting notions, definitions and active discourses on 

arts-based (ABR) and artistic research (AR) in the different fields of arts, design 

and arts education. In my opinion, all the notions are important and add to the 

richness and diversity to the conversation. Typically, arts-based research is 

concerned with social, societal, cultural, educational, philosophical, or 

psychological issues, which are explored through art practice (Kallio, 2008; 2009; 

2010; Suominen, Kallio-Tavin & Hernández, 2017). ABR projects are often 

interested in making a societal impact, even if the societal impact is complex and 

difficult to determine. Artistic research (AR), on the other hand, aims to learn 

about the artistic processes, the artists’ art making, to deepen their artistic views, 

and to produce so called high quality art (Hannula et al., 2014; Rinne, 2016). 

Hence, I define artistic research as basic research, which establishes and 

develops the characteristics of artistic research knowledge and knowledge in arts 

generally. ABR is foundationally and essentially interdisciplinary in its 

methodological orientation. ABR:s roots are in social studies and curriculum 

studies (Barone & Eisner, 1997), while AR has grown closely in the context of 

professional art making (Elo, 2014). ABR is used also in many other than arts 

related fields, such as in social studies, organizational leadership, business and 

economics (Chemi & Du, 2018; Seregina, 2006). ABR is mostly understood as a 

research method (Barone, 2006). In artistic research the research practice is 

”both a form of art practice and a research method (Greenfield at al. 2017, p. 9).” 

Both AR and ABR foregrounds the many different approaches to research that 
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share a common thread of multiple ways of knowing, such as sensory, emotional, 

perceptual, kinesthetic, and embodied experiences (Leavy, 2015).  

As I have written in my previous publications (Kallio, 2008, 2010, Kallio-Tavin, 

2013, 2014, Suominen et al., 2017), there have been some main relevant 

principles for both AR and ABR knowledge. Although I before have listed quite 

many main principles (10 to be exact, in the Suominen et al., 2017), I think three 

of them, however, are the key ones. First key principle has to do with the nature 

of AR and ABR, which often is singular, meaning the goals of a research are not 

set to reach general or universal knowledge, or to be something the same or 

another researcher, in similar of different context, could repeat. The reliability of 

research knowledge does not hence connect to repeatability, and yet the 

knowledge produced through the research practice makes sense and add value 

and understandings to others and support similar or related projects in the 

formation of new knowledge. Through AR and ABR and the accompanying critical 

analysis, reflection and narration, personal and subjective experiences become 

commonly shared experiences (at least partially) and a tool for understanding for 

others. Singularity is attached to time and place (Varto, 2008), and it means the 

uniqueness, the unique combination of points of tension and the potentiality of 

things or matters (Deleuze, 2004). In other words, the singular nature of artistic 

and arts-based research does not mean that it would be out of reach for other 

people—quite the contrary. When something is deeply singular it usually makes 

most sense to us, because singularity represents all beings and being as such. 

After all, there are only singular matters and their relations (Heikkilä, 2009.)  

  

The second key principle suggest that a researcher alters her/himself as an 

instrument to the research process and project (Kallio, 2008, 2010, Kallio-Tavin, 

2014). The singular nature of research knowledge is a particular approach and 

includes often a subjectively chosen research viewpoint, that requires critical 

reflection and transparent process. “Inspective” viewpoint, as an opposite to that 

of “perspective” viewpoint, acknowledges that there is no such ideal as neutral or 

objective research knowledge in AR or ABR, since the researcher is always 

looking at things from her own point of view, from her own particular angle and 

from her own bodymind perspective, or inspective. The idea is that the subjective 
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knowledge that is constructed through artistic experience needs to be 

acknowledged and critically discussed, and transformed as accessible 

knowledge for others through critical and transparent reflective analysis. For 

example, a researcher who uses themselves as instruments in a project, would 

not research issues around themselves, as much as their own bodymind, with an 

artistic media, would serve as instruments to explore the phenomena they are 

studying.  

 

Third, researching should take place with and through art practice, whatever it 

might be. In a truly research based AR/ABR the artistic part of the research 

project should not be a separate art project attached to the study, but a lived part 

of the flesh of the work, which crosscuts the entire work. For example, the process 

should not produce art project first and writing about it later. Art knowledge, art 

understanding and art processes need to become meaningfully present in all 

aspects and stages of the research process.  

 

While these three key principles form the characteristics to the research in and 

through art practice, they also materialize that what gets the most criticism 

towards AR/ABR. The hybrid conflation of art making and knowledge building, 

putting together praxis and poiesis, can be understood as preoccupation of 

practices of self-exploration and self-rendering. According to jagodzinski & Wallin 

(2013, 85) this research position affects the method as an internal and persisting 

limitation. The criticism is current with those AR/ABR projects, which only justifies 

choices based on the will of the artist, or creativity, in a way that the research 

itself becomes something slippery and too eclectic, leaving no room for critical 

assessment. However, choices that seem to be done on an intuitive base, and 

which are difficult to explain through language, should not be left without 

discussion, or discussed as something mystical. Often, there are difficulties to 

find words in a research topic that is based, for example, on embodied, 

experience-based knowledge that are multi sensorial and based on intuitive 

choices. It is, however, important to realize that in a research context these 

processes of knowing should be critically discussed an argued. It is often also 

criticized that AR and ABR only discusses issues around the researcher’s 

subjectivity and is mainly interesting for the researchers themselves. However, 
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giving her/himself self as a research instrument should always ensure that the 

research is never a study of about the researcher/artist him/herself (Kallio-Tavin, 

2014). 

 

Often, one comes across with the idea of not-knowing in the research in and 

through art practice contexts (see e.g. Greenfield et al. 2017). In AR and ABR 

not-knowing beforehand and trusting an emerging process can indeed be a 

chosen research strategy. In many contexts, the practice of “not-knowing” 

acknowledges particularly embodied knowledge as something that is becoming, 

and is partial, rhizomatic, and takes place as unnamed (Heimonen, 2009), or yet 

to be determined elements of the research, similarly as they do in an emerging 

art work. Sensitivity in research towards serendipity is part of this research 

practice (Mäkelä, 2016). While in some ways all research begins with an open 

curiosity towards a question or phenomena with a yet to defined conclusions, the 

approach without preset hypotheses and with intentional openness is particularly 

typical to AR and ABR.  

 

According to Henk Borgdorff (2011), the knowledge production in artistic research 

does not seek for explicit research translation for art production, but rather 

provides 

A specific articulation of the pre-reflective, non-conceptual content of art. 

It thereby invited ‘unfinished thinking’. Hence, it is not formal knowledge 

that is the subject matter of artistic research, but thinking in, through and 

with art. (Borgforff, 2011, p. 44) 

While it might be difficult for somebody coming from totally different type of 

research, to approve “thinking in, through and with art” (p. 44, italics added) as a 

research practice, and identify that as a form of research knowledge production, 

it might also be important to identify the need for different types of knowledge 

productions in different areas of research. Borgdorff calls knowledge production 

with artistic research “not explicit,” and “non-formal knowledge” (p. 44). I find it 

important to consider what type of knowledge might be achievable through artistic 

research and what does the “thinking” invites to. I also find it important to ponder 

what terms are being used with research in and through art practice—are they 

adopted from other fields, or should own terminology be created. Our doctoral 
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students who research in and through art practice are often confused when they 

try to fit the terminology from qualitative research in their research projects—what 

should be data, what is part of methods, where does their art production land in, 

and so on. It is no wonder that they ponder, as while the terminology of qualitative 

research is often usable for ABR, it does not fit well to AR. In AR the elements 

and materials form a composition that reveals aesthetic or material thinking 

(Rouhiainen, 2017). Research practice in AR will reveal knowledge, 

understanding, research outcome, if you like, but it might not follow the qualitative 

research path with research questions, method, data collection and data analysis.  

  

Artistic research and Arts-based research as practice 

In my work in Aalto University, I mainly work with doctoral students whose work 

can be framed under practice-led, arts-based or artists research. While their 

research topics and themes are often quite political and connected to social 

issues, the question, how does art practice produce research knowledge is 

always relevant. Other questions, such as, what kind of knowledge this might 

essentially produce, and how it should be explored and written about, are also 

relevant. One possible approach to discuss this type of research knowledge 

production within doctoral dissertations is to look at the role that is given to the 

artistic component as part of doctoral dissertations. The guidelines are recently 

renewed (this year 2019) and they have been taken in practice in the beginning 

of August. The new evaluation criteria for the pre-examination of artistic 

components include three interrelated aspects: 1) relation and relevance of the 

work to the candidate's research topic, 2) artistic implementation of the work, 3) 

context of presentation. The guidelines clarify that:  

The "relevance to research" refers to the dialogical relation of the artistic 

component and the intended whole of the research project. The "artistic 

implementation" includes the relation of the artistic component to the genre 

of practice, and its technical aspects of presentation. The "context of 

presentation" refers to the venue or forum as well as to the social, 

professional, and cultural discussions generated. The forum should be 
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meaningful for the purpose of the project. (Aalto University School of Arts, 

Design and Architecture, Dissertation Instructions, 2019, p.7) 

The guidelines also mention that, 

It should be acknowledged that within a research context artistic and 

design works often develop new and experimental forms and practices. 

The assessment should therefore take into account not only if the artistic 

component adheres to particular artistic and/or research standards, but 

how possible non-compliance can be appropriate given the particular 

practice or form of the artistic component. (Aalto University School of Arts, 

Design and Architecture, Dissertation Instructions, 2019, p.7) 

So, the artistic component is not just an art work, art project, exhibition or 

performance, but it forms as a significant part of research, in a dialogical 

relationship to the whole of the research project, and it is a significant part to get 

to know (meaning knowledge production) in the research project. It also needs to 

be defined as part of some existing art genre of practice. However, its nature as 

emerging and experimental practice, as something that develops research 

towards new ideas is valued.  

These sections of the guidelines are just one example of an effort to try to clarify 

how doctoral students’ knowledge production in and through art practice might 

become research knowledge to inform the field.  

 

The role of practice in the AR and ABR  

I started this paper by claiming that art education practices need to be in relation 

to art practices, namely to contemporary art practices. When turning the question 

towards research in and through art practice, I need to try to clarify what might 

practice mean, and particularly what does practice mean in AR/ABR. 

 

Often you get to read that if nothing else can be agreed in terms of AR and ABR, 

at least we can agree that they both always have a practical component. 

Borgdorff (2011) writes, 
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Despite all the differences of opinion that exists within the ascendant 

programme of artistic research, there seems to be general agreement 

about one thing: the practice of the arts is central to artistic research. 

(Borgdorff, 2011, p. 45) 

Borgdorff (2011) continues, clarifying that even though all research that engages 

with the arts, including historical and sociological research, concentrates the 

practice of the arts, with AR the practice plays fundamentally different role. For 

AR, art practice is not just the motivating factor or the subject matter of research, 

but the practice is central to the research process itself. Borgdorff describes: 

Methodologically speaking, the creative process forms the pathway (or 

part of it) through which new insight, understandings and products come 

into being…then the outcomes of artistic research are artworks, 

installations, performances and other artistic practices, and this is another 

quality that differentiates it from humanities or social science research--

where art practice may be the object of the research, but not the outcome. 

(46) 

 

While I do not disagree with Borgdorff with any of this, I want to develop his 

statement further, by asking what do we mean with art practice in research? How 

do we define practice in research in and through art? Does art practice qualify as 

art practice, only when art objects, installations and performances are being 

produced? Or, might thinking qualify as artistic research practice, or walking, 

talking, as they do as contemporary art practice? What if a researcher builds on 

practice knowledge even though practice does not happen while the particular 

research project happens? 

 

Many of our doctoral students are puzzled with the question of how to define 

practice within AR/ABR. Some of them are quite experienced artists, who has a 

living relationship to their artistic or design practice, and it might feel strange for 

them just to demonstrate their practice for the sake of the requirement (that AR 

& ABR requires as practice). Our students question hence is: Does artistic 

knowledge production each time need to include actual and material practice, 

hands-on art making, or is it possible to make practice-based, arts-based, or 

artistic research based on already known praxis, meaning relying on the 
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researcher’s experience of praxis, without applying it in the research in hands? If 

so, we would need to believe that there is a particular artistic praxis, reliable as 

research knowledge. 

 

This question is in relationship to the content of the research, and how it is written. 

If the research project aims to explain or describe the artistic practice, then there 

clearly needs to be practice included. If the writing in the research aims to do 

something else than that, this question might become more topical.  

 

To conclude my arguments, I recognize that there is a need to argue for the 

value, impact and outcomes of practice-led, AR and ABR in ways that would 

reach researchers outside the arts fields. Particularly they should reach the 

research funding sectors. I want to emphasize that while the research in and 

through art practice should become validate and accessible form of research, we 

should maintain building on the practices that trust on the episteme and 

knowledge production of the arts, rather than demonstrating the ongoing practice. 

I also want to argue, that research in and through art practice is crucial for art 

education, and should be informative for all areas of art education, in schools, 

museums and in other art educational contexts. 

 

Thank you. 
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