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Artist as researchers in a computer mediated culture 

 

                         Janis Jefferies 

 

The Arts and Humanities Research Council (UK) established their Fellowships in 

the Creative and Performing Arts Scheme in 1999.  The primary intention was to 

support practice and performance-based researchers who had not had the 

opportunity to undertake a significant programme of research within a higher 

education environment.  One of the consequences of the scheme has been to 

encourage artists to pursue their careers as active academic researchers.  This 

chapter will explore some aspects of the paradigm shift from artist as practitioner 

to the artist as researcher and how the idea of visual arts practices has been 

transformed in the process. How a new generation of artists and AHRC Creative 

and Performing Arts Fellows are functioning within a computer-mediated culture, 

in a higher education environment is the main objective of this essay. 

 

Pigment, Pixel, Process 

 In many countries, including the UK, independent art schools provided 

discipline specific courses that mostly drew on the atelier traditions of the 

academy or on Bauhaus-inspired formalism. This indeed was my own experience 

at art school both in England and later in Poland. Many of us, particularly women 

including myself, studying painting in art school in the early 1970s became 

disillusioned with a narrow definition of art and the need to uphold a restrictive 

canon.  The debate that ensued about whether an artist was ‘made’ or could be 

‘taught’ owes a great deal to arguments about what constitutes skill, whether it is 
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part of an art education, training or a networking opportunity to enter the 

professional (and at that time) singular version of the art world, its institutions and 

processes of commodification.  To my knowledge the word research was never 

used within a studio context but referred to only within that which was described 

as complimentary studies developing out of art history with a broader cultural 

remit. The now defunct National Academic Awards Council (CNAA) ratified my 

own degree in Fine Art at Maidstone College of Art in 1974. The following year it 

was possible to have the degree award of BA (Hons) degree if one’s creative work 

was clearly presented in relation to the argument of a written thesis. This had to be 

set in the relevant theoretical, historical or critical context. The restructuring of art 

and design education along university models was instigated by the first of several 

Coldstream reports.  A new era of intellectually ambitious, critical self-reflectivity 

and cultural renewal was trumpeted in1.  On reflection, and after many years 

working in higher education, I would argue that a schism emerged between what 

was constituted as academic and scholarly research and the artist theorist who 

                                                
1 In the 1960s William Goldstream and his committee made a report, which 

changed the landscape of art education in the UK forever.  Did he forsee that the 

acceleration of technology and what was happening in art history and theory 

demanded that art schools would never become respectable unless they were able 

to have awarding degree powers. During the 1970s critical and contextual studies 

were established on the newly formed Honours programmes that were to provide a 

research base for the new universities. For a full account of this debate, see Jon 

Thompson (2005), Art Education: from Coldstream to QAA, Blackwell Journal, 

Critical Quarterly, Vol 47, Issue 1-2, pp.215-255. 

 
 



 3 

raided across ideas, disciplines and practices to invigorate visual arts practices 

from within.  Rather than thinking of art as a theorising practice, the stereotype of 

the artist as anti-intellectual was set in opposition to practice generally and 

artwork specifically.  

 

 However, and partly due to the integration of art schools and art departments 

within a UK higher education environment, the full dimension of how visual arts 

can be seen within a broader “arts based” set of practices has only recently been 

acknowledged.2 As in the 1980s, there is a case to be made for the image of the 

artist-theorist as practitioner as researcher is taken as the focal point of how artists 

receive their professional induction rather than that of the arts educator. The 

practitioner theorist came to the fore during the 1980s. and I was certainly 

included in that category, employed both as a visiting artist and theorist across 

studio and critical theory.  It was also an era in which the scripto-visual/text and 

image production, dominated debates within the studio and the academy3.  For 

example Victor Burgin, in particular, was courted by the academy, exploiting 

connections between practice and academia at the same time as occupying an 

uneasy position within artistic production4.  Practice- based and practice-led 

                                                
2 Fiona Candlin, Working Papers in Art and Design, Volume 1, 2000 accessed via 

http://www.herts.ac.uk/artdes1/research/papers/wpades/vol1/candlin2full.html. 

3 One strand of feminist art theory/, sometimes referred to as ‘scripto-visual’ practice 

is close to the semiotic ally informed critical practice outline in Elizabeth Chaplin 

(1994), Sociology and Visual Representation. 

4 Victor Burgin's practice is inseparable from his theoretical writings, which are 

steeped in the ideas of many 20th century poetical, psychoanalytical and linguistic 
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research (particularly in the visual arts) has to now satisfy both the demands of the 

University as well as the non-academic structures of art production.  It is possible 

that the institutional reception of his work helped to establish a template for 

artistic practice and the dominance of the text in the University5.  

 

Increasingly visual arts as practice- based and practice- led research has been 

positioned as one that has to be grounded in practices from art itself, particularly if 

the enquiry is studio based (Sullivan, 2004) though there has been fervent debate 

around practice-based research in the UK, Northern Europe and Australia since 

the 1990s.  The Creativity and Cognition Studios, led by Professor Ernest 

Edmunds (University of Technology, Sydney, Australia) has identified how the 

terms practice-based and practice-led researches are terms that have become 

frequently interchangeable. Within CCS definitions, Practice-based Research is 

an original investigation undertaken in order to gain new knowledge partly by 

means of practice and the outcomes of that practice. Creative outcomes can 

include artifacts such as images, music, designs, models, digital media, 

                                                
theorists.  During the 1970 and 1980s his work was based on the juxtaposition of text 

and image names as the “scripto-visual.” The End of Art Theory: Criticism and 

Postmodernity (1986) was extremely influential in developing cultural criticism. In 

2001, he was appointed Millard Professor of Fine Art at Goldsmiths, University of 

London until 2007. I was Head of Visual Arts between 2002 and 2004 before I 

transferred to the department of Computing to establish Goldsmiths Digital Studios. 

5 Dr Maeve Connolly, Art Practice, Peer-Review and the Audience for Academic 

Research, Position Papers on Practice-Based Research, National College of Art and 

Design, Dublin, Ireland, 22nd April 2005.  
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performances and exhibitions. Practice-led Research is about practice and results 

in new knowledge that has operational significance for that practice. The results of 

practice-led research may be fully described in text and it is this relationship to 

writing, which provides contentious debate.6  

 

 Some of the same issues that beset practice-based and practice-led research 

within a higher education environment can also be applied to some of the AHRC 

Fellows with whom I have institutional and professional contact.  They are 

entering into the larger academic enterprise for the first time as creative 

practitioners.  One Fellow describes his process as: 

                                                
6  Linda Candy, Practice Based Research: A Guide, Creativity and Cognition 

Studios, University of Technology, Sydney, CCS Report: 2006, V1.0 November 

2006. Available as a PDF (19 pages) via http://www.creativityandcognition.com. 

The author and Linda Candy were in email exchange about the content and 

production of this document throughout 2006.  See also, Maarit Makela, Knowing 

Through Making: The Role of the Artefact in Practice-led Research, in the Journal 

of Knowledge, Technology and Policy (Netherlands: Springer) Vol, 20, Number 

3/October 2007  available on line. In this paper, and mapping the debate in 

Finland, the key questions are identified as:  “The central methodological question 

of this emerging field of research is: how can art or design practice interact with 

research in such a manner that they will together produce new knowledge, create a 

new point of view or form new, creative ways of doing research? That which is 

produced by an artist–researcher, the artefact can also be seen as a method for 

collecting and preserving information and understanding. 
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Practice and development for me are interchangeable. The research is the pre 

development of everything that I do. The practice is the actions that are employed 

because of the knowledge gained through research. Research is about ideas and 

concepts and working towards model prototypes. For me research is defined by 

definitions of my practice and that of all practice based artists.  What I am doing is 

to making a contribution to the field of knowledge or artistic experience that adds 

to their historical experience.7  

 

As described by another AHRC Fellow, the relationship between definitions 

of research and method and outcome required by the AHRC do not work out as 

straightforwardly as an answer to what is meant by practice-based research: 

 

The process of reflecting on music and performance (the framework of a 

traditional academic context) comes with a completely different way of thinking 

and communicating to making work per se.  Practice as research appears to 

challenge this as the application process itself requires detailed structural 

information, a prediction of outcomes and description of method of approach to an 

exacting degree. I think this may be a point of tension.  I think this may be an issue 

                                                
7  Email correspondence between the author and Stanza, AHRC Creative and 

Performing Arts Fellow, Goldsmiths Digital Studios, Goldsmiths, University of 

London, UK,  (2006-2009), April 17th and follow up meeting on 22nd April 2008.  

We normally meet once a month to discuss the progress of his research. 

Interestingly, Stanza has Maths Physics and Art ‘A” levels (1979) and an Art and 

Art History Degree Goldsmiths College (1985), a PgDip. Visual Communications 

Goldsmiths College (1987) and a MA Multimedia Central Saint Martins (1995) 

and so is familiar with the academy and across disciplines. 

 



 7 

for other artists engaged for the first time in the academic world, where their 

practice has developed primarily outside it.8 

 

As I know, artists’ studios, and other such environments within a University 

context, can be significant places for the creation and the critique of new 

knowledge, which is what practice-based research demands at one and the same 

time both theoretically powerful and methodologically imaginative.   In the 21st 

century ideas of visual arts practice are again being expanded, advancing our 

understanding of who we are, what we do, and what we know. Digital 

environments, studio/labs and cultural collaborations offer new and different 

forms of research and scholarship. As pointed out by Graeme Sullivan (Sullivan, 

2005), “a range of models of practice evolved as history moved from the café, 

                                                
8  Email correspondence between author and Tim Hopkins, AHRC Fellow in the 

Creative and Performing Arts, Centre for Research in Opera and Music Theatre, 

Department of Music, University of Sussex, UK, (part-time, 2007-2012) May 17th, 

2008 and subsequent interview on May 28th.  Hopkins is undertaking research 

relating to a number of projects investigating the potential of new technologies 

and media for lyric theatre. The projects include multi-media performance, 

interactive installation, and adaptations for the small screen. Initial studio-

based research has employed digital tools, building on previous experience 

with sound/image translation devices MaxMsp/Jitter and Isadora. Goldsmiths 

Digital Studios supported his application to the AHRC and are a co-partner for 

seminar and events. 
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from the classroom to the studio, and into the virtual world. ”9  

 

In the next section of the essay I will discuss how a generation of artists, 

including myself, are pursuing diverse models of research within a computer-

mediated culture and in an academic environment.  How our work unfolds will 

become a crucial part of our cultural heritage. That this work is often done in 

partnership with engineers and scientists is reflected by the ways in which some of 

us work in multi-disciplinary teams and on particular aspects of work. Frequently 

there are cross collaboration with writers and curators in order to disseminate 

practice to a wider audience.  This, in the future, will be another challenge as the 

complex forms of dissemination shift from physical space to the Internet and back 

again. At the same time we are pursuing individual artistic practice and frequently 

engaged in the development of technologies that are shaping our society.  For 

example for Stanza and Mick Grierson, research in the development of 

technologies is informed by the possibilities afforded by a broad range of art 

practices that affect the ways in which we perceive, process and respond to visual 

information. Of course the intersection of art and technology is not new but 

finding new terminology for emerging art and technological practices can be 

fraught with difficulty. What we might call computational culture is drifting and 

expanding as fast as expanding definitions of art are being challenged; terminals 

are no longer fixed, art comes at you in many directions and at the speed of light, 

distributed media pervades our everyday existence. 

 

                                                
9  Graeme Sullivan, Art Practice as Research: Inquiry in the Visual Arts 

(London, Sage Publications, 2005) pp.23. 
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Artist in a computer mediated culture 

 

Research agendas can determine the flow of the future. For example, 

researchers working on ideas such as ubiquitous computing (making objects 

intelligent and aware of their surroundings) are working on more than just new 

products. They are transforming the primordial relationship of humans to 

inanimate objects. The -way that research unfolds will become a crucial part of our 

cultural heritage. 10 

 

 Wilson’s argument is that it is not enough for artists to simply use new 

digital tools, but they must be at the forefront of pioneering research in the 

development of technology. An artistic enquiry can have both practical and 

philosophical consequences and therefore, have significant impact on the 

individual in society. The Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of 

Canada define an artist-researcher: as a member of the faculty of a Canadian 

postsecondary institution whose work involves research, the creation of works of 

art.  In their terms, research/creation refers to any research activity or approach to 

research that forms an essential part of a creative process or artistic discipline and 

that directly fosters the creation of literary/artistic works.  As with all Research 

Councils, applications have to show that the research has clear research questions, 

offer theoretical contextualization within the relevant field or fields of 

literary/artistic inquiry, and present a well considered methodological approach. 
                                                
10  Stephen Wilson, Research as a Cultural Activity, online essay, http ://userwww. 

sfsu. edu/~swilson/papers/researcheditorial.html (note: a modified version entitled 

Why I Believe Science and Technology Should Have No Borders was published as an 

opinion editorial in the London Times Education Supplement on December 7, 2001. 
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Peer standards of excellence have to be reached and also be suitable for 

publication, public performance or viewing.  I cite this here as my engagements 

with two research projects with Hexagram (Institute of Media, Arts and 

Technologies, Montreal, Concordia University, Canada) were driven by these 

criteria. Narrative: Textiles Transmission and Translations (2004-8) and 

Wearable Absence (2006-08). Textile Transmissions and Translations is a 

research project that will take advantage of the ability of fabric to impart meaning 

through material and electronic languages, by combining a creative approach to 

the textile arts with technical innovations in circuitry and wireless transmissions; 

exploring ubiquitous computing, mobility and interactivity through the 

introduction of electronic devices into fabric structures; creating animated displays 

on the surface of cloth, in order to extend its dynamic, narrative abilities, 

developing a transitional space in which meanings are altered and textiles are 

invigorated into new patterns of discovery. The research focus of Wearable 

Absence centres on offering a unique vision of future textile technologies situated 

in a personal, social and cultural context. Wearable Absence presents a miniframe 

in which clothing becomes the catalyst and filter within the process of retrieving 

rich media content according to biological data.  The collaborative team is across 

two universities, Concordia and Goldsmiths and involves engineers, computer 

scientist, visual artists, textile designer, writers and 5 PhD students across the 

same disciplines.  

 
Objects and artefacts that are in early prototype between Hexagram and 

Goldsmiths can produce new types of knowledge and understanding and are the 

significant outcomes of practice-based work. In our case this research is at the 

forefront of textiles and technology. From another perspective new knowledge 
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based research findings and artistic works can also be created in parallel.  I have 

an emerging practice with Dr. Tim Blackwell, my colleague in Computing at 

Goldsmiths. Swarm Tech-tiles or A Sound You Can Touch is an ongoing inter-

disciplinary collaboration whose aims are an exploration of both visual and sonic 

texture in the abstract, as well as the development of new textile designs and sonic 

works.  Textile images are mapped and taken from scans of complex weaving 

patterns generated by the jacquard loom, into aural structures that can be played to 

an audience, offering a totally new point of entry into the world of a virtual textile. 

The resulting work incorporates the most cutting edge digital technology to 

transform the virtual warp and weft of mutating textile patterns into sonic 

improvisation, creating an environmental installation where the immediate haptic 

and abstract aural qualities of the material are made available for a multi-sensorial 

experience. Our method is based on a complex Swarm abstraction animation 

process that unpacks the fascinating micro-texture of virtual surfaces, 

investigating the space in between accessible dimensions of material objects 

where alternate worlds of experience might reside. 

 

The work probes notions of creativity and glimpses into possible meanings 

and connections between mobile bodies of sound and image texture in time and 

space. Our collaborative process continues to push the boundaries of cross-

disciplinary artistic practice, embracing new technologies combined with live 

performance. 

 

One of the issues for individual visual arts practice has been in the 

definitions of contexts and discourses not widely known or understood by the 
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general public let alone the ‘old’ University sector.   I have found that working in 

collaboration across disciplines and in multi disciplinary teams to have helped 

enormously in this process as evidenced by the work I have pursued with Tim 

Blackwell. The attention to dissemination and communicating the potential 

understandings of the artefact may assist artistic practice more generally and not 

only that pursued under the auspices of research but in our case the work we 

generated is articulated through journal papers and in live performance. Live 

performance and the virtual textile patterns that are generated are produced in real 

time and do not result in an object or artefact11. This concept is taken further by 

Nigel Krauth, (2002) who, in his article The Preface as Exegesis, states. 

 

the position of the creative researcher in the culture of the twenty-first century is 

not oracular: it is interactive. 

 

 This is not to say that the object or artefact is not important, I still have an 

individual practice as well as a cross-disciplinary one, but my point is that an 

additional explanatory space is provided as well.  Practice-led research can be 

seen as an exercise in “consciousness raising”. This can ensure that the artist as 

researcher, within a computer-mediated culture is one who operates as a creative 

practitioner and is made visible within the surrounding culture.  Another voice, 

                                                
11  Tim Blackwell and Janis Jefferies, Swarm Tech-tiles.  Applications in 

Evolutionary Computing. 2005, pp.468-477 and) and Tim Blackwell and Janis 

Jefferies, 'Collaboration: a personal report’, International Journal of Co-Creation in 

Design and the Arts, Vol. 2, Number 4, 2006, pp.259-263. 
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that of ‘alternative’ logic of practice is accessible and heard.  Environments and 

contexts for production have shifted to become more complex; discipline 

boundaries have become increasingly blurred. These environments are described 

by Christiane Paul (2003:22) thus. 

 

The creation process of digital art itself frequently relies on complex 

collaborations between an artist(s) and a team of programmers, engineers, 

scientists and designers…Digital art has brought about work that collapses 

boundaries between disciplines – art, science, technology and design – and 

that originates in various fields, including research and development labs 

and academia. 

 

The area of visual arts practice where this creation and complexity is most 

prolific is, as I rather briefly sketched through some of my own recent endeavours, 

at the intersections of art, science and technology.  Artists are not only exploring the 

digital world but, like Stanza and Mick Grierson, have become rather brilliant 

programmers generating new creative tools and software positioned at the forefront 

of new knowledge across disciplines. This knowledge is not based on the production 

of what was once a traditional object or an artefact of studio-based production, but 

rather knowledge is produced in a conceptual space, infused with cultural discourse, 

open and flowing with negotiated meaning.  The Internet becomes rather like a 

definition of installation.  It comes alive so to speak, as Valovic (2000) points out, 

when the viewer interacts with the work.  

 

The shaping of digital and human systems by mutual interaction is one of the 

driving features of artists, who have emerged from a visual arts background and are 

now working in a computer mediated, and development labs and academia. Margot 
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Lovejoy (1997: 165) comments. 

 

A flexible nonlinear interactive system or structure, one designed and coded within 

linking capabilities which allow the viewer to make choices in moving along 

different paths through the work. With interactivity, readers, viewers, listeners can 

pass through the boundaries of the work to enter it.  This puts them in a position to 

gain direct access to an aspect of authoring and shaping the final outcome of a 

work in a way that has never existed before the advent of the computer. 

 

I am not suggesting artists give up total control to the viewer, though tools 

interactive tools are devised which can be circulated and used by any number of 

creative individuals, but rather that the artist-researcher working within the digital 

opens an array of opportunities for us to explore multi modal (image, sound, text) 

combinations as sources of new knowledge and understanding12.     

 

  

Artists in a computer mediated culture: Inside the Academy 

 

 In 2005 the Arts and Humanities Research Council initiated a review of 

practice-led research in art, design and architecture, which included the 
                                                

12 Stephen Wilson, Information Arts: Intersections of Art, Science and Technology 

(Cambridge and London: 2002).  Having reviewed and provided detailed account 

of 250 international artists, Wilson concludes that research is a cultural activity 

where outcomes are seen in terms of human exchange and as such are not the 

province of particular domains, or privileged methods of inquiry.  This view is 

upheld by Sullivan (2005) in his appraisal of the response by artists within a 

computer-mediated environment, pp156-157.  
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Fellowships in the Creative and Performing Arts first introduced in 1999. The 

purpose of the review was to develop a ‘comprehensive map of recent and current 

research activity in the area’ and the context in which to place them13.  The 

AHRC, in the guidance on Fellowships in the Creative and Performing Arts 

require that some form of critical written analysis must accompany creative 

practice.  Rust, Montram and Till (2007) have gone so far to suggest that this 

requirement implies that a reflective component to the research must be included. 

However. 

 

 Taken in isolation this may suggest that some creative 

 work might be “converted” to research by a suitable 

 accompanying text. 

 

They conclude that though the art community have received a substantial 

proportion of funding, the Fellowships do little to advance the academic 

community in the subject.  They go so far to suggest that the scheme neither,  

“promotes advanced researchers nor facilitate advanced practitioners to develop 

into leading researchers”14.  There is no comment on the questions of the impact 

of technologies on research processes and art practices.   If we now can accept in 

the digital and interactive scenarios of art making then we engage with an exciting 

                                                
13 http://www.ahrc.ac.uk/apply/research/sfi/ahrcsi/research_reviews.  

Research Review Practice-Led Research in Art, Design and Architecture, Prof. 

Chris Rust,  Prof. Judith Mottram and  Prof. Jeremy Till, February 2008. 

14 http://www.ahrc.ac.uk/apply/research/sfi/ahrcsi/research_reviews,  p.58. 
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hybrid combination of databases, algorithms, virtual textile, reactive feedback 

systems and software /coding, multi site telematic performances, net art and sense 

city scapes. I have described briefly the impact of these scenarios on my own 

practice earlier in this essay but what I want to pursue in the last part of this essay 

is how the research endeavour has provoked new practice-based approaches.  

 

  Practice-based approaches can only aid traditional 

academic research, whether or not traditional research is 

eroded or renewed. Computer-mediated culture has had an 

enormous impact on practice research in that it makes both 

the generation and dissemination of outputs far more simple 

and cost effective. The proliferation of data helps to make all 

sorts of research more coherent and successful by providing a 

greater level of resources, including social networks and the 

exploration of audience/user studies.  Computer mediated 

culture plus us into each other, so that research and 

evaluation can be fast, efficient and open. 

 

 Mick Grierson is very clear about the value of the AHRC Fellowships15.  He 

                                                
15  Email conversation with author, April 17th 2008. Mick Grierson is AHRC 

Fellow in the Creative and Performing Arts, Goldsmiths and an experimental 

artist, musician, filmmaker and researcher specialising in the field of real-time 

audiovisual composition, installation and performance. Drawing on the rich 

history of experimental film and sonic art, he fuses technical and artistic 

approaches to produce a combined contemporary audiovisual experience. 
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believes that the funding scheme comes at a time in the development of 

contemporary arts practice, where opportunities for new research within the arts 

and humanities should be more widespread. One of the long term objectives that 

we all share is to build research networks and projects that are multi disciplinary, 

allowing artists as researchers and technologists together with computer and social 

scientists to explore what new concepts of value and discourse in creative practice 

can be generated. 

 

Stanza: The Emergent City 

 

 Stanza is the AHRC Creative and Performing Arts Fellow, Goldsmiths 

Digital Studios (2006-2009).  He is a London-based artist, who specializes in net 

art, multimedia, and electronic sounds. The research he is undertaking as part of 

                                                
Working with his own software, Grierson employs techniques from artificial 

intelligence, chaos theory, neuroscience and psychology to explore reactive 

audiovisual feedback systems, creating experimental musical film experiences that 

continually evolve and respond to the performer, reflecting and affecting the 

environment. Grierson is currently working on cognitive and structural approaches 

to contemporary computer aided audiovisual composition as part of a three year 

AHRC funded research project at Goldsmiths Electronic Music Studio, 

Department of Music, Goldsmiths.  As Simon Biggs points out (2006), music has 

had a long tradition of practice based research in UK Academia as most music 

departments can be found in old universities though they too have benefited from 

the formation of the AHRC (1997) as there was no other research council to 

formally support their research. 
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his AHRC Fellowship with GDS is around The Emergent City, an exploration of 

data within cities and how this can be represented, visualized and interpreted16. 

Data from security tracking, traffic data, and sensor data for environmental 

monitoring can all be interpreted as a medium to make process led artwork17. The 

research project also involves collaboration and mentoring from Professor 

Michael Keith, Director of the Centre for Urban and Community Research and 

head of Sociology at Goldsmiths.  GDS was able to support Stanza as he was 

exploring and expanding the uses of new technologies, making new kinds of art, 

effecting changes in products at their inception, providing a showcase for 

technology and for art, and generating new ideas whilst The Centre of Urban 

                                                
16 Goldsmiths Digital Studios is dedicated to collaborations among practicing 

artists, cultural and media theorists, and innovators in computational media, who 

together are expanding the boundaries of artistic practice, forging the future of 

digital technologies and developing new understanding of the interactions between 

technology and society.   

 

17 The studio as laboratory: Combining creative practice and digital technology 

research, (Ernest A. Edmondsa, Alastair Weakleya, , Linda Candyb, , , Mark Fellb, , 

Roger Knottc,  and Sandra Pauletto)d, International Journal of Human-Computer 

Studies, Volume 63, Issues 4-5, October 2005, Pages 452-481.  

This paper is concerned with the nature of creativity and the design of creativity 

enhancing computer systems. The notion of the Studio as a laboratory in the field 

is introduced and a new methodology for systematic practice-based research is 

presented. See also Linda Candy and Ernest Edmonds (2002),  Exploration in Arts 

and Technology, Springer-Verlag, London. 
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Studies added its considerable expertise and evaluation on ethical and social 

political issues surrounding data tracking and surveillance. 

 

 Stanza’s research explores another dimension of how digital arts and its 

distribution can keep apace with rapidly changing technology. The artworks he 

produces relate to current data flows in the environments, which he monitors. I 

monitor. The research utilizes systems that can be used to gather information via 

sensors in the field. This data is harnessed to visualize the urban environments and 

spatial representations as a dynamic real time experience rather than as a recorded 

‘photograph’ of the city space.   He is attempting to move towards a point where 

the landscape is a hybridized audiovisual representation of the space. i.e. an 

audiovisual experience based on the sounds and sights of the city pollutions, noise, 

traffic data that are captured via these sensors networks.  As his artistic mentor we 

have had many conversations as to how we understand and value information. It 

seems reasonable to suggest that visual metaphors might simplify our 

understanding of data in space. By adopting visual and poetic metaphors for 

gathered data enables a multi point perspective.  The increase of technology 

infrastructure in the daily existence of a city means that technology will, more 

than ever be everywhere in our environment. The patterns we make, the forces we 

weave, are all being networked into retrievable data structures that can be sourced 

for information and new forms of creative practice. Stanza analyses such patterns 

to disclose new ways of seeing the world and new ways of understanding it. Uses 

of this information and data, allow rich new interpretations on the way our world 

is built, used, and designed, now and in the future. The possibility exists to expand 

our perception of the city as a dynamic network and how this information can be 
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incorporated to make generative artworks. Stanza’s website includes all his 

research and findings. It houses all creative developments, a gallery, and actual 

real time data gathered from my sensor network (for others to see or to use).  

When we were mapping out the original application to the AHRC one of the most 

challenging tasks was indeed to address specific research questions and to redefine 

how art, artists and audiences might engage with the results18. Nonetheless, Stanza 

believes the discourse; conclusions and visualizations arising from this research 

programme will be of value to a wide general audience.  Access to his research 

findings, the developing artworks and the code and technical details are available 

through his rich and comprehensive website.  His diary is updated on a monthly 

basis and provides continuous progress reports relating to developments in his 

research. We are aware that the technical components need to be balanced with a 

stronger theoretical critique of the field and the project itself and in our mentoring 

sessions one of the contributions that Michael Keith and I make is to support his 

writing. Stanza’s ongoing text acts as a bridge to his many research projects and is 

supported by his Research blog on line http://www.theemergentcity.com. We 

                                                
18  The questions were, how could we consider data (cctv, traffic, weather, 

people movement) as a medium for artistic practice? How can this information 

be meaningfully represented as artworks to an audience? How can this data be 

displayed in new and original ways?  Do the results create new ways of 

understanding the city space?  The Research office at Goldsmiths and 

particularly Lynda Agili offered critical insight and support throughout the 

application process. The value of such expertise can make or break an 

application. 
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agreed that the mix of procedural development and evaluation through practice 

was the preferred research methodology i.e., if the technologies change Stanza 

adapts to new technologies thereby keeping his research path open. He does this 

by visiting other experts and by testing how some of he ideas from the AHRC 

Fellowship can be developed in a gallery context.  In February 2008 Stanza 

undertook a trial residency in Plymouth Arts Centre producing an exhibition 

called Visitors to a Gallery which is part of a series of process led experiments in 

data visualisation using sensors and CCTV19.  What happens during the process of 

visiting the gallery and data space and what do audiences do are key questions 

(and experiences) that Stanza addresses. At the end of the Fellowship, a final 

public artwork will be presented and available for touring.20 This process requires 

                                                
19 http://www.stanza.co.uk/gallery/index/htm and visitors to a gallery 

http://www.stanza.co.uk/cctv_web/index.html. 

20 Helen Sloan, director of Scan and I have been in conversation throughout April 

and May 2008 exchnaging views on the issues of interdisciplinary research across 

arts and science and how curating can be a form of practice based research in 

respect of working with artists and new technologies, defining exhibition themes 

and events across different networks.  These ideas were articulated by Helen at the 

taxi-to-praxi workshop organised by Armin Medosch and Adnan Hadzi 

(PhD students respectively in Arts and Computational Technology and 

Media and Communications at Goldsmiths), Goldsmiths Digital Studios, 

April 21st 2008. The debate can be accessed via, 

http://www.thenextlayer.org. Helen was responsible for collaborating with 
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collaboration and curatorial partnerships with media based organisations like 

Watershed, Bristol and SCAN. 

 

 Now at the end of his second year of his Fellowship, Stanza has investigated 

further the computer science and engineering side of wireless networks. These 

have been added to his core creative output, integrating other systems and physical 

objects.  What is important is that the work can be live and not just disseminated 

in a recorded archive though some significant problems of access are being erased 

by open source approaches and knowledge sharing networks.   

 

 When I asked Stanza, Mick Grierson and Tim Hopkins what impact the 

AHRC fellowships had had on their practice and performance-based research and 

whether or not the scheme had enabled them to pursue their careers as active 

academic researchers they were positive about the opportunities, networks and 

collaborations offered.  Grierson was especially vocal in concluding that. 

 

 Within the sciences, fellows are given the right to apply for 

further funding as Principle Investigators beyond the term of 

their fellowship but this is not the case with those offered by 

the AHRC.   

 

 Their research is well regarded, has a direct impact on the wider artistic and 

research community and on contemporary culture more generally, for example on 
                                                

Stanza for his exhibit Inner City and Biocity as part of the Venice Biennale 

2007, Forest Pavilion. 
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commercial frameworks such as industry, including galleries and performance 

venues. The challenge to how to sustain innovative practice within the academic 

research environment, respecting its differences but recognising that higher 

education institutions have gained a great deal both in terms of research. The 

institutions have to acknowledge that in, the 21st century ideas creative practice, is 

not just limited to visual arts but has rapidly expanded though a computer 

mediated culture. The understanding of who we are, what we do, and what we 

know is changing faster that we can keep up.  Artists engaged in the academic 

world, where their practice has primarily developed outside it, effect and are 

affected by encounters with other disciplines in unexpected ways, precisely where 

the richness on research culture resides. What has emerged is a new type of multi-

disciplinary worker or collective: the artist as researcher, participating at the same 

time in artistic practice and the development of technologies that are shaping our 

society. The writing, often anecdotal and autobiographical, that contextualises this 

work can be viewed as mapping the intricate relationships of meaning and actions 

of practitioner-based research, questioning in what sense is it the best way to 

understand out relationship with traditional research fields. 

  

5, 988 words (including footnotes) 

 

With thanks to Stanza, Mick Grierson, Tim Hopkins and Helen Sloan. 

 

 

 


