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visual art as knowledge production
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These jottingstoud on five elements of methodtha | should like to relate to art practice and
r‘e&earch.‘Two are sketch,eq bdow followed px four truncated entries for future elabqration
Q.undQCConfudusLabO QJddevalla VolvoO ONamel ess Science or the Unnaneable?O

Mulling Over Method

(1) Thequey that cropsup right away with theidea of Qrvisud art as knowledgeprodudionO
is. Qvha sort of knowledge?O Hard on its hedds QWha marks out its difference, its
otherness?0OShould we not rather speak of non-knowledge - activity tha is ndther hard-nosed

know-how nor its ogendble opposte, ignorance? The question is especially pertinent in

today@ expanding knowledge economy tha we should not only see as a Qechnological

developmentObut as an emerging overall condition of living tha | prefer to spesk of as the
Qyrey-matterOenvirons

(2) visud Art as Knowedge Production‘(') involves sundly epistemic engines and
contraptionsthat we might broadly refer to as Orhinking Throughthe Visud O What do such
modes of knowing entail? How dothey tick?

With (1) above we can get boggel down fairly quickly with the daunting notion tha nothing

counts unlessit has the systematic rigour of GcienceQ This might be an unavoidable, bracing

test-demand of today® knowledge scene. However it should not blind usto thefact that what

we lump together as GcienceOis often a congeies of quite divergent activities, disciplines

and domains each with its own kit of objectives and logical procedures. We should be wary

of treating them as if they added up to a mongrous monolith. In any event, many scientists

themselves remain more than a pinch circumspect of philosophical attempts to sum up ther

activities with a single overarching methodobgical prindple. We might do better to keep

matters open, perhgps with a feel for the hodgepodge of methods even muddle, tha attends

the lab workbench. ThoughGaston Bachdard® musingsmight in pats sounda touch dated,

his view of GcienceOas a plurality of practicesin which Geach secretesits own epistemologyO
- each, arguably, with its own Qlegree of approximation to truthO- serves as an antidote to a
solo, make or break, subsuming prindple of knowledge truth and method! His account
resonaes with the state of play in art practice and research that also amounts to a proliferation

of self-shgping probes, stand-alone inquiries, motley see-think-know modes. Ther sheer

heterogeneous spill tendsto stump and stonewall generdizable prindples - at any rate; they

resist being wholly taken unde the wing of systematic methodobgical explication.
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Two examples fleshes out the point: Marcel Duchamp spent years devising alingo,with rules,
anti-rules and measures, mingled in with doses of quirk, chance and randomintruson for his
Large Glass project (191521). Sometimes they appear to strive towards formulation as
abdract prindples of method - as Gilgebraic expressonOin his phrase - tha can be applied at
large At othe moments they hunke down to oneoff use - with relevance only to a paticular,
unique intensve ingance. There is a billowing out towards the globd scope of Gnethod
propeOcountered by retraction to the modestly local, here and now. Duchamp damped down
wider claims for his methodsby noting that they were Qorobably only applicable to individud
worksOsuch as his own Large Glass. With the Passage from Virgin to Bride we feel aprocess
of becoming - emergence from brooding states of possibility - towards a kit of disposable
rules of engagement tha seem poised to dissolve back into a pervasive, unpredictable,
creative muddle. In contrast to Duchamp@® conceptud domein, the second example is from
the retind field: David Hockney® look at regimes of seeing, Secret Knowledge (1990)- a
project that might be seen as Gurt researchOavant la lettre. He rubs up his examinaion of
retind-optical schemas and ther undelying structural prindples agang his keen observations
of how they are often modified and moulded by the artist@ eccentric eye or touch. We glean
tha the drive to rende, regulate and represent perceptud experience on the back of
methodobgical formulae is congantly amended by the artis@ handling, by embodied
knowledge

Wha comes into spotlight with these two somewha iconic examples - the sample could be
expanddl to take in Mario Navarro, Seydou Boro, Tamar Guimaraes, Thomas Hirschhom, Lu
Jie, Huang Xiaopeng amongs others - is the paint that method is perhgps less about given,
handed-down procedures than aboutapproaches that have to bethrashed out, forged again and
agan on the spot, impromptu in the course of the art practice-research effort. | am left
pondeing the idea tha method is not so much readymade and received as (knodked together
for thenoneO- something that has to beinvented each time with each research endeavour.

Any Space Whatever

With the abovewe have what lookslike a roller coaster between the methodobgical pole of

Quniversal applicationOand tha of the rule of thumb restricted to the QparticularQ How to

portray something of this ocillation in theoretical terms? Deleuze came to explore the sense
of an unfolding flux between the QpolesOin all its phases and variability throughthe notion of

Qany space whateverO- drawing on a series of examples from film.? In his critique CGany space
whateverOtakes on the force of method: it embodies the concept of GingularityOtha cuts
across the poles of the universal and particular dissolving them. A strand in the backstory of

this notion, as we might deduce from his reference to Bachdard, seems to lie with Ferdinand
Gonseth who had tussed with the Giny space whateverQin mathematics, with rules tha

undego change with process and contingency. In the framework of a nonAristotelian logic,

Bachdard had used theterm for an aternative tack to the Kantian prindple of the Quniversal O
- a0, to bridgethe gap beween thinking either in apriori or aposteriori terms, in empirical

orinrationdist key.’

For our purposss, it is Georgio Aganben® QvhaeverOtha will have to do as a more
digestible, more spdled-out verson of a methodobgical alternaive to the
Quniversal/particularO polarity - to wha can be sotted nether into the category of the
AGndividudO nor into the QyenericO without grievous distortion. He broaches it as modd
o<illationilludrated by the example of the human face. Its condantly changing liveliness, its
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vivacity, he notes, embodies a singularity tha is ndthe an individud manifestation of a
Qyeneral pre-existing facial templateO nor a QuniversalisationOof the unique traits of one
specific face. Perhaps not unlike an ever morphing ripple between the extremes of CGill faces
in a crowdGand Qus this onedin front of us? He goes on:

In theline of writing the ductus of the hand passes continualy from the common form
of theletters to the particular marks that identify its singular presence, and no one,
even usng the scrupulous rigour of graphology, could ever trace thered division
between these two spheres. So tooin aface, human nature continudly passes into
existence andit is precisdy thisincessant emergence tha conditutesits expressivity.
But would it beequally plausible to say the opposite: it isfrom the hunded
idiosyncrasies that characterize my way of writing theletter p or of pronounéng its
phoneame that its common form is engendered. Common and proper, genusand
indvidual are only thetwo dopes dropping down from either side of the watershed of
whatever.*

His sum up can sound a trifle pa, even redudive. He evokes something elusve graphically
only to nal it down all too firmly as a prindple. Deleuze, on the other hand, teases out, frame
by frame, the diverse ways in which Qvhatever singularityOcomes to be embodied in specific
scenes - a diverse sequence of examples that cannot be fixed into a rule tha has Quniversal O
coverage Agamben highlights the tricky methodological poser we cannot easily shake off -
tha by opting to treat art practice and research either entirely unde the universal or the
paticular, either exclusvely on the immanent or transcendental plane, we miss out on
reckoning with itsintringc condition, its GingularityQ

With (2) above we have to clock both senses of the phrase Orhinking Throughthe Visud Qin
order to latch onto itsimport for method It is notonly aboutthinking by meansof thevisud,
viaits sticky thick asit were. It is aboutunpakingit, taking apart its components, scouringits
opeaations A point that crops up at this jundure is wha makes the texture of visud art
thinking quite its own, its difference? Wha is its digtinctive thrug in contrast to other
disciplines at the more academic end of the spectrum - to forms of inquiry tied up with, say,
maingream anthropology, sodology, literary and communication studies or historiography?
Does it spavn rtherOkinds of knowledgethey cannot - what |Qe elsewhere called xeno-
epistemicsC? How to soundthis obscure surgewithou treating it as an undhanging essence of
art practice? Wha | am trying to finge eventuaes not so much in the well-trodden terrain of
the academic disciplines or in the so-called ggps chinks and cracks between them or in any
designaed @nterdlsuplmary/transzllscmlmaryo bdt. Rather it is a force in its own right,
aways indpient in QvhateverOspaces - windswept, derelict brownfields and wastelands -
where intimations of unknown elements, thinking probes, spasms of nonknowliedge emerge
and come into play. It isdistinct from the circuits of know-how tha run on clearly spdled out
methodobgical steel tracks. It is the rather unpredictable surge and ebb of potentialities and
propensties - the flux of no-how. The term is Samud Beckett® although| intend it here
without tha shot of bleakness with which he nomally imbues it. No-how embodies
indeerminacy, an Gany space whateverOthat brews up, spreads ingpissates.®

Thisis notto say tha visud art practices do notinteract with established discursive-academic
circuits and think-know components. They do so vigoroudy - glossing and trandating them,
aping them with bout of piss-take, subjecting them to détournement. However, this should
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not lull usinto seeing the discursive as the only or the prime moddity of Qhinking through
the visud O Alongsde, runsits intensve non-discursive register, its seething para-discursive
charge and capability - both its (pathicOand (phaicOforce, its penumbra of the nonverbd,
its somatic scope its smoky atmospherics, its peformative range

For method, the job is to draw a vita distinction between Qhinking throughthe visud Oand
the somewha crimped mode of Qrvisud thinkingO By the latter, | mean those approaches to
the visud tha treat it predominantly as an Omage-lingoO- basing it on a linguistic modd
odendbly with codes of grammar, syntax and related regularities. The rise of this view
accompanies strands of Conaegptua Art - also the podstructuralist-semiological dispensation
where Qeading and tellingOthe visud is styled as an amog full-blown linguistic and
QiteracyO enterprise. Its impact is to restrict the visud to verba-discursive legibility - a
linguistic turn and dexterity exemplified by Lacan@ pronoun@ment tha Qhe unmnssious is
structured like a languayeQ In this parspective, Qalking over the visudO- in the sense of
mulling it over - literally turnsinto Qalking over and aboveitO

Agglutinatives

Orhinking Throughthe Visud O- at oddswith Qrisud thinking®- is about what we may dub
the Gaigglutinaive modeQ

(i) To spesk of it both as Qiquid, wordless syntaxO and as the Qyrammarless zoned of
unknown possibility sounds a bit doubk-tonguel. But the mode is shot through with
contraries. Its prindpd thrug is decisively beyond the organizing, classifying spirit of
grammar, beyond the divisonsand discontinuities assodated with the way regular lingo cuts
up and shgpes thought and expresson. Henri Bergon saw such categories - verbs
subgantives, adverbs - as brittle, arbitrary fundionsof the intellect-andytic. They rendaed
the ever-changing flow of time, expeience and congiousiess in terms of dSatic
representations stills and freeze shots. He likened this to the @inematographical mechanisms
of though©- to Gout and pasteOtechniques tha conjured up theilluson of movement ingtead
of immersing us in duration, flow and change - in the Gtreamsbecoming® Duchamp and
Deleuze soughtto articulate such passages of trangtion and trandormation - precisely by a
Qumed aroundOuse of film stuff tha Bergson had railed against.” In articulating the
QtreamsbecomingQ the agglutinative bringsinto play assodative manoeuvres, juxtapostion,
blend and splice, norrinflexiond modes of elision and stickiness. We have a dramatic contrast
by setting it off againg parsing - a fundion tha epitomizes the Glice and carveOmechanism
of grammar. It is about choppng up flows of information, experience and thought into
combinaory bits, modules, units and packets to configure them into algorithmic sequences -
into the computationd mode It stands at the opposte end of the spectrum to the
agglutinative® Gtick onOprocesses of figuring forth, of congellating assemblages. Whether
this putsit entirely outside the ambit of grammar remains arguable. More likely we are faced
with an agrammaticality that has the capacity to oscillate rapidly between several moddities.
In thissense, it isat oddswith the computationd condancy and equilibrium of know-how and
closer to theall-over smears, surges and spasms, the unpredictable swell and dip of no-how.

TheWiring Diagram: 01.10.1974
[Fig. 1. The Wiring Diagram. 01.10.1974. By John Hoskyns. Reproduction from ‘Just in
Time’ (Aurum Press. 2000)] (see: http://www.artandresearch.org.uk/v2n2images/sarat1.pdf)
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John Hoskyns spent ages perfecting his diagram of factors and protagonists in the sorry saga
of the mid-seventies British economy.® An arresting piece of visud thinking, it reminded Mrs
Thatcher of a @hemica plantQ At first sight, it seems a jumble of pathways, routes, cul de
sacs. But as we pore over the carefully plotted circuits and linkages, we become aware of the
array of sodal forces and inditutiond relationsteetering on the brink. In the larger sweep of
historical events, it is perhaps a miniscule, if sparking, footnote to Mrs T@ toughremedy for
the Gick man of Europed- a cure tha involved Qolling back state bureaucracyQ hating
creeping sodalist control and a @ong marchOto the free market econony. Systems theory,
cause and effect relations feedback loops shape Hoskyns3 visud exposition. The various
postions have a sense of reversibility, an air of linear-causal rationde. The impression we
have is of a set of relationstha can be re-run with much the same result each time - or with
little leeway for difference of outcome, for detour and digression. It lends a stamp of
reliability, congstency and cohaence as would be expected of a congdered sodo-econorric
statement. This is at odds with how we might undestand repetition in art practice and
research where such degree of Gxact repeatabilityO would be looked upon not only as
unlikely but undesirable, where each rerun would spavn unique one off variants - where
repdition amount to unpredictable generation of divergence and difference.

(if) Whether we take the Ezra PoundMarshdl McLuhan exchangeon the copula of dialectical

thinking pitted agang agglutinaior’ or James Joyce® sticky lingo in Finnegans Wake or
Derrida@ reading of Jean Genet againg Hegd'® or Michd Foucault@ unpaking of the
QVestern epistemeO- we have probes gaore looking for an escape hatch from the closures of

dialectical thinking in which Hegd is usudly billed as the bugber. The point here is whether

the agglutinaive offers a less overbearing logical structure and is less of a ho-exitO
contraption than its dialectical counerpart? The complaint agang the latter is tha from its
opening gambit, its propostion already containsthe outcome - GoreclodngQengagement with

radical difference. It leaves no roomfor the therOto putin an appearance in his or her own

terms. We are presented with athesis which already prefigures and tailors the antithesis of the
rtherO- groomed for  @ancellation and carry overQ) for AufhebungQ onto a thighaO
plane. From the word go, the GelfOwho makes the propostion calls the tunein constructing
the rtherO- aview of dialectical procedure that comesin for heightened criticism unde pod-

Marxist, pogcolonia eyes today. Deleuze relates the agglutinative to a Goos, open-ended

logical structure-in-progressQ Its components are linked together by no more than a lick of

glue - threaded together with no more than the humble conjundive form and+ and+ and+£O

Elements join up in an add on ad infinitum scenaio a oddswith the assimilative force
unleashed by dialectical relations The sort of nonrassimilative threading is not unlike a Qist

tha can be added onto interminablyOtha is Feyerabend® ripoge to the streak of control

freakery in dialectical thinking. It is not surprising tha he and Deleuze cite Kurt Schwitter@
merz-assemblages as modds of nondialectica method seeing in his art practice a kind of

Dada epistemics - a shuttle beween Muddle-Method-Madness - an opening to otherness and
difference tha cannotbe known in advance."

Method Fever

The preceding issues of method are largdy in theoretical vein. Below are notes on (i) & (ii)
ingitutiond (iii) economnic (iv) historical factors that have a bearing onthe story.
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(i) TheDisputation at Lund 15.09.06 /Fig. 2 Cedric Bomford, Disputation at Lund.15.09.06
Pen and Ink Sketch of first visual arts practice PhD candidates at the public defence of their
doctorates, Lund Stadsalle.]

The first PhDs in visud arts practice Qunde BolognaD were assessed (Lund Stadshd &
Konghd. 2005) by an internaiond pand of examiners chared by Gertrud Sandqvist and
Hakan Lundgrom, Malmo Kunghogola, Lund University. The three dodoral submissions
were by Sopawan Boonimitra, Matts Leiderstam and Miya Yoshida The event marked a
subdantial advence in forma visud art education. Not least, it signds the growing
ingitutiond location of visud art practice and research in the university sphae. In the UK,
where these devel opments are further down theroad, we see the emergence of afull-blown art
practice-research system with a corpus of methodsand procedures - identifiable, validaed
and testable - that isinareasingly thesine qua non. The Research Assessment Exercise (RAE),
the meta-review of research criteria (Roberts Report), joumds, publicationsand conferences
further attest to investmentsin art method as an Gemerging arenaof practice and researchOand
its Gacademic legitimatingO A comprehendve mid-way reflection on these developments
condudal tha some tendendes have proved positive and fruitful, others remain cause for
conarn - above al, the progpect of an administered, highly managed Odeology of
creativityQ'? The plethora of Departments of Creativity and InnovdionO- especialy at the
intersection of New Media, Art, Design and Science - signd both contemporary anxieties
ove QreativityOand new mappings of the terrain. It also heralds the phenomenon of the
Onethodobgization processOgenerally undestood in somewhat ingrumental fashion as a kit
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of know-how procedures and techniques. Thefrenzy over methodis perhgpsnot dissimilar to
the moment in the @nwards march of methodGin philosophy of science in the heyday of Karl
Poppe. It provoked Feyerabend® QAnti-MethodO- a call to resist GnethodobgizationOby
taking heart from both an origind scepticism and Qrreative muddieOthat attends scientific
expeiment and art practice. The call resonaes with an earlier moment in the history of the
English Art School when it was to some extent regarded a site of QunschoolabliltyO- where
one stumbled over unknown possibilities, over  Gho-howQ rather than trained in the know-
how of a practitione On the method school of actingO?
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[Fig. 3]
(ii) ConfudusLab

Why knowledge (produdion® The question crops up agan as we see Onethod feverO
intengfying thedrive towardsingtitutiondization of art research and practice: with this goes a
heightened academicization not in the sense of enhanced andytical rigour but of regulation
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and routine. Why spesk of QprodudionOwhen it smacks of factories, surpassed indugrial
modes, heavy meta sites and plants, the assembly line® mechanical regime - standadizing
components at oddswith the vagaries of art practice? The usage is to hdp distinguish it
sharply from the domein of knowledgetranserQ The latter chugson primarily with acts of
trangmission. It is about shifting already-made bod es of thoughtand data, abouthandling and
filtering exigting information. The emphasis is on both reprodudng daa and passing it on, a
DNA Xerox process - thelogic of replication.

(Produdion@ on the othe hand, centres on a trandormative crossover tha throws up a
surplus tha chums out something more than what was there to begin with. In this sense it
harbours the possibility of spawvning something therOthan what aready exists - the logic of
invention and innovdion. It is about generating daa, new objects and ways of knowing.
OranderOpresides over a defined territory, ultimately the canonical corpus The concern is
with mastering and mining an already identified field with fixed procedures and protocol,
with formal indudion and training. The epitome of this drive is perhgps the antique Qxlosed-
circuitO of the Confudus exam system. Its fundion was to ensure replication of scholarly
knowledge and bureaucratic know-how - the maintenance of a sense of stasis, of perpeud
equilibrium. 1t marks a scene of learning tha essentially unfolds within a frame of rules to
ensure carry over and continuity. In contrast, with QorodudionOthere is leeway to this
regulative force, the possibility of divagaion, of divergence and disequilibrium over a period
of time tha makes vital roomfor the appearance of something different or unforeseen. In this
sense, the scene of learning becomes like a Qab without protocolO [Fig. 3. Bo Shi Hall.
Confudus Exam Room& Professorial Char. 13.09.08 Beijing]

The Lab has featured widdy in recent years as a modd for what the contemporary Art
Academy might look like. The idea gained further currency with Laboratorium in Antwerp,
2001* that implicitly probed and unpaked traditiond modds of the Academy - Studio and
Atelier. The Lab modd gave impetus to mapping new, emerging relations between work,
labour, creativity and scientific-technological practices - interactionsinareasingly shgping the
structures of contemporary produdion and living. It tended to show up the Academy more as
a Gelf-organizing spaceOthan as the transmission bdt of GknowledgetranserObased on the
authority of the master practitiona. This tilt becomes pronouned with utsourcingO-
practitioneas plugging into hi-tech know-how beyondthe Academy walls for the congruction
and execution of ther work. It putinto question the Lab modd itself - the older view of the
Academy as the self-sufficient Pan-Epistemion. Today the QAcademyQis seen not as the
fixed-site, Know-All Centre but as a straggle of self-organizing educative-credtive events and
conjundures, each springing up afresh from scratch, as it were, for whatever art research
project. The Academy becomes less a monolith establishment, more a series of micro-labs or
nano-labstha take shgpe within a band of knowedge practices - within the moddities of the
haptic, retind, computationd, the frequendes of sonic grime, the somatic, peaformative,
digital amongg others. Each time an art or research programme is floated, we might say, a
micro-lab has to be knodked togeher for the occason. Like kluges or Heath Robinson
contraptions they have to be pached togdaher for the occasion with whaever is a hand -
what we might call Ga lab for the none.O[Fig. 4 Lab for the Nonce 08.11.07 Guangzhou]
(See: hitp://www.artandresearch.org.uk/v2n2images/sarat4.pdf)

(iii) Uddevalla, Volvo 198993
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As the Gonditionsof creativityOundego changetoday, they have inareasing bearing on what
we consder as QvorkO- how we define labowr, knowledge creativity and art practice.
Method and techniquefeature heavily in this shifting scene The Volvo factory at Uddevalla,
Sweden was tailor-made for one of the mos advanced experiments in work, method and
creativity in terms of the pod-Ford modd of produdion. The degp distinctions in older
indudria produdion between workforce and planners, brawn and brain, makers and thinkers
came in for remapping at Uddevala and its counterparts in other pats of the advanced
capitalist world - a development coindding with the sine qua non of information technology.
Stationed in special work bays, workers were equippel to plan and direct the whole project
with emphasis on feeding new ideas into produdion - tapping into the worker@ Qrreativity
and imaginaionO From the image of the worker as an dienaed, automaton-opeative we
move to tha of the knowledgeconoept engineer whos store of brainwork, inventive and
credtive capecities becomes the linchpin of produdion in the Ommaterial laboutO of the
knowledgeeconony. We might see aroughbut suggestive parallel between this development
and the notion Duchamp had toyed with - the idea of a Qyrey matter, cortex-basedOart. He
conaeived of this patly to weed out the somewha lowly, (bhyscal Ostatus of art knowledge
and creativity encapsulated in the phrase Gis stupid as a painterQ Wha would be the shape of
an intelligent-conaeptud-cortical practice remains an open issue in contmporary art.
However, there is not a little irony in the fact tha the Quork-creativity embraceOin today®
Qyrey-matterOenvironsis not dissimilar to wha he seems to have had in mind. It marks a
further step down the road of wha we might call the Qorticalization of creativityO- tending
towards the pole of dexterous QGether-realO pemutations in the algorithmic mode The
tendency marks the rendeing of creativity increasingly as hard-nosed know-how - a drift tha
makes it even more crudal to keep the door open for the unpredictable see-feel-think
processes of no-how.

(iv) Nameless Science or the Unnameable?

When | mentioned Agamben@® account of Aby Warburg@ ONameless ScienceOalmogt in the
same breath as Samud Beckett@ Unnameable,'”” my aim was to highlight a factor tha has
come to make ONameless Science or the Unnameable?Oloom large today - the tendency
towards the inditutiond captivity of art research, the academicization of Qhinking through
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the visudQ | tend to see this as an intrindc effect of philosophical explication on
experimental-embodied practice such as Warburg® - tha it rendes wha we cal the
Nameless ScienceQin dange of been named explicitly and beng tagged with an al too
determinae identity, perhgps no more than a step away from setting it up as a recognizable,
academic terrain with disciplinary borders. This has little to do with Agamben® analysis as
such - which hgppens to be a nuanced, suggestive piece - but rather with the drive in
theoretical expostion to make trangaent the QationdeO behind Warburg@ Qrhaotic,
impromptu think-feel-know sortiesQ to lay them out in a clear-cut way as a methodobgical
kit. The threat of codifying his approach has shadowed his work al aongfrom the time the
Warburg LibraryBin-Exile of the 1930sundewent incorporation by the late 1940sinto an
OngituteO of University of London. The demand to nal the unnamesble covers several
dimensons of his work: the pressure to identify the logic behind Qhinking through the
visudQ behind elements of xeno-epistemicsOin his yearning to reconnect with the ther
worldsOof the Pueblo and Hopi, behind the Dadabepistemics of his Qritique of unreasonOof
his Bildalas. The demand to iron these out tendal to be in the interests of placing the
Nameless ScienceQin the order of university disciplines, in the formation of the History of
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