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Abstract 

This paper offers an introduction to some of the early premises of a/r/tography and 

how it developed over time with an emphasis on living inquiry, currere and 

emergence as prominent conceptual features of this work that have endured across 

time. The presentation ends with four brief propositional examples of recent graduate 

work in a/r/tography.  Throughout, there is an emphasis on a/r/tography’s ontological 

positioning unfolded through an artistic impulse and an invitation to pedagogy. 

 

 

When I began working in the Academy with art educators, it was very clear to 

me that artists think visually, musically, poetically, and performatively. They were 

thinking through the materials they were using. It was about the encounters with 

those materials. During those encounters each person was actively engaged in 

questioning new ideas and concepts. I also came to appreciate how important 

participatory practices were for arts educators. These mutual encounters with 

materials and with one another, opened up spaces for vibrant entanglements, 

assemblages and intra-actions examining how they might understand the world and 

especially those environments where teaching and learning happened. 

In the early years I was also very impressed with the principles employed in 

action research. Most notably to me was the commitment to practice, to working with 



 2 

rather than above or on others, and to starting with relevant questions concerning 

practitioners. I was also fascinated by the spiraling impact of setting questions, 

gathering information, and reflecting on that information before asking new questions 

that had resulted from the Inquiry. These accessible methods allowed virtually 

anyone the ability to become engaged in research and inquiry. I was enamored with 

how these principles could be taken up by learners of all ages and indeed by all 

artists across the arts spectrum. Thus, I began to intertwine the ideas of inquiring 

through practices of teaching, learning, and artistry, as ways of coming to know the 

world more deeply and yet differently (e.g., Irwin, Crawford, Mastri, Neale, Robertson 

& Stephenson, 1997). On this basis, a/r/tography has also been informed by 

qualitative and post qualitative research methods and methodologies. In this paper 

I wish to provide you with a mapping of our a/r/tography beginning with several ideas 

that I believe permeated the earliest versions of a/r/tography and remain important 

even today: a) Beginning with an artistic impulse, b) Pedagogy and the a/r/tographic 

invitation, and c) Examples of walking a/r/tography projects. 

Following this introduction, I will share some ideas I have seen as a/r/tographic 

invitations to pedagogy. In the last section, I will focus on walking cartographies 

where I share several examples of initial propositions that have inspired graduate 

students in art education to think differently about their practice. I will end my talk 

with an invitation to you to participate in an international network of a/r/tographers 

continuing to reimagine the potentiality of our a/r/tography. 

 

What is A/r/tography? 

 

The first a/r/tography book entitled “A/r/tography: Rendering self through arts 

based living inquiry” was an attempt to explore the intersectionality between artistic 

processes and educational research for those who might identify as artists, 

researchers, teachers, and learners. Alison Pryer compared a/r/tographers to 

intellectual nomads “plunging themselves into the movement and uncertainty of the 

creative/ research/ pedagogical process, brazenly overstepping institutional 

boundaries and playing on the margins of their identities” (2004, p. 200).  At that time 
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a/r/tographers were concerned with enacting theory, practice and poesis together – 

thus emphasizing theorizing, practicing, and creating. They were also concerned 

with disrupting institutional norms for what was considered research. All of the 

authors in this book were situated in a Department of Curriculum Studies. This is an 

important distinction.  Ted Aoki, a foremost Canadian curriculum scholar, wrote 

about the differences between a curriculum document and the lived curriculum. 

Rather than understanding curriculum as a predefined course of study, we embraced 

Aoki’s ideas of a lived curriculum that is dialogical and constantly undergoing change 

(Irwin, 2006; Irwin 2017; Sameshima & Irwin, 2008). This view is consistent with 

William Pinar’s understanding of currere, the Latin root word for curriculum. It means 

to run the course. The emphasis with currere is with the movement embedded in 

running the course. The course is not static nor stable but constantly in movement. 

Thus, early a/r/tographers embraced the notion of a currere or a living curriculum 

through what would come to be called living inquiry. Because a/r/tographers were 

committed to destabilizing criteria-based practices like curriculum they also wanted 

to destabilize research practices. Rather than replicating scientific processes and 

procedures, creative material-based forms of inquiry were embraced. Inquiry 

suggests an ongoing pursuit of a concept or series of concepts. It is in the act of 

movement within and among concepts that artists find compelling. This is a living 

inquiry that has formed the basis of a/r/tography (see LeBlanc & Irwin, 2019 for more 

detail). 

A/r/tographers are constantly becoming attuned to how their material 

practices and processes influence their reflective and reflexive engagement, and 

often examine their own autobiographical inquiries. As Deleuze (1994) suggests, art 

practice’s open up opportunities for exchanges between and among materials, 

objects, and bodies as epistemologies and ontologies are explored. In this instance, 

with a/r/tography, artists and educators are involved in dynamic processes of being 

and becoming, where everything is in movement. Barad (2003) holds similar views 

and suggests that performativity shifts from description, interpretation and reflection 

to instances of practice itself. For her, practice is all about the doings and the actions 

that ultimately bring forth concepts and ideas around ontology, materiality and 
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agency. Most research is focused on matters of epistemology – that is, discovering 

that which is perceived to already exist or revealing in more detail what is already 

known about the world. Research that emphasizes ontological forms of inquiry is 

interested in that which is yet unknowable or diffractive potentials. The former 

emphasizes processes of reflection to learn about past experiences whereas 

ontological forms of inquiry prefer practices that create new potentials. Quoting 

Barad (2007, p. 148), “what is needed, then, is a post-humanist understanding of 

discursive practices” where the inter-actions and intra-actions among bodies, objects 

and materials become spaces for new forms of active engagement. Thus, 

emergence becomes an important frame for practice. 

In the early years of a/r/tography, a/r/tographers wrote about attending to the 

in-between where the aesthetics of unfolding become active spaces for pursuing the 

yet unknown. The liminal spaces of the in-between took our attention away from 

hierarchical forms of knowing and favoured the emergence of that which we could 

not predict thereby allowing concepts to vibrate and create new forms of being and 

becoming. In this opening section I have underscored concepts that permeate the 

earliest a/r/tographic practices.  These concepts are living inquiry, currere, and 

emergence.   

You’ll note that I have not emphasized the identities and relationships 

between artist, researcher, and teacher, nor have I detailed conceptual renderings 

such as contiguity, openings, reverberations, metaphors, and excess, nor other 

conceptual renderings detailed in many a/r/tographic studies such ritual, the 4th wall, 

and synecdoche. While these remain of interest to a/r/tographers, what is more 

important now is an emphasis on the movement of such renderings within art 

making, teaching and learning through individual and shared forms of living inquiry. 

Thus, it is the movement of ideas that is most important. 

 

An A/r/tographic Invitation to Pedagogy 

 

It is here where I would like to pause to think more carefully about an 

a/r/tographic invitation to pedagogy. Over the last decade I have focused my 
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a/r/tographic research on a notion of becoming pedagogical (e.g. Gouzouasis, Irwin, 

Miles, & Gordon, 2013).  Working in a teacher education program where teacher 

candidates were focused on learning how to teach. My colleagues and I wanted to 

shift to a different disposition - one in which we were in a community of practice in 

which we were all learning to learn. In this way, teacher candidates would recognize 

the continual emergence of forms of engagement and their accompanying evolution 

of ideas as they learned alongside and with others. Engaging in a/r/tographic inquiry, 

teacher candidates were immersed in an ongoing movement of learning in relation 

to the world rather than separating themselves from others and their collective 

learning.  

Ellsworth (2005, p. 2) claims that pedagogy is “the impetus behind the 

particular movements, sensations, and affects bodies/ mind/ brains in the midst of 

learning.” Thus, a pedagogy that emphasizes becoming is always in relation to 

others. In this way, pedagogy comes to represent both teaching and learning 

together (Lusted, 1986). One cannot happen without the other. An a/r/tographic 

invitation is one that both invites and embodies images (Irwin 2013). Image making 

becomes an active performative space of living that pedagogically performs that’s 

which is yet unknowable.  As Triggs and Irwin (2019, p. 3) state: “In other words, 

a/r/tography’s image of itself as a methodology must continually become what it has 

not yet been, in the relationality of becoming what it is not, through the work and 

entanglement of thoughts, things, systems, and experiences.” 

Barad (2007) differentiates between performativity and representation.  

Performativity focuses on “practices, doings and actions” (p. 135) while 

representation focuses on description of reality by framing unique instances of 

practice. Performative understandings come about through ongoing 

experimentation. This is particularly important for those of us in the visual arts. 

Images add to the world, helping us in our ongoing creation of adding learning bodies 

who are adding experimental spaces. In other words, “our a/r/tographic research and 

methodology does not make use of images to illustrate already understood facts, but 

rather image-making that propels further learning that teaches new potential” (Triggs 

& Irwin, 2019, p. 5). Moreover, it is our bodies who are in movement with the creation 
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of images.  We embody the image that embodies us. In the making of art, we begin 

to appreciate the felt influence of images on how we understand ourselves and 

others, and more importantly, begin to appreciate how this leads to the next 

movement and iteration of images and the next and the next. 

While a/r/tographic and other research creation methodologies may embrace 

these dispositions, some cultures may have embraced these ideas for some time.  

For instance, I have learned from indigenous cultures in Canada that a word for art 

does not exist in their languages, instead, they prefer to speak about the essence of 

life or the pulse of creation (Irwin, Rogers, Wan, 2018; Irwin, Rogers & Reynolds, 

2018). This is a dynamic relationship deeply entangled with life itself.  The performing 

of living is celebrated from one generation to another, and in turn accepts the 

responsibility of continuing this entanglement of images with living from one 

generation to another. As described by Deleuze and Guattari (1980), a rhizome is a 

helpful metaphor for understanding the relationality implicit in the performativity of 

a/r/tography. A rhizome is an entanglement of underground roots.  It does not follow 

a linear path.  This is compelling to artists whose practices do not always follow a 

linear path nor do their processes and creative engagements.  

In a study my research team and I did with immigrant families about ten years 

ago, artwork was created that explored immigrant stories of home and away.  The 

artworks that were collaboratively made with the families helped us understand 

a/r/tography as being a methodology of situations. Each exhibition, interview, or 

gathering became a situational activation that propelled the project into different 

directions.  Our collaborative engagements were continually reshaped. This is a 

wonderful example of rhizomatic networks creating together.  Another project 

underscores these ideas. I was personally inspired during walks in a local park to 

take photographs by rapidly moving my camera. Before this, I was content with my 

own bodily movement walking the forest trails. Exploring the idea of movement in a 

different way created new forms of engagement with my walks. I began to perceive 

the in-between hues of colours, the dragging of light, the emergence of lightforms, 

and the potential for movement beyond what I could typically see.  
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I shared my Liminal Lights series of photographs with two colleagues, Valerie 

Triggs, an art educator, and Carl Leggo, a poet (Triggs, Irwin & Leggo, 2014). I gifted 

my photographs to my artist friends inviting them to do with them as they wished. In 

the act of doing this I was also releasing my sense of self within the photographs 

and released them to new potentials I could not predict. Leggo wrote poetry that 

stretched our thinking differently about the potential of learning through walking itself.  

Triggs on the other hand choose to gather materials from the forest creating new 

forms of paint alongside pastel.   

I invited the unknowable into the images being created as well as into how I 

understood myself in relation to the images. I was enacting becoming pedagogical 

through a dynamic living inquiry. I could not have predicted either offering nor the 

impact of these offerings upon my ongoing shifts of understanding my ontological 

positioning. An a/r/tographic invitation provoked a movement of ideas 

So far, I have attempted to map some of the rhizomatic pathways a/r/tography 

has followed since the time it’s naming.  I now want to share some current projects 

that show how the movement of a/r/tography continues to shift into new potentials. 

 

Walking A/r/tographically 

 

The Liminal Lights series and related projects have continually inspired me to 

think a/r/tographically through walking. Working with a group of my PhD students we 

are exploring walking a/r/tographically (Lee, Morimoto, Moszavarzadeh & Irwin, 

2019). Rather than proposing research questions we pose propositions for our 

walking encounters. This is an important distinction for research questions imply a 

particular directionality with the expectation of answers that can be shared as 

findings.  

In a/r/tographic research the unfolding of rhizomatic experiences alongside 

the unfolding of learning among community partners, implies a multidirectional 

unfolding of new potentials for learning. In the examples I share here, each person 

begins with a proposition.  Propositions create “conditions for intensity” (Springgay 

& Truman, 2016, p. 288) that seem to vibrate between “potentialities and actualities” 
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(Whitehead, 1978, p. 1986).  Propositions do not predict outcomes yet they 

anticipate possibilities.  In the following section I share four student’s propositions, 

several of their accompanying images, and a brief discussion of each. 

I begin with one from PhD student Ken Morimoto. His proposition is: ‘Go for 

a walk outside, find an object and do something with it.’ This proposition implies an 

invitation to defamiliarize oneself with an everyday object. Finding a rock seemed 

simple enough yet a complex array of relationships emerged. He says:  

There was first the relationship between kicker and rock.  As the kicker, I exert 

control of where the rock goes, but only partially. The uneven stone rolls 

unpredictably, moving in a slightly different direction from where I intended, so 

that as much as I direct the course of the stone, it is directing me where to go 

as I walk toward it.  I begin to have a correspondence with the rock (Ingold, 

2013, p. 31)…...  

Morimoto went on to experiment with kicking the rock in a crowded corridor 

and other situations outside.  He found that he was constantly making adjustments 

because “the proposition presents unseen layers of presence, of being, of before 

being, by making available what would otherwise go unnoticed” (p. 685). He began 

to question the risky nature of the proposition given the unpredictability of the rock’s 

movement. For instance, sometimes the rock went where Morimoto least expected 

it to go, or where it really should not go. The proposition not only embodies an 

ontological commitment of being and becoming, it metaphorically teaches us 

something even beyond the rock and the kicker.  

The second example is from another PhD student, Marzieh Moszavarzadeh 

whose proposition is: ‘Walk around your neighborhood with another. When you find 

unfamiliar ground, pause, and ground yourself.’ As an immigrant, she says “walking 

is a metaphor for immigration.”  

While walking, I am constantly in-between the point I started walking from and 

the point at which I have not arrived at yet. In my walks, I do not know my path 

in the beginning. I attend to indefinite, spontaneous, emotional and embodied 

ways of being present in the place through familiarising myself to my 

neighbourhood. (p. 685).  
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She goes on to talk about how she took these walks with her husband and she 

gradually came to understand how important the companionship was to the inquiry. 

Their conversations gave form to their memories and stories of immigrating to 

Canada while simultaneously remembering their home country of Iran. Walking 

together in conversation held the potential to change their perceptions while 

empowering them to create a sense of place-making. An example of this emerged 

on a day when they walked passed a coin laundry, something unheard of in Tehran. 

Noticing the unknown created an unconscious rift for her, making it a challenge to 

foster a sense of belonging. This prompted her to purposefully search out unfamiliar 

objects and places which in turn caused her to become more aware and attentive to 

the present moment in time.  

Over time, what was once unfamiliar gradually became familiar, and in time, the 

familiarity gradually inspired a new sense of belonging, particularly in a new country. 

She states: “I have come to understand now that my walks have become the 

realisation of my efforts to concentrate my presentness around my physical self.” 

(Moszavarzadeh in in Lee, Morimoto, Moszavarzadeh, & Irwin, 2019, p. 687) 

The third example comes from PhD Candidate Nicole Lee whose proposition 

is: 

‘Follow one another in a line without stopping or speaking.’  Lee choose to think 

deeply about an occasion when my study group of about 8 people visited a Japanese 

Garden on our campus.  Lead by one member who had spent time meditating at a 

monastery, we were asked to follow this proposition as we followed her around these 

gardens.  Lee recognized how once she began she soon became comfortable with 

the pace of the line and grew more and more comfortable keeping a consistent 

distance between herself and the next in line. While she was comfortable with being 

present during the walk, she was struck by how others experienced some struggles. 

In our after-walk discussions, some felt troubled they were not able to be as present 

as they wished.  Lee, however, reminds us their experiences could be considered 

as different ways of attending. “I only caught a glimpse of the ‘entirety of the moment 

by letting go of my intentions and immersing into the experience…. With each step, 

I am coming to understand an internal landscape while traversing the external world. 
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‘I’ am here, elsewhere, somewhere, but always in relation’” (Lee in Lee, Morimoto, 

Moszavarzadeh, & Irwin, 2019, p. 688). 

In my 4th and final example I wish to share MA student, Mitsy Chung’s 

proposition ‘to walk daily, the same path, and to become a nature artist, over the 

span of one year’. An ambitious proposition!  At first, she was drawn in as if by an 

invitation from nature itself, to dwell with the materials within the forest. Lingering in 

her own dwelling materials she began to consider how others might take up these 

creations. Each day, she walked and collected natural artifacts along the way and 

similar to artists like Andy Goldsworthy, began experimenting with compositions left 

for fellow walkers to experience. Gifting them to the world, she waited to see a 

worldly response.  Over the year, she experienced works being scattered, destroyed, 

embraced, loved and often anticipated. With each disruptive or appreciative action 

received, she was realizing the profound form of artistic invitation that these daily 

walks offered her and others. Indeed, the commitment to living inquiry, or 

a/r/tography, as a daily practice, inspired a commitment to herself, to the land, to the 

objects and to the sensations of the land, and ultimately, to others sharing the spaces 

(see Chung, 2019). 

In each of these examples, one will notice how each individual “came to 

appreciate the importance of being present. Propositions acted as ‘lures for feeling’ 

(Whitehead 1978, p. 25) at the intersection between actualities and potentialities, 

allowing us to appreciate the importance of being present to possibilities, being 

present in-between place and relationality, and being present to interiority” (Lee in 

Lee, Morimoto, Moszavarzadeh, & Irwin, 2019, p. 688-689). In effect, enacting each 

proposition inspires more propositions, among individuals and communities of 

practice. 

Before I draw this paper to a close, I would like to return to where I began. 

When I began working in the academy I was struck by the need of all arts educators 

to theorize through their material practices of arts making. I was also struck by the 

vibrancy of coming to learn within a community of practitioners. The spirals of action 

and reflection contained within action research helped me to appreciate the 

importance of these dispositions for arts educators interested in pursuing their 
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individual and collective inquiries. In time, action researchers soon replaced these 

spirals of reflection and action with living inquiry (Carson & Sumara, 1997). They too 

were embracing a confluence of currere, or lived curriculum, and experiencing the 

nature of living their inquiries, their pedagogies, their artistry.  A/r/tography has 

continued with these dispositions and only makes a substantive difference from 

action research vis a vis living inquiry as action research, by claiming the importance 

of these material practices as complementary to educational inspired inquiries. 

Material practices are not illustrative or representational of these inquiries. They 

embody and enact the propositions of living our inquiries. May we each inspire 

ourselves and one another to embrace the living inquiry that transpires as we began 

walking as part of our a/r/tographic practices. 

As I end this paper, I would like to invite you to see what my international 

research team are exploring a/r/tography through walking practices.  See: ‘Mapping 

A/r/tography’ at our temporary website: 

https://nicoleyslee.wixsite.com/mappingartography  We have representatives from 

three sites in Canada, China, Japan, Australia, Spain, Brazil, US, and UK.  Following 

the interest in the project during InSEA 2019 World Congress, there is interest from 

other countries as well.  We are eager to include others if you wish to be included. 

Please send me an email if this is something you would like to explore 

(rita.irwin@ubc.ca). 
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