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Extended abstract
My practice-led research shows how the rubric of cognitive ecology can be used to
develop an experimental ‘print-mediated’ artistic practice. Referred to as “the study of
cognitive phenomena in context” by Edwin Hutchins,1 cognitive ecology extends how
cognition has typically been studied within the cognitive sciences, beyond the
controlled confines of laboratory walls. As John Sutton and Evelyn Tribble write,
cognitive ecologies are:

the multidimensional contexts in which we remember, feel, think, sense,
communicate, imagine, and act, often collaboratively, on the fly, and in rich
ongoing interaction with our environment. 2

Following Hutchins’s statement, that when it comes to the study of cognition, the
correct unit of analysis is the ‘cognitive eco-system’,3 my practice-led research
explores how the idea of making a cognitive eco-system, might be used to develop an
experimental artistic practice over an extended period of time. This was a response to
a need I had to transform my artmaking processes into a robust mode of life-long
learning, after a prolonged period of retreat from a ‘culture of critique’. I tested the
robustness of this idea by using an artmaking context in which my individual artistic
cognition had largely not occurred in, to date, namely, a printmaking studio on
university grounds. Through a combination of written and practical components, I was
able to show that conceptualising my artistic practice as an extended unit of analysis,
that went beyond the studio walls, helped to activate and then integrate my artmaking
processes with a corresponding web of conceptual elements. By answering the
research question, ‘what would my cognitive eco-system look like, in artistic practice?’
my inquiry allowed me to imagine and then create a conceptual framework that
operates as a pathway into the practice of art.

1

Hutchins. 2010. 705.
Tribble & Sutton. 2011. 94.
3 Hutchins. 2010. 712
2
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Introduction
Overview
This practice-led inquiry explores the following research question: What would my
cognitive eco-system look like in artistic practice? This question is a consequence of an
idea I had, about how I would redevelop my artistic practice after a shift in motivation.
That idea being that I would make a cognitive eco-system, over an extended period of
time. This was informed by a statement by cognitive ethnographer Edwin Hutchins,
that when it comes to the study of cognition, namely, those processes and actions that
allow us to acquire knowledge and understanding, and act in the world, 4 the correct
unit of analysis is the ‘cognitive eco-system’.5 By equating the concept of a cognitive
eco-system to a redeveloped artistic practice, I have been able to establish a bundle of
well-defined parameters which structure on-going experimentation, whether it occurs
in, or outside, a studio context. Composed of a number of key organising principles,
this new “web of mutual dependence,” to use another term employed by Hutchins,6
delivers a research process for a complex context. This practice-led inquiry, and
therefore this idea of making a cognitive eco-system, operates as a pre-experimental
procedure for that process. This is an account of the artwork before the artwork. This
is an account of what I needed to do, and how I needed to think, to make artmaking
happen.

4

OED. 1989. ‘Cognition’
Hutchins. 2010.
6 Ibid. 705.
5
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Background
Before this inquiry started, my artmaking processes consisted of drawing [figure 1].

Figure 1: Drawing series #2, 2013

My artmaking processes also included plaiting newspaper over extended periods of
time, for example, two three-dimensional works titled Meditations 2012 [figure 2] and
Information Mutations 2015 [figures 3-4].

9

Figure 2: Meditations, 2012

Figure 3: Information Mutations, 2015
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Figure 4: Information Mutations (detail), 2015

My artmaking processes included printmaking too, though not in any great depth
[figure 5].

Figure 5: Screen print series #1 (detail), 2015
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Taken together, my artistic practice was conceived as a way to take time to think.
These individual processes were seen as a way to order my thoughts. All of this was an
attempt to alleviate internal pressures I had felt before then. In particular, the stress
and dissatisfaction I felt when it came to certain aspects of my earlier education and
employment.

A shift in research direction
When I first entered into this inquiry, I had intended to explore various printmaking
processes more deeply via the topic of materiality and the plaited forms of Information
Mutations. Materiality, in my own introductory terms, refers to a material’s signifying
capacity. In the original proposal for this PhD project, I indicated I would transform the
three-dimensions of Information Mutations, back into two, using the resources of a
printmaking studio. This would be used to explore the affect that each new medium
had on how I read my original material of choice - the newspaper – and how this
affected the way I thought. Yet, between making that first proposition in November
2015 and starting in May 2016, I had an experience that altered how I conceptualised
my existing artmaking processes. This meant, I needed to rethink how I would
approach my research and my artistic practice.

In the summer of 2015 and 2016, I completed a placement at a local community legal
centre. This placement was a component of a Graduate Diploma in Legal Practice
which I was in the process of completing almost 10 years after I graduated with a
Bachelor of Laws from the University of Newcastle. Although excited by the prospect
of resolving this aspect of my previous studies, I had thought this placement would be
a simple side-step until I recommenced my fine art studies at a post-graduate level.
What I found in those intervening months, however, was an occupation that was more
meaningful to me than my previous artmaking processes. This was great for me but
problematic for my artistic practice.

12

As a way to take to think and order my thoughts, my artistic practice had been, up
until that point, premised entirely on a rejection of my experience of education and
employment. Now I was faced with a situation in which I could no longer justify my
artmaking to myself let alone discuss it with other people. I therefore needed to
confront something far more fundamental than the topic of materiality. I needed to
confront the existence of my artistic practice.

Present inquiry
While I was looking for a new way to reconceptualise my artistic practice and the
motivation that laid behind it, I encountered a 2010 article by cognitive ethnographer
Edwin Hutchins titled ‘Cognitive ecology’.7 Hutchins’s convincing argument about
expanding the relevant boundary of study within the larger cognitive sciences,
resonated with me somehow. I did not know it then, but I can see on reflection that I
was responding to an unstated aspiration to think about my artmaking processes on
more expansive and inclusive terms. This article was appealing to a renewed interest I
now had to revisit my artmaking process over and above what I perceived to be, a
more objective study in materiality. It also triggered the requisite thought processes,
which made me excited about making art again.

Broadly defined by Hutchins as “the study of cognitive phenomena in context,”8
cognitive ecology represents the study of processes and actions such as decision
making, learning and problem solving in the field. That is, in the environment or
cultural setting in which a given cognitive phenomena takes place.9 In my case, that
would mean trying to understand what it would take to reactivate my artistic cognition
in a studio context in which it was not taking place. That context being a printmaking
studio on university grounds. I wanted to use this conception of cognitive ecology to
expand my understanding of that studio setting and my artmaking processes, so that I

7

Hutchins. 2010.
Ibid. 705.
9 Hutchins. 1995.
8
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could understand what additional information I needed to keep making art. I would
use this combination of cognitive ecology and a printmaking studio to build a
conceptual framework for a more robust artistic practice.

I subsequently encountered another article which helped me to conceptualise how I
would do that. Titled ‘Cognitive Ecology as a Framework for Shakespearean Studies’ by
Professor of English Evelyn Tribble and cognitive scientist John Sutton,10 this article
was a 2011 exploration of whether cognitive ecology could be a useful framework for
studying the contemporary production of early modern theatre. Here was an
application of the framework of cognitive ecology to an artistic cultural pursuit of
similar complexity to my own. Writing about the rich interactions which give rise to
cognitive phenomena, such as the decision making and skill acquisition which occurs
within cultural production, Tribble and Sutton’s article encouraged me to reconsider
my artistic practice on similarly rich, complex terms. When joined with Hutchins’s
argument that when it comes to the study of cognition, the correct unit of analysis is
the ‘cognitive eco-system’,11 ‘what it would take to keep making art’ seemed to rest in
one simple proposition. I would make a cognitive eco-system for myself, using those
same artmaking processes originally slated for a study in materiality. This prompted
the question: ‘what would my cognitive eco-system look like in artistic practice?’ This
is the research question my reimagined PhD project would explore.

10
11

Tribble & Sutton. 2011.
Hutchins. 2010. 712.
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Field of inquiry
Applications of cognitive ecology
There has been a growing number of applications of cognitive ecology to a variety of
human cultural activities. Each of these applications adopt an ecological approach to
the study of a particular cognitive phenomena in situ. This broad ecological framework
has been adapted to the study of the internet,12 religious concepts 13 and like Tribble
and Sutton’s application, to remembering in early modern England. 14 It has been
applied to the study of human use of smartphone technology. In a 2012 article
‘Ecologies of creativity: smartphones as a case in point,’15 Bardone and Shmorgun use
the framework of cognitive ecology to study how a device such as a smartphone
enables creative use for purposes other than what the designers originally intended.
Referring to the capacity of material culture to afford a range of potential use, this
research is informed by the ecological psychology of J.J. Gibson16 who is listed by
Hutchins as one of three main influences on the development of cognitive ecology as it
exists today.17 From my review of the literature though, there has not yet been an
application of the larger rubric of cognitive ecology to the development of an artistic
practice. My research addresses this gap by undertaking early explorative work in
response to the conceptual needs which have arisen in my practice. This is done with a
view towards understanding what it is, within my environment, that will reactive my
artmaking processes.

On the face of it, Michael Borkent’s PhD thesis Cognitive Ecology & Visual Poetry:
towards a multimodal cognitive poetics18 appears to bear special relevance for this
task. In this example, cognitive ecology is applied to the analysis of visual, or ‘concrete’

12

Smart. 2017.
Purzycki. 2013.
14 Burke. 2010.
15 Bardone & Shmorgun. 2012.
16 Ibid. 129; Tribble & Sutton. 2011. 99.
17 Hutchins. 2010. 705: The other influences are Cultural Historic Affective Theory (CHAT) and Gregory
Bateson’s Steps to an Ecology of Mind: collected essays in anthropology, psychiatry, evolution, and
epistemology.17
18 Borkent. 2015.
13
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poetry.19 Referring to an “eco-cognitive framework analysis of visual poetry’s
features,” Borkent writes of:

A model of cognitive ecology that meets the needs of visual poetic criticism. In
particular, I rely on research into perception, mental simulation, and
conceptual integration to show how communicative modalities are
transformed to yield synthetic multimodal understandings of hybrid texts.20

While that application displays a shared interest in the printed medium, it is not
concerned with the development of an artistic practice as mine is. It is foremost
concerned with the interpretation of a final visual artefact. The multiple theoretical
perspectives which Borkent incorporates into his research would have been especially
useful if I had pursued a study in materiality. Having pursued a different line of inquiry
however, my attention shifts to how cognitive ecology, as an overarching conceptual
frame, assists the initial redevelopment of my artistic practice. I do this by focusing on
how the idea of making a cognitive eco-system helps me to gain traction in the
printmaking studio, and how this combination changes how I think about and engage
with my artmaking processes.

Motivation and the artmaking process
As the art historian Kim Grant argued in a 2017 publication titled All About Process:
The Theory and Discourse of Modern Artistic Labour,21 the value attached to artmaking
processes and the motivation found within them, has long been determined in relation
to general attitudes about work and labour. 22 Similarly, in a book titled The
Intangibilities of Form another art historian John Roberts writes about an avant-garde
tradition, which began with Marcel Duchamp at the turn of the 20th century. 23 In this

19

Ibid; Borkent. 2014.
Borkent. 2015. ii.
21 Grant. 2017.
22 Although ‘work’ and ‘labour’ constitute significant issues, I will not be addressing them in-depth here.
23 Roberts. 2007.
20
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tradition, a highly conceptual approach to artmaking emerged as a rejection of menial,
fractured and repetitive modes of mechanised labour that had become entrenched in
Europe a decade earlier.24 As I look deeper into that aforementioned shift in
motivation I find a comparable rejection of middle-class employment following my
initial graduation from The University of Newcastle in 2006 with a Bachelor of
Arts/Laws. When I chose to quit my job working for the public service in Canberra in
order to attend the Queensland College of Art in 2010, I was consciously walking away
from a comfortable, stable existence. Although I would still have to work to support
myself during this time, I nevertheless wanted to immerse myself in artistic culture and
explore alternative rhythms of life.25 Now that I was less opposed however, to this kind
of existence, I found myself wanting to explore a different relationship with my
artmaking processes.

This relationship can be explored in both intrinsic and extrinsic terms. As psychologist
Teresa Amabile has explored in her componential theory of creativity,26 the creative
process – a deeper understanding of which, is effectively being explored in my
reimagined research project – is underpinned by four key components, two of those
components being ‘intrinsic task motivation’ and ‘the social environment in which the
individual is working’. Creativity is enhanced, according to Amabile, where the
individual in question is driven by personal interest, enjoyment and a suitable level of
challenge. However, that motivation can be undermined if the environmental supports
which would otherwise help people to engage in creative processes, are fragile or else
absent entirely. For instance, creativity will be undermined if those environmental
supports do not produce a feeling of ‘psychological safety’ whereupon people feel
comfortable throwing around ideas “without fear of ridicule” 27 or heavy-handed
criticism.28 While Amabile componential theory was developed in the context of larger
organisations, it was nevertheless intended to be comprehensive and relevant to any

24

Ibid.
As an example of what I was reading at that time, see McKenzie Wark’s 2011 book The Beach Beneath
the Street: The Everyday Life and Glorious Times of the Situationist International.
26 Amabile. 2012.
27 Ibid. 3.
28 Ibid. 2.
25
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human activity.29 Indeed, reading this as an artistic practitioner, I am reminded of the
intrinsic motivation which had been so important to my artmaking processes before
this inquiry started. I am also alerted to the important role the environment plays in
the on-going development of my artistic practice, whether it be a constraint or an
enabling factor. Yet, in my experience, this has not been adequately addressed on the
ground. That is, in the context in which my art has been made and my education in fine
art formed.

The new-found imperative of gaining an understanding of what will help me to make
art now, also picks up on a key concept within Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s positive
psychology.30 It does this though, with one important difference. Whereas
Csikszentmihalyi research includes addressing creative practice when immersed in a
state of ‘flow’ – that experience of being absorbed in a complex activity, which in turn
generates its own inherent rewards31 – my principal research interest is on what it
takes to get there. For example, in his 1975 book Boredom and Anxiety,
Csikszentmihalyi states that “the simple goal” of that particular study:

is to understand enjoyment, here and now – not as compensation for past
desire, not as preparation for future needs, but as an ongoing process which
provides rewarding experiences in the present.

The idea of making a cognitive eco-system, in contrast, is tasked with addressing the
artmaking process in the absence of immediate gratification. My artmaking had once
been focused on my experience of the ‘here and now.’ That is no longer the case.
Because of my recent shift in artmaking motivation, I have had to consider what a
redeveloped artistic practice looks like in the meantime. That is, until such time I gain
new meaning from how I make my art. Any question of artmaking’s inherent rewards
would have to be deferred in favour of an initial process of conceptual redevelopment.

29

Ibid. 7.
For example: Csikszentmihalyi. 1997. Csikszentmihalyi. 1975.
31 Csikszentmihalyi. 1997.
30
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Ecology and learning
What propelled me towards the artmaking process before now also intersects with the
existing use of ecological frameworks within an educational context.32 For instance, in
the contemporary Australian setting, de Bruin and Harris use an ecological perspective
to explore creativity in schools in more nurturing terms.33 The authors review research
that emphasizes the need to move away from blanket approaches, favouring wise local
epi-centres of interconnected creative practice instead.34 This echoes statements by
Graham, who writing from an American context nearly a decade ago, argues for the
application of a ‘critical place-based pedagogy’, where ‘place’ equates to a student’s
local context, or ecology.35 Although the geographical location my differ, Graham’s
ecological approach to a higher education in fine art, just as de Bruin and Harris’s
advocacy for creative ecologies does, neatly frames why I decided to pursue further
study in light of my earlier education. I too had been motivated by the issue of
standardization, including the high stakes testing practices which occurred within my
formal education experience. I did so by using the operations of my artistic practice to
pursue a more idiosyncratic, nurturing approach to learning. Those operations
emphasised the embodiment of my learning and thinking processes, over and above,
an earlier disembodied approach. 36
Although I continue to share, many of the values which researchers such as de Bruin
and Harris, and Graham look for within education, my present research imperative
differs in an important way. While the examples above render a shared ecological
rejection of standardizing practices, my current choice of cognitive ecology and the
cognitive eco-system is nevertheless part of an altered outlook. Shifting my concerns
back to the practice of art, there is a need to think more consciously and pragmatically
about those ways of thinking and working that will help me to re-engage with my
artmaking processes on new terms. That is why my present artistic efforts veer

32

Gradle. 2007; Haynes. 1989; Kačerauskas & Zavadskas. 2015;
De Bruin & Harris. 2017.
34 Ibid. 244, 256,
35 Graham. 2007.
36 I apply the terms embodiment and disembodiment in a general way at this stage. I return to a slightly
expanded understanding in chapter two.
33
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towards the cognitive, over and above, my earlier intuitive, affective, deeply embodied
approach. It is also why I prioritise those ways of thinking, which re-start my artmaking
processes in my current artmaking context. This includes a greater openness towards
processes of standardisation that might help this cause. With this comes an important
change in my conceptual hierarchy.
For instance, my ability to participate in a ‘creative’ ecology, whether it be part of
community of academic peers or a network of global and local artists, 37 is viewed
within this hierarchy, as a long-term goal of my artistic development, rather than an
immediate need. Likewise, although this inquiry’s research focus evokes a shared
concern for maintaining and developing an identity, a mode of personal expression
and agency within a larger system of practitioners, and academics – a concern which
has been explicitly addressed in the literature38 – my entry into this intersection of
ecology and education is again directed towards a slightly different issue at this point.
That issue being the need for an intervening mechanism that makes participation in a
larger community of artists and academics possible in the long-term. This inquiry is
engaged in developing that connective mechanism so that I can come back into artistic
practice on more robust terms. That is, I first need to understand what connects me to
the practice of art before I can venture further into a larger network.

The printmaking studio
When it comes to connecting to and participating in printmaking specifically, I found a
similarly placed concern over a lack of conceptual frameworks that can inform
decisions and guide actions, such as I was experiencing. In my review of the literature
on printmaking (known as ‘print theory’), I encountered a printmaking symposium held
in Oslo in 2015, in which artist and educator Nina Bonderson expressed dismay about a
lack of suitable frameworks for experimentation within printmaking studios.39
37

ZHdK. 2019: Run from the Zurich University of the Arts, this is an example of a Master of Fine Arts
program, that develops student’s forging links with their immediate peers, whilst maintaining a view of
self.
38 Gradle. 2007.
39 Bonderson. 2015. 109.
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Although this dismay occurs in the context of Bonderson’s concerns over the state of
art education in Sweden, the artist nevertheless asks a question that is pertinent to my
inquiry, namely, “what does it take to make something possible?”40 This question
highlights what had been so important to my earlier practice in so far as that practice
and that initial decision to study fine art had been premised on a feeling of possibility,
in a way that earlier education and employment had not. It also highlights the goal of
my current research. That goal being, finding out what it takes to get a process of
conceptual redevelopment started in the absence of immediate interest, enjoyment
and appropriate challenge, and perhaps even in the absence of environmental support
as well. What does it take, to make my experimental ‘print-mediated’ artistic practice,
possible? The idea of making a cognitive eco-system is being asked to inform this
difficult inroad (back) into the practice of this art.

An experimental practice, according to Australian academic and artistic practitioner,
Jill Bennett, tends toward questioning, transgression and reinvention through the
specific methods employed within a particular artmaking process.41 Yet, it has been
suggested the opportunity to engage in transgression in the printmaking studio is
limited and that this has been holding experimentation and development in this studio
context back. As Professor of Art History Margaret Miller has noted, this lack of
transgression has resulted in a set of familiar artists, styles and motifs.42 Although I am
by no means an expert printmaker, and although my experience is limited to only few
printmaking studios both in Australia and abroad,43 I too have struggled to gain longterm traction and a deep interest with its processes and techniques regardless of
where I am. This has impacted my ability to connect with other printmakers. For
instance, with no preceding idea as to how and why I would use the apparatus of a
printmaking studio in an experimental, open-ended manner, I certainly did not feel
compelled to act in this particular studio setting when this inquiry started. The lack of
an existing conceptual framework which could support such behaviour is why I started

40

Ibid.
Bennett. 2012.
42 Miller. 2015. 337 – 355.
43 The Queensland College of Art; The University of Newcastle; Falmouth University, in Cornwall,
England.
41
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to wonder, as have others before me,44 about the conditions which would be
especially conducive to experimental practices. As has been seen above, the issue of
environmental supports is something Amabile explicitly address in her research.45 The
issue of environmental choice by artists – that environment which they either
deliberately choose to move to, or else create around them – is an issue that
Csikszentmihalyi addresses in his.46

The environment I am interested in is the one I create through my thoughts and
actions, more specifically, my artmaking processes, and which perpetuates artistic
practice in turn. The connection that might exist then, between printmaking and
thinking, marries with a line of inquiry that has been explored by artist and researcher
Jenn Law. The author makes this connection by shifting to a more generalised
conceptualisation of the printed medium. Using an evolutionary perspective to frame
an expansive conceptual interest in the printed surface, Law notes:

I am interested in contemporary print in its broadest definition – not simply as
it manifests within the contemporary art world, but as a graphic culture, with
historically evolving technologies, traditions, social customs, knowledge
systems and technologies.47

Presenting a context in which humans develop alongside their technological
counterparts, Law suggests we are finely attuned to the printed medium, the
consequence of which being, that we can think with print as well as about it. 48 Singling
out the ‘techno-cultural system’ of print, as something that is uniquely pervasive, Law
views are pertinent to my present research needs and opportunities. My long-standing
cognitive/cultural relationship with print, broadly conceived, offers me a more viable
inroad back into artistic practice on both physical and conceptual terms, than a narrow
conception of that artform known as printmaking. I do not have an interest in

44

Miller. 2015. 337 – 355.
Amabile. 2012.
46 Csikszentmihalyi. 1997. 41-47.
47 Law. 2015. 285.
48 Ibid. 285-6.
45
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printmaking for its own sake. Nor do I have a particular interest in any one printmaking
medium. I do, however, have an existing relationship with the medium of print, which I
can use to compel myself into the printmaking studio, and which I can also use to
understand what exactly, I find especially compelling about my artmaking processes
now that my motivations have shifted.

Offering further support for the use of a printmaking studio to explore and thereafter
reactivate my artistic and intellectual operations more generally, is artist and educator
Carlos Capelán’s use of printmaking as the hub of his multi-media explorations. In a
brief excerpt published under the title ‘The Experience of Printmaking as Expanded
Language,’49 Capelán notes that although not all of his output manifests in printed
form, underpinning his graphic work, often, are printmaking procedures.50 More
especially, Capelán’s experience of them. Providing three examples of this – “the
matrix, the print or the edition” – the artist notes how thinking about these devices
and asking questions of them, allows him to devise new artmaking strategies which
can be applied to other aspects of his artistic practice.51 This suggests that amidst the
porous disciplinary boundaries which help define contemporary artmaking,52 one
artmaking experience inevitably seeps into another. It also suggests that I can use
printmaking, via the broader prism of ‘print’, to think about my artistic practice more
strategically.

Scope of inquiry
Taken together, my present inquiry focuses on the initial (re)development of my
experimental artistic practice using that idea of making a cognitive eco-system as its

49

Capelán. 2015.
Ibid. 148.
51 Ibid. 147.
52 The title of the 2015 symposium where Capelán, Miller and Bonderson spoke – ‘Printmaking in the
Expanded Field’ – draws on a 1979 article by Rosalind Krauss. Titled ‘Sculpture in the Expanded Field’,
that article makes the point that when sculpture left the rootedness of the plinth it entered into a
postmodernist field of possibility. Likewise, artists entered into practices premised on new conceptual
frameworks that took them away from any allegiance to a particular medium. See Krauss. 1979. 41, 42.
50
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key conceptual premise. In this re-imagined PhD research project, I wanted to find out
how I needed to think, to gain new momentum in my work. Moreover, I wanted to
extend an understanding of what it takes to get started, over a three-to-four-year
period. This inquiry would be about drawing that thinking, or reasoning, process out.
As I gathered the necessary conceptual framework to support this, I would be looking
to identify those ways of thinking and working that were conducive for this interim
period of artistic redevelopment. I would also be looking to see whether there were
any particular strategies that were especially suited to this task. I was especially
interested here, in how my artmaking processes might be transformed into a way of
thinking that makes decision making within my artistic practice increasingly feasible.
Furthermore, I was interested in how this emerging cultural/cognitive connection
makes the existence of my artistic practice within a larger ecology, increasingly feasible
as well.

This emphasis on the more subjective dimension of artistic practice will carry some
distortions. For instance, the importance I place on the artmaking process may not
accord with the experience of others. This emphasis is informed by having studied and
worked prior to attending the Queensland College of Art in 2010. As noted above,
those experiences gave me considerable leeway in how I approached my
undergraduate education in fine art. I was able to concentrate as a mature age student
on what I gained from the artmaking process. I was no longer driven by a need for
good marks as I had been in the past. When it comes to the task of redeveloping my
artistic practice and relating this to more than myself then, I cannot escape, nor do I
want to, the fact that I have extensive artmaking, and education, experience already.53
Nor, can I escape the other life experiences that had shaped my artistic practice, and
which therefore preference certain aspects of the research process over others.

53

This relates to Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital. See: Noble & Watkins. 2003. I do not focus
on this concept, but I acknowledge that there may be positive implications on this front, from the
framework I develop here. That framework may enable a greater understanding of terms such as this.

24

Again, this experience is part of the reason that I do not venture too deeply into
artistic practice as a collective phenomenon. Echoing a view expressed elsewhere,54 I
consider a close study of other artists risky when it is not met on equal terms. It risks,
as artist Sue Webster has noted “making art that is derivative of other people’s art.”55
This decision may prove controversial in a research context where it is my
understanding that an in-depth study of the work of my peers is more typical than the
approach I adopt here. As this suggests, the terms of this inquiry’s critical engagement
may be different from what is encountered elsewhere. My critical engagement with
the literature, broadly conceived, is focused on that drawn-out process of thinking and
decision-making within the remit of my artmaking processes. More especially, on the
conceptual framework which reintegrates the various, interrelated elements of my
artistic practice into a new cognitive ecology and cognitive eco-system.

In adopting the conceptual framework of cognitive ecology and exploring this idea of
making a cognitive eco-system it is important to stress that I accept that artistic
production does not occur in isolation, even when it is a solitary studio practice. 56
Equally, I accept that my artmaking processes, including my reasons for engaging in
them, have been informed by a myriad of social and cultural factors up until this point.
My present research project is concerned nevertheless, within these parameters, with
those instances when conditions conducive to artmaking are not immediately
apparent. By exploring the idea of making a cognitive eco-system as an interim
conceptual supporting mechanism, in lieu of broader environmental support, it follows
that I wanted to explore those conditions which facilitate a decision to make art in the
first place, as well as the capacity to make art thereafter. It was my intention to do
this, by responding to that moment in my artmaking processes, when I personally
waivered and when I came to reasonably suspect that my artistic practice was about
more than taking time to think. I would then make my response available to others
through an exegesis and exhibition.
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Research methodology
To answer the question of what my cognitive eco-system would look like in artistic
practice, I utilise a practice-led research methodology because it allows me to focus on
developing my artmaking process conceptually from a practical angle.57 Moreover, it
uses a combination of theory and practice to advance my on-going research
interests.58 The primary research interest here being the intention to use cognitive
ecology in concert with the printmaking studio to develop a conceptual framework for
an experimental artistic practice, in the field. That is, in the context, in which it will
take place, with a view towards better understanding what that context or ‘field’ is.

A practice-led research methodology also allows me to extrapolate the particulars of
my own subjective idiosyncrasies alongside the potential for more general use.59 I am
keen to ensure that what I do here has relevance to more than myself. The interest I
have in developing such a practice is why I used a methodology that, as Candy argues,
has the potential “to be fully described in text form.”60 Although I include a creative
component within my research and a presentation of that component as part of a final
exhibition, it is nevertheless vital to understand that what I explore does not reside in
visual and tactile output only. Much of it rests in this exegesis.

Why this research matters
The idea I explore in this practice-led inquiry is a question of what helps activate a
particular type of individual artistic cognition. Devising strategies in aid of this, has the
potential to assist artists who like myself, need conceptual guidance when making
decisions within the operations of their art, especially when those operations occur in
a research context. As Wilson writes:
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It is imperative that research through practice in the visual arts, in keeping with
the expansive remit of contemporary art, should seek to reconnect with such
alternative visions of research.61

While it may matter little to others whether I personally have an artistic practice or
not, at stake here is the broader issue of the availability of different ways of thinking.
Moreover, it is about making the opportunity to consciously develop an artistic
practice, as a mode of practice-led research, more widely available as well. It has been
my experience that the act of making art can make life better. Yet, this may not always
be immediately apparent. The need therefore arises to support some prospective
artists, and learners, whoever they may be, during this period of transition. This
research matters because it is about making artmaking more accessible and more
diverse.
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Key concepts
Cognitive ecology
Hutchins’s understanding of cognitive ecology as “the study of cognitive phenomena in
context”62 is joined with Tribble and Sutton’s description of cognitive ecologies as:

the multidimensional contexts in which we remember, feel, think, sense,
communicate, imagine, and act, often collaboratively, on the fly, and in rich
ongoing interaction with our environment. 63

Hutchins’s definition operates as a framework for how I view and study my artistic
cognitive phenomena. Tribble and Sutton’s definition frames the environment I am in
and mean to change, over the course of this inquiry, to the benefit of my artmaking
processes. Taken together, I have the means by which I can conceptualise what it is I
am making, namely, a multidimensional context that favours experimental artistic
practice, and how I mean to study it, that is, in the context in which I intend for it to
happen.

Cognition
In general terms, Dukas refers to cognition as that which “may be characterised as the
neuronal processes concerned with the acquisition and manipulation of material.” 64
Cognitive processes, Dukas further writes:

Most commonly determine behaviour, but they also affect numerous decisions
regarding changes in morphological, physiological, and life-history traits.65

Providing a baseline against which my research contributions are pinned, this
understanding of cognition as “neuronal process” is extended to include external
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resources as well. That is, the materials which are manipulated and transformed as I
make my cognitive eco-system.

Context
According to Hutchins, ‘context’ is understood to be “a wider dynamical process” and
“not a fixed set of surrounding conditions.” 66 Reference to ‘conditions’, is reference to
this understanding of context.

Culture
For Hutchins, culture is shorthand for a “complex cognitive eco-system that includes,
in addition the brain, a large number of somatic and extrasomatic processes.” 67 In a
key text on studying cognition in context, Donald defines culture as the “shared
patterns of acquired behaviour characteristics of a species.”68

Process
An artist’s process is understood to be more than just technique. Understanding
process as the “physical processes employed by artists,” Grant argues, “reduces it to a
narrow consideration of technical concerns.” 69 As with many aspects of my research,
Grant recognises that an understanding of what an artist’s process is, is context
dependent.70 As this suggests, an understanding of what my process will be, relies on
the outcome of my research and the context it produces. Nevertheless, it is possible to
broadly conceptualise an artistic or creative process at this stage as part of an ‘iterative
cyclical web’. That is, as an activity that is repeated and which alternates between
theory and practice until decisions and further steps are made.71 This is a process that
never ends.72
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Artistic practice
Once redeveloped, my artistic practice will be my larger system of critical and selfreflexive artistic thought and production. It will be composed of various conceptual,
theoretical, procedural and material elements that have been integrated into that
aforementioned ‘iterative cyclical web’73 as part of an activity that is embodied on
increasingly conscientious terms. 74 This view of ‘artistic practice’ is informed by an
account of artmaking in an institutional setting, which is further contextualised in
terms of an established network or a system of artists and researchers.75 In this
context, the imperative of gaining awareness over one’s artmaking processes and
conceptual framework is pronounced. While all such practices and systems could be
seen from the early to mid-twentieth century onwards as experimental,76 mine looks
towards using experimentation as its raison d’être. That is, where the opportunity to
engage in experimentation is its principal reason for existence.

Printmaking and print media
Whereas ‘print media’ is “a collective term” to indicate “a widening of the concept and
practices of print,”77 the term ‘printmaking’ tends to have a more specific use. It is
associated with the act of making a print in a fine art context.
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Chapter Outline
Chapter One: Context – A print-mediated artistic practice
This chapter outlines the context in which I pursued my present inquiry. Informed by
my present use of the printmaking studio, I return to an aspect of my previous artistic
practice that I have not explored until now. That aspect refers to a slow, linear
approach to the literature, which I developed while on a study exchange in 2013.
Allowing me to gain access to reading materials in a way that I have never known
before, this reading style favoured a more idiosyncratic approach to the literature. Like
my artmaking processes before it, this too had been a rejection, to a certain extent, of
a key element of my earlier education and employment. That element being how I
conducted critique and analysis. However, as will also be seen in this chapter, the
feeling of possibility on which that idiosyncratic reading style was premised, transitions
into new artistic intent for my present research purposes as I come to preference the
development of deeper structures within my artistic practice. This is done with a view
towards helping my artmaking proceed as a mode of life-long learning. It also provides
a deeper understanding of the research problem that my present practice-led inquiry
solves.

Chapter Two: Theoretical perspective – A study in cognitive ecology
This chapter outlines the theoretical perspective I used to respond to my need for new
direction and structure in my ‘print-mediated’ artmaking processes. Continuing to use
the 2010 ‘Cognitive ecology’ article by Hutchins and the 2011 article by Tribble and
Sutton as my primary theoretical conduits, I expand on the ideas which exist in this
literature, by reviewing additional literature on this topic. I also expand on my
application of cognitive ecology to my artistic practice. This includes outlining what I
imagined for my cognitive eco-system before my practice-led research started in
earnest. This theoretical grounding, and therefore this chapter, opens the way for me
to find out what my cognitive eco-system looks like in the fullness of my research.
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Chapter Three: Methodology – A practice-led research approach
This chapter outlines the design of a practice-led research methodology informed in
part, by the conceptual framework of cognitive ecology. The specific research methods
I employ to develop what is a research methodology in its own right, broadly reflects
that rubric’s emergent properties, as well my own deliberate efforts to redevelop my
artistic practice as an experimental print-mediated one. Drawing on literature that
positions practice-led research as a rigorous and robust form of inquiry, I proceed to
outline what my particular application of it looks like. At a basic level, I entered back
into the printmaking studios with this idea of making a cognitive eco-system and
waited to see what unfolded over the course of the next few years. I used this to study
how I coped amidst the internal pressures and stressors, which my being in this
environment, in this way, created.

Chapter Four: Results – New outputs and practices
This is where I outline what happened when I set my experimental artistic practice in
motion. This includes observations about the cognitive eco-system I made in and
around the printmaking studio. Charting my behaviour as I did so, this chapter includes
an exploration of my use of other artmaking media as well. Showing how my actions
have been informed by my application of cognitive ecology, as well as the materials
and techniques of the printmaking studio, this chapter is the first look at those key
strategies which emerged from my practice-led research. I include photographic
evidence of my artmaking processes as part of this. This chapter also touches on those
times when I was not making art. Additional textual output is key to understanding
what this means.
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Chapters Five: Analysis – Key organising principles
This chapter outlines in more detail, the artmaking strategies that were developed
through my practice-led research, helping to produce an experimental (printmediated) artistic practice, or cognitive eco-system, in turn. Referring to my use of the
framework of cognitive ecology in and around a printmaking studio to create a
research process for a complex context, these strategies – what I come to call key
organising principles - are integrated via one overarching cognitive strategy. Reflecting
on the previous chapter’s research results, I surmise that the decision to incorporate
irritants into my cognitive eco-system, runs throughout all of those new material,
procedural and conceptual operations. This helps to create a web of mutually
dependent elements that can be transplanted to other artmaking contexts. Generating
its own means of analysis, this new integrated yet partially divisible approach, reforms
my artistic practice structurally, whilst maintaining the integrity of earlier artmaking
and reading processes.

Chapter Five: Findings – My cognitive eco-system and its consequences
This chapter presents an overview of my cognitive eco-system, or unit of analysis, in its
state of synthesis. It also presents an overview of the role that ‘print’ plays in my
cognitive eco-system. This is where I reflect on how that artform known as
printmaking, as well as a broader conception of the term ‘print’, has changed the way I
conceptualise my artmaking processes and artistic practice. I then go on to reflect on
the ‘so what?’ of my current research project. This where I note a greater appreciation
for why this research matters.
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Project Conclusion
My research explores how I think about my artistic practice under the conceptual
framework of cognitive ecology, and how this framework changes the operations of
my art. In my conclusion I address this by paying attention to how learning more about
my artistic practice contributes to a larger body of knowledge. I make a case for the
cognitive ecology which exists around and through my individual artistic cognition, as a
demonstration of how others might like to forge a similar path. I also address the
limitations and successes of my research and conclude with two options, when it
comes to what happens next.
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Chapter One: Initial context – an artistic practice mediated by
print
Introduction
In this chapter, I outline the context in which I consciously redeveloped my artistic
practice, as an experimental print-mediated one. This is also the context in which I
encountered the concept of a cognitive eco-system, because of my present focus on
the printed medium. That context begins, not with the physical act of artmaking, nor
with a review of the work of my peers. It begins with a look at my cognitive/cultural
relationship with ‘print’, broadly conceived. This practice-led inquiry starts by
reflecting on a slow, linear approach to the literature I adopted while on a fine arts
study exchange in 2013. Altering a pre-existing relationship with printed objects and
surfaces, such as books, newspapers and articles, this immersive reading style shifted
the focus of the type of critical analysis I learnt in school and at university, when at
home in Australia. This meant I came to preference reading for pleasure and the
feeling of possibility it provoked, over and above exercising my capacity for forming
critical judgements about what or how I read. My decision to develop a new
conceptual framework for my artistic practice therefore needs to be seen in light of
this recent retreat from what I refer to as a ‘culture of critique’. So too that lack of
initial impetus towards the printmaking studio. This means that this inquiry is less a
response to a digital context, as it is a reaction to a contentious, unresolved and longstanding relationship with the printed word and image, and with it the learning
environments in which I was raised and formally taught.

A slow, immersive approach to the literature
The task of developing an experimental print-mediated artistic practice begins, for me,
by reflecting on how and why I have approached the literature in a seemingly
idiosyncratic way in recent years. Developed during my undergraduate studies in fine
art, the decision to read texts slowly, deeply, from start to finish, over and above a
35

more strategic approach, first emerged in 2013 while on a study exchange at Falmouth
University, in Cornwall, England. Presented with the opportunity to explore my
artmaking for a semester, free from the pressure of working part-time as well, I
subsequently immersed myself in a slow, linear reading of whatever felt right, whether
it be fiction or non-fiction in its printed form.

Meandering through this new cultural landscape, I walked, I observed, and I sat in
coffee shops and bars, engrossed in texts and ideas I had not had time to entertain
until then. I was still engaged in the artmaking process I loved the most, namely
drawing [figures 6-8], but that process became secondary to the pleasure I now found
in thinking on my terms, through a much slower engagement with printed objects and
surfaces than I had previously known. This was reading, artmaking and indeed life and
learning, as exploration; or what the British author Doris Lessing calls a more
sympathetic, intuitive approach to the printed word.78

Figure 6: Drawing series #1, 2013
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Figure 7: Drawing series #1, 2013

Figure 8: Drawing series #1, 2013
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Taken from the preface of Lessing’s 1962 book The Golden Notebook,79 the idea of
moving from one text to another, over and above, a more strategic search, had been
particularly informative since that 2013 study exchange. I took note of Lessing’s advice
on how to find and approach the printed word. Lessing writes:

I say to these students who have to spend a year, two years, writing theses
about one book: ‘There is only one way to read, which is to browse in libraries
and bookshops, picking up books that attract you, reading only those, dropping
them when they bore you, skipping the parts that drag – and never, never
reading anything because you feel you ought, or because it is part of a trend or
a movement. Remember that the book that bores you when you are twenty or
thirty will open doors for you when you are forty or fifty – and vice versa. Don’t
read a book out of its right time for you.80

My own reading practice shifted accordingly. Reading slowly and more freely, that is,
without an inherited framework or teacher to guide me, brought me deeper into a
state of creative synthesis with the printed text. Focusing on my own experiences, just
as I had with my artmaking process beforehand, I gradually forewent a more
systematic study of the literature. I simply allowed one text to lead me to another,
gathering thoughts and ideas as I went. The slowness of this process enabled new
mutations within those thoughts and ideas to emerge.

The concept of a ‘slow’ reading style is one that has already been the subject of
books81 and scholarly articles.82 It borrows from a larger contemporary cultural
phenomenon, the initiation of which has been attributed to a slow food movement.83
That movement, it is said, begun in Italy, after journalist Carlos Petrini organised a
protest against the idea of fast-food giant McDonalds setting up in Rome.84 It has since
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been applied to the concept of slow journalism, for instance, where that term is used
to describe a set of practices that critique fast news production. Slow journalism
‘enacts’ its critique through the adoption of a slower approach to information
gathering, interpretation and distribution. 85 Its practitioners take time to think, just as I
did within my earlier artistic practice. I am not only referring to my time in Falmouth
but also the decision to forgo earlier employment in order to make Meditations [figure
2] and later Information Mutations [figure 3] as part of my focus on the artmaking
process. There one sees a complimentary choice of material and procedure, namely
the plaiting of newspaper over many weeks and months as a time-out from my usual
reading and thinking practices. Like the slow food movement before it, this
overarching artistic practice operated as a pathway into an enriched experience of
material culture. Providing more time for reflection, it savoured a meaningful
relationship with words and images, as well as the materials they are printed with and
on.

This experience of being taken into an enriched, complex yet ultimately unstable
textual universe through my altered reading processes, picks up on the work of key
postmodernist thinkers. These have not only been explored with respect to reading
curriculums in formal learning contexts,86 but also with respect to practice-led
research as well.87 Of these, the work of Deleuze and Foucault has been applied as
justification for the idiosyncratic use of literature on account of their creative
potential.88 Reference is made here, to practice-led research in the same physical
location as my inquiry is carried out, where artist and researcher Caelli Jo Brooker,
writes about the utility of philosophical concepts for her artistic and design practices.89
In that case, Brooker draws on Deleuze’s conception of difference and repetition to
expand on an initial binary framework in order to enable new ways of thinking and
working. One sees here, the positive transformations which creative use of literature
can provide. In my case though, such idiosyncratic use had not been so specific. My
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encounter with cognitive ecology and the concept of a cognitive eco-system may alter
that slightly but even then, the way I use that conceptual framework differs from the
way that Brooker uses hers. Further context is needed to understand how my reading
practice operated within the larger operations of my life, as well as the challenges of
my current research project.

From 2001 to 2006, I completed a Bachelor of Arts/Laws at the University of
Newcastle. Although my education had always been driven by the need to find fulltime employment, this choice of dual undergraduate degree, when compared with the
alternative,90 was a consequence of a deep drive I had to know and understand the
world in expansive terms. Moreover, the broad range of options it provided allowed
me to defer making a decision about what I would do eventually. Ever since enrolling
in that course, I became immersed in what I refer to as a ‘culture of critique’ and
analysis. Thinking critically and breaking down issues into their constitutive parts,
subsequently dominated my life. This was a style of thinking which I perceived to be
oppositional and a deeply argumentative form of engagement with the materials and
social interactions, which constitute the Western intellectual culture in which I am
predominately immersed. Even subsequent exposure to postmodernism’s rejection of
binary thinking91 during my undergraduate fine arts education, did not wholly rectify
this experience. It too appeared to subsist in an environment that was oppositional
and argumentative. I wanted, and continue to want, my thoughts, prejudices and
assumptions to be challenged. In practice, however, my critical thinking processes
increasingly knew no boundary during or after that time.
Though also immersive in its operations, my idiosyncratic reading style, when seen in
this context, allowed me to stand outside this all-encompassing, unbounded critique. It
encouraged me to stop, think and listen. More to the point, it allowed me to
circumnavigate the critical thinking I had long directed towards myself. I was not using
or misusing particular concepts from the literature back then. I was creating an
enriched environment in and around my head which informed my thinking and
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influenced my actions in a more positive manner than I had previous known. Reading
slowly and deeply, that is, in my own time and in my own way, offered much needed
cognitive and emotional reprieve. It was a way to actually live life, rather than operate
as the detached, critical observer I had been. It was a way to reform my interpersonal
relationships too. It was a response, in other words, to what I was experiencing on the
ground, in so far as it transformed how I interacted with other people.

While this idiosyncratic reading process was geared towards activating the lived
experience in the here and now, it should also be seen as part of an on-going search
for a particular kind of intellectual participation and a particular kind of life. Without
knowing what exactly, I wanted this intellectual participation or life to be, I could at
least recognise that reading slowly from start to finish had solved a problem for me
personally. It remediated a contentious relationship that was itself mediated by print.
After all, I was born in the 1980s. I remember a time before computers became a
fixture of everyday life. Print was and is, synonymous with my education. Yet, in
remediating this mediation, I had opened the way to a thoroughly divergent way of
thinking. I had come to preference a capacity for generating new ideas and making
new associations in the course of my everyday life, over and above, making a decision,
about what exactly, I wanted my artistic practice to be about. I had not committed to
developing my artistic practice on conscientious terms beyond it being a ‘way to take
to think’ and a way ‘to order my thoughts’. This loose conceptualisation of my earlier
practice was arguably a way to further bide my time. As the one enduring aspect of my
artistic practice, it is the ‘central connecting material,’ to co-opt a phrase by scholar of
print culture, Mark Wildermuth,92 that links my earlier artmaking process to my
current intellectual and artmaking objectives.
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A print culture
Having played a central role in Western intellectual culture for centuries, 93 the printed
surface is both a staple of everyday life and a key aspect of my contentious
relationship with education. It also underpins the context of artistic production around
which I centre my research: the development of a conceptual framework in a
printmaking studio on university grounds. A key text, when it comes to the study of
print culture, is historian Elizabeth Eisenstein’s 1979 book The Printing Press as an
Agent of Change.94 Rather than offer a definition, Eisenstein lists a number of
characteristics, including some of those conventions developed in the wake of the
invention of the printed word and image in a European context, in the 15th century.
These conventions relate to the storage and retrieval of information, helping to shape
corresponding learning practices in turn. 95 Undertaken in an artmaking context
though, I only refer to Eisenstein’s focus on the transition from the written manuscript
to the printed text in the context of a scholarly tradition, as one, albeit important
example of this larger cache known as ‘print culture’. As Wildermuth argues in his 2008
text Print, Chaos and Complexity, it is better to write of print cultures, over and above
a single conception of that term. 96

Even so, while it might be preferable to refer to the characteristics of a given print
culture, some basic understanding of that concept was needed when this inquiry
started. I was, after all, preceding at this stage, without the conceptual framework that
practice-led research set out to develop. Found in The Culture of Print97 by historian
Roger Chartier, the basic conception I found most useful came by way of two
definitions. The first of these definitions refers to the transformations that the printing
press broadly wrought in Europe following its inception in the 15th century. In this,
Chartier’s first definition echoes Eisenstein’s claims that the advent of the printing
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press was akin to a revolution, in so far as it unleashed far-reaching changes within
Western culture.98

The printing press according to Eisenstein, 99 refers to that larger cluster of
technological developments, which converged with Johanne Gutenberg’s production
of metal cast, movable type around 1450, to deliver a highly flexible and therefore
adaptable means of replicating texts that had previously been written out by hand in
the form of manuscripts. 100 Although the extent to which it was a revolution has been
a topic for debate101 – one that I will not enter into – and although Eisenstein prefers
to list key characteristics, over and above a definition of this concept, there is
nevertheless a shared recognition here, for the sweeping change within Western
culture especially,102 that the printing press eventually enabled. Born into a Western
intellectual context, Chartier’s first definition of print culture places my cognition as
one that is broadly, yet deeply entwined in this shared history. As Chartier notes, “all
culture” in Western societies, following the creation of the Gutenberg printing press,
“can be held to be a culture of the printed word.” 103

In addition to this first definition, Chartier offers another, which emphasises all the
different ways that printing technology and its associated material artefacts have been
and are still used today. Pointing to “the sets of new acts arising out of the production
of writing and pictures in a new form,” Chartier highlights, in this narrower definition, a
print culture in the West, that went far beyond the administrative use which
characterized the early print culture of China and Korea, where methods of printing
predated that of Gutenberg. 104 These new acts emanating from the printed form,
extended to the public domain, where, as Chartier writes, the use of print objects
became embedded in “festive, ritual, cultic, civic, and pedagogic” practices. 105 With
98

Eisenstein. 1983; Eisenstein. 1980.
Eisenstein. 1980. xv.
100 See also: Chartier. 2014. 1; Lyons. 2010; Wildermuth. 2008; Briggs & Burke. 2002.
100 Chartier. 2014. 1.
101 Briggs & Burke. 2002; Wildermuth. 2008; Lyons. 2010.
102 I want to acknowledge my Western cultural bias.
103 Chartier. 2014. 1.
104 Ibid.
105 Ibid.
99

43

that printing press came an proliferation of different print-mediated behaviours
throughout Western society, including those which manifested as art objects. That
diversity of use therefore refers not only to how those mechanisms, materials,
processes and techniques which constitute ‘the printing press’ came to be co-opted in
various ways. It also extends to how the objects that this ‘cluster of technological
developments’ produced came to be variously used as well. In this narrower definition,
I see the basis for my seemingly idiosyncratic ‘print-mediated’ behaviour. This includes
the plaiting action used to make Information Mutations [figure 3] and Meditations
[figure 4].

Conjuring a print culture for my practice-led research
I also see in this narrower definition, the basis for the print culture I conjured for
myself, as I brought my slow, immersive reading style into my present inquiry in search
of new motivation. Viewed through a broad prism of print culture, my intuitive,
sympathetic approach to the literature led me to one particular example. Historian
Jonathan Rose’s 2001 book, The Intellectual Life of The British Working Class,106
outlines an approach to intellectual, and therefore print culture, with a purpose similar
to what has been explored above. Encompassing that period in English cultural history
between the late 18th century and early 20th century as industrialisation became
entrenched,107 Rose’s account of working-class intellectual life refers to a
‘disinterested reading practice’ in which absorbing, interpreting and responding to
information from one’s surrounds, occurs without a pre-existing agenda. Appealing to
my cultural background and recent shift in reading habits, this is a shared pattern of
behaviours premised on reading widely for pleasure and self-betterment, whereon
one gathers multiple frameworks and therefore multiple ways to view the world. 108 It
is a way of proceeding through the literature without a fixed, rigid ideological
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framework, nor a teacher to guide it, just as my idiosyncratic reading practice had
done.

This example of a print culture describes an autodidactic practice, which is, according
to Rose, premised on self (and mutual) education and “the passionate pursuit of
knowledge.”109 The idea of belonging to and developing this intellectual tradition and
impulse within an artmaking context provided renewed motivation to return to that
same critical environment I had deliberately retreated from in the past. As Rose writes,
these working-class autodidacts tended to pursue their self-education under difficult
circumstances.110 This framed initially, though in highly imaginative terms, a behaviour
and therefore a way of thinking, that had been passed down to me through successive
generations, and which I therefore had a responsibility to develop. That previously
unexplained autodidactic impulse, again in highly imaginative terms, was now pushing
me on to reactivate my artmaking processes as part of a larger, less oppositional
process of intellectual and artistic engagement. I had a responsibility to develop this
impulse and pass it on.

Here too, the working-class, intellectual tradition which Rose explores, provided
further motivation. For instance, while it might be tempting to equate this autodidactic
practice and passionate pursuit of knowledge to an unsystematic approach to reading,
it is indicative of a committed and open-minded approach to one’s self-education. This
can be seen in the books that Rose’s working class-readers read. It is known from the
material records, such as diaries and autobiographies they left behind, 111 that these
readers looked to lists such as Sir John Lubbock’s ‘Hundred Best Books’ for guidance.112
Likewise, they looked to a canon of great literature. 113 As Rose states:
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If the classics offered artistic excellence, psychological insights, and penetrating
philosophy to the governing classes – if, in fact, this kind of education equipped
them to rule – then the politics of equality must begin by redistributing this
knowledge to the governed classes.114

This practice-led inquiry would be about redeveloping an experimental print-mediated
artistic practice as part of a shared cultural value that is placed on self-directed, lifelong learning. It would be an exercise in those ways of thinking which would promote a
process of intellectual self-organisation within the remit of my artmaking processes.
More especially, those processes due to occur in a printmaking studio on university
grounds.

Life-learning, Fraser and Deane write, occurs by definition, “from the moment of birth
until we die.”115 In their study of undergraduate science students in Australia, this is
tightened in meaning to “learning which takes place in post-compulsory education,
and even post-formal.”116 Pointing to the work of Candy et. al.,117 the authors outline
the key characteristics of a life-long learner.118 These include: the presence of an
inquiring mind, that is “dogged in his/her approach to learning”; ‘helicopter vision’
which encompasses breadth and connectivity of knowledge; the capacity to know
which “questions to ask, where to go and what to do to find the answer” – otherwise
known as ‘information literacy’; “a sense of personal agency” that incorporates a view
of oneself as a capable, organised, self-managed learner; and a “repertoire of learning
skills” that includes an “understanding of what it means to learn” as well as how one
“learns best.”119 The literature shows a growing interest in generic skills, such as
‘learning to learn’, which have been necessitated by the growth in an information
society.120 This is a society in which it becomes impossible to cover all content now
available to teachers and learners.

114

Ibid. 2.
Fraser & Deane. 1998. 23.
116 Ibid.
117 See Candy et. al. 1994.
118 Fraser & Deane. 1998. 24.
119 Ibid.
120 Woon. 2012; Marsh & Hart. 2011. 36; Fraser & Deane. 1998. 24.
115

46

Compare this to a surface approach to learning. Surface learning is defined by the
tendency to, remember only that information required by a specific task or
assignment; a failure to distinguish overarching principles from concrete examples; to
see the completion of tasks as externally motivated; and importantly for this inquiry,
the absence of reflection about “purpose or strategies.”121 It could be suggested that I
was responsible for my dissatisfaction with my earlier formal education because of my
existing tendencies on this front. Nevertheless, that dissatisfaction needs to be seen in
a context in which learning for some ‘external award’ was explicitly encouraged. You
worked hard, got good marks, got into university and obtained well-paid employment.
I had no concept of how a deeper approach should function because I had never been
taught or shown them.

More to the point, I did not know how to look for or ask the question. Learning had,
for most of my life, been a means to an end, not an end in itself. This was despite
having a deep drive to acquire new knowledge and understanding. It is a drive, as I
have suggested, which was passed to me, from a not so distance past. My decision to
forego earlier employment in favour of an education in fine arts moved me in the right
direction. So too had my earlier emphasis on the artmaking process. Although
rectifying that tendency towards surface learning to a certain extent, I never
considered devising long-term strategies or deeper structures within my artistic
practice, or indeed, how I learnt. It never occurred to me that this was something I
could or should do, until that is, I needed to reconceptualise my artistic practice.

Defining the research problem further
The development of a conceptual framework for an experimental print-mediated
artistic practice, that has as its principal research interest the reactivation of my
artmaking processes on new conceptual terms, begins before stepping into the
printmaking studio. It begins via a strange, recalcitrant, immersion in a reading style,
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the enduring existence of which, signals an on-going retreat from the environment in
which I make my art and learn.

That reading style revealed on further reflection, a desire to redevelop my artistic
practice as a robust mode of life-long learning, which could take those earlier gains
with it. As a statement then, of the research problem that this inquiry had to solve, as
distinct from the research question it would answer, the renewed, though still fragile
bout of motivation which is found in the concept of life-long learning, now required a
theoretical perspective that could reframe how a process of artistic redevelopment
might occur at a deeper level of conceptual and procedural integration. The
conceptual framework I needed to draw on at this point in my artistic practice, was
one that was geared towards this careful process of critical, self-reflective
redevelopment. That developmental process needed to be slow and methodical, so
that I might preserve and transform what was good about my earlier approach.

Chapter summation
In this chapter, I have explored the initial context in which I undertook my present
practice-led inquiry. That inquiry has been premised on developing a new approach to
my artmaking processes after what has been a prolonged retreat from a culture of
critique. As I looked to reactivate my artistic practice as an experimental printmediated one, it was with a mind geared towards reactivating my artmaking processes
as a more purposeful and enduring mode of life-long learning. That means that the
term ‘print-mediated’ refers to more than just the artform known as printmaking. It
also refers to an idiosyncratic relationship with the literature that mediates my entry
back into artistic practice, and which I assumed, in the end, would be mediated by a
new set of reconceptualised artmaking processes in turn. In the next chapter, I explore
the theoretical perspective which helped to corral the various, loosely composed,
elements of that earlier artistic practice back together, after what had been a long
period of not making a decision at all.
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Chapter Two: Theoretical perspective - A study in cognitive
ecology
Introduction
In this chapter, I turn to the theoretical perspective I introduced into my artistic
practice to reintegrate its various conceptual, procedural and material components
into a more structured mode of experimental life-long learning. I follow Hutchins’s
2010 advocacy for cognitive ecology as a rubric that encompasses various ecological
approaches to the study of cognition. When it comes to the study of cognition,
according to Hutchins, the “the correct unit of analysis” is the ‘cultural/cognitive ecosystem’, or the ‘cognitive eco-system’ for short.122 I use this concept to reframe my
experimental print-mediated artistic practice on deeper, more structured terms. As
will be seen below, I use Hutchins’s conception of cognitive ecology, as well as Tribble
and Sutton’s subsequent exploration of that framework as a ‘fruitful’ model for
Shakespearean studies,123 for my early explorative practice-led research. Given there
has been no application of cognitive ecology to my particular area of study, this
chapter should be read as an experiment in itself – one which allows me to anticipate
future research. This means that this limited foray into a framework that is vast in its
ecological scope, does not preclude other potential uses. This chapter, as well as those
that follow, are an exploration in what cognitive ecology can lend to the development
of an experimental artistic practice that is mediated by the printed-medium.

Background to cognitive ecology
Broadly defined by cognitive ethnographer Edwin Hutchins as “the study of cognitive
phenomena in context,” cognitive ecology encompasses and integrates, various
concepts which adopt an ecological approach to the study of cognition. 124 The
principle research interest here being the relationship between an organism and their
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environment as it relates to their ability to function in that environment. 125 For
cognitive ecology this means looking at how a cognitive behaviour, such as decision
making or information processing, enhances an organism’s ability to survive and
reproduce.126 Falling under the larger umbrella term of the cognitive sciences,
cognitive ecology is part of the broad interdisciplinary study of cognition. 127 Simply
put, cognition is that mechanism, or deeply entwined set of interrelated processes and
actions, that allows us to process and interpret information we have absorbed from
our environment, eliciting a contextually appropriate response in turn.128 In this,
cognitive ecology, like the broader cognitive sciences of which it is part, adopts a
materialist view of cognition. As Vitzthum states in a brief overview of the materialist
tradition, this means that “all thought and feeling, human and otherwise” which feed
into cognition, is seen as “a material process.”129 That is, ‘human life’ and ‘human
consciousness’ is seen within a materialist framework as the product of “the selfenclosure or inorganic molecules and their subsequent transformation into organic
cells.”130

Cognitive ecology first emerged as an area of study, which applied an ecological
approach to learning to both human and animal contexts, around 30 years ago. Dukas
usefully distils this approach to: the study of the ecology and evolution of those
neuronal processes involved in acquiring, retaining and using information. 131 Referring
to a volume of collected writings titled Cognitive Ecology II,132 which was edited by
Dukas and Ratcliff under the article title ‘Cognitive ecology comes of age,’ Yasukawa
notes that this publication came out of the 2007 symposium tiled ‘The Evolutionary
Ecology of Learning, Memory and Information Use’. 133 However, in an article titled
‘Cognitive Ecology: a field of substance?’, Healy and Braithwaite point more specifically
to an article published in 1993 by Real as the term’s initiation where it grew out of an
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effort to bring together that larger field of cognitive science with the more discrete
field of behavioural ecology.134 Healy and Braithwaite, it should be noted, prefer a
narrower definition of cognition ecology than Dukas 135 and Hutchins136 utilize, and
which I likewise follow. Real’s article in turn, appears to have grown out of the work
done by Gallistel in the area of animal cognition, where the former, according to
Shettleworth, operated as a precis of the latter’s 1990 book, The Organisation of
Learning.137

Finding appeal in cognitive ecology due to a shared interest in learning, it is important
to note this framework incorporates methodologies from other research areas. Given
cognitive ecology revolves around the study of observable cognitive phenomena in the
field, its practitioners often draw on those insights which have been produced in a
laboratory setting because of the latter’s access to brain imaging techniques.138 In
questioning whether cognitive ecology is a substantive field in its own right,
Shettleworth points out that the field of cognitive psychology for instance, which is an
important discipline within the cognitive sciences, and which studies cognition using
the scientific method, recognizes “rigorous criteria for what constitutes learning.” 139 As
such, Shettleworth reiterates the importance of interdisciplinary training when
research of this nature is applied outside the controlled environment of the laboratory,
such as it is for cognitive ecology.140 Taking this warning on board, I apply cognitive
ecology as an overarching conceptual framework only. I make no pretence of being
adequately trained to do otherwise. If I had used my earlier slow, immersive reading
style to render a more idiosyncratic reading of the literature, this is where I am careful
not to misuse or abuse this framework, nor the scientific insights or rigorous
methodologies, which feed into it.141
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The ecological study of cognition, in context: defining the relevant ‘unit of
analysis’
When it comes to the study of cognition, according to Hutchins, the correct ‘unit of
analysis’ is the ‘cognitive eco-system’.142 A way to conceptualise a more expansive
study of cognition, this unit of analysis is constituted by “a web of mutual
dependence” among its elements.143 This frames cognition in a way that goes beyond
the boundary of the skin and skull.144 For Hutchins this means studying ship navigation
in its socio-cultural context.145 That is, as a study of the culture which exists on a ship,
constituted as it is by its entire crew and entrenched practices. For Tribble and
Sutton’s work on Shakespearean and early modern theatre production, such human
cultural endeavours are studied in their cultural-historic context.146 There one sees a
particular interest in how skill development is shaped by technological advancements.
For instance, changes in lighting design alters how actors emote on stage.147
Elsewhere, the study of cognition in context takes into consideration an evolutionary
view of cultural cognition. Donald’s book Origins of the Modern Mind: Three stages in
the evolution of culture and cognition,148 was one of the first to make the case at
length for this expanded conception of cognition.149 In that instance, the author offers
a theory about how the human mind developed complex representation systems as a
consequence of previous adaptations and ongoing technological, cultural
developments.150

Studying human behaviour in context might seem obvious. Yet as Hutchins writes, the
study of cognition has tended to occur within the confines of a laboratory setting.

142Hutchins.
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Hutchins refers to this as the study of cognition in captivity. 151 It was long dominated in
North America especially, by what is known as the information processing model. 152
This is where cognition is modelled on the digital computer as a set of internal
resources and stored symbolic manipulations. 153 Both of these approaches cast
extensive information about the body, actions and environment aside. This was done
on the assumption that cognitive science – that umbrella term for the interdisciplinary
study of human behaviour 154 – would return to these considerations after “the core of
cognition” was understood.155 This initial deferral of elements, which are crucial to
cognitive ecology, is surprising given that, as Farina and Pieretti note, 156 the concept of
cognition first emerged as a way to try and explain the mechanism that connects
individuals to their environment. Writing about their application of cognitive ecology
to the study of soundtopes in birds, that is, their communicative sonic patterns, they
state that it was considered crucial that such a mechanism should exist, for without it,
information could not be transformed into the meaning which is integral for
survival.157

It is within this larger context of the interdisciplinary study of cognition that Hutchins
advocates for an ecological approach. Unlike earlier studies of cognition, such as an
approach known as cognitivism – where cognition is viewed and analysed as a rigid,
rational and logical process158 – cognitive ecology treats it as a biological and cultural
phenomenon.159 This means that cognition, that mechanism, which is said must exist,
is approached under this framework on more complex terms. Encompassing additional
information about an organism and their environment, when compared to cognitive
psychology for instance, where one sees a focus on studying internal processes within
tightly controlled laboratory conditions,160 cognitive ecological frameworks, according
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to Hutchins, allows us to understand how a cognitive process such as problem solving,
learning and decision making, actually works.161 Alternatively put, why these processes
are the way they are.162 After all, when we exercise these interrelated aspects of how
cognitive faculties, we do so when immersed in the messy, complicated functioning of
everyday life.

Expanding how cognition is studied and understood within the broader cognitive
sciences,163 these various ecological approaches to the study of decision making,
problem solving, thinking and acting, highlight one key issue. How does one define the
limits of what is considered crucial to the study of cognition? How does one therefore
conceptualise cognition itself? As Hutchins further explains in that 2010 article,
“choosing the right boundaries for a unit of analysis is a central problem in every
science.”164 The author goes on to write:

… the basic approach to this problem has been in place for 2,000 years. Plato
advised that one should “carve nature as its joints” (Phaedrus 265d-266a). By
this, Plato meant that we should place the boundaries of our units [of analysis]
where connectivity is relatively low.165

Within cognitive ecology, or indeed any other area of study within the cognitive
sciences, this decision will depend, according to Hutchins, on “what we think cognition
is,” which will depend on what we think can be explained.166 This focus on what
constitutes cognition in a given instance, is what allows researchers to determine
where connectivity between the various elements of a cognitive eco-system are most
dense and what considerations are most relevant.167 For myself, it was a matter of
what I wanted and needed to explain about my artistic practice, both to myself and
other people.
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A more comprehensive survey of this debate, and the differing opinions that lay within
it, can be seen in a 2018 publication titled The Oxford Handbook of 4E Cognition. 168 In
that book, there is both a broad and in-depth exploration of a bundle of concepts
known as ‘4E cognition’. In basic terms, this bundle includes the concepts of
‘embodied, enacted, embedded and extended cognition’, each of which operate under
a different idea about what should be included in the relevant unit of analysis.169 Each
limit, in their own way, what constitutes cognition in a given context. Enacted
cognition, for instance, focuses on the “dynamic coupling of brain-bodyenvironment.”170 Embedded cognition preferences cognition as causally dependent on
the body and the environment that body is in. 171 Extended cognition includes the
external resources and activity which drive a cognitive process such as
remembering.172 There are instances, where these more particular concepts have been
applied to the arts.173 The prime example here being embodied cognition, which places
cognition in the brain and the brain in the body.174 This has been used to frame
insights into the role that human emotions play in material artmaking processes and
teaching practices.175 Although the concept of embodied cognition runs through
everything I do in my research, my focus remains for now on the overarching
conceptual development of my artistic practice. This need for new cognitive strategies
precedes a deeper understanding of the specific terms which fall under the rubric of
cognitive ecology at this stage. This is why I now turn to the philosophical
consequences emanating from the cognitive sciences in broad terms.
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The imperative of cognitive ecology’s expanded approach
Cognitive science has been geared towards finding general principles which unite
intelligent practices.176 It is interested, according to Lakoff and Johnson, in the study of
conceptual systems.177 The authors note, that this has delivered three key insights,
namely: the mind (or cognition) is inherently embodied; thought is mostly
unconscious; and abstract concepts are largely metaphorical. 178 The key insights which
they outline, operate as a rebuttal of the idea that reason, for example – that capacity
to make logical inference, conduct inquiry, solve problems, to deliberate, evaluate, and
importantly for this inquiry, to criticise179 – is not what it was long thought to be. That
is, it does not transcend the structures of how bodies, but is instead shaped by our
nervous system and physical movements.180 For instance, our capacity to
conceptualise, via metaphors, is dependent on our bodies and the “peculiarities of our
brains.”181 That capacity, in large part, occurs at an unconscious level because of the
basic need we have to categorise our environment and make judgements quickly as an
animalistic matter of survival. Such assertions by Lakoff and Johnson, reflect an
argument explored by Damasio in his well-known rebuke to the Cartesian separation
of mind and body, under the titled Descartes’s Error.182 The error being the idea, that
our capacity to reason operates independent of emotion and within the confines of
our own free will. 183 Cognitive science tells us that what is known is bound by
subjective experience. What we do is often beyond our conscious control.

The examples which Lakoff and Johnson’s account provide are relevant because they
offer an accessible entry point into the philosophical consequences of recent insights.
More to the point, it highlights the impact that the cognitive sciences are having on a
long tradition of thinking about what it means to know and to act, and how this then
impacts our understanding of what it means to be human. As Garner, notes:
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Today, armed with tools and concepts unimaginable even a century ago, a new
cadre of thinkers called cognitive scientists has been investigating many of the
same issues that first possessed the Greeks some twenty-five hundred years
ago. Like their counterparts, cognitive scientists today ask what it means to
know something and to have accurate beliefs, or to be ignorant or mistaken.
They seek to understand what is known – the objects and subjects in the
external world – and the person who knows – his perceptual apparatus,
mechanism of learning, memory, and rationality. 184

With the cognitive sciences unsettling already, what we thought we knew about
human cognitive capacities and how it might be studied, one sees here how cognitive
ecology’s expanded unit of analysis aims to push this further. With cognitive ecology a
metaphor, according to Hutchins, for cognition as a biological system, 185 it becomes
possible to see that mechanism, or apparatus, as yet another link in this long, and
complicated chain, of trying to understand how humans relate to and are impacted by
their world. Or in my case, what it means to understand and develop an experimental
print-mediated artistic practice capable of subsisting beyond the here and now.

One important consequence of all this, is how intelligence is viewed and how human
action is subsequently received. What began, within the larger cognitive sciences, as
an inquiry into whether intelligence existed as a natural category, that is, as a discrete
unit of analysis that scientists could study, has since led to questions about whether
the phenomenon referred to as intelligent behaviour, is itself a valid category.186 There
is now a greater willingness to expand our conceptions of intelligence, or to use Lakoff
and Johnson’s point above, reason. For instance, cognitive scientists now prefer the
term ‘intelligent systems’ to denote a category which is potentially valid, and which
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therefore makes reasonable, inquiry into generalizations that apply to all instances of
‘intelligent behaviour’.187

This idea of ‘intelligent systems’ is built on within a cognitive ecological framework,
where researchers such as Tribble and Sutton reclaim cognition’s mechanical
connotations by referring to “more-or-less intelligent practices.”188 Again, under this
framework, the system in question is partially a biological one. 189 That is, one shaped
by evolutionary processes, where evolution is increasingly impacted by
cultural/contextual factors.190 That evolutionary process in turn, does not necessarily
adhere to a Neo-Darwinism view of gradual adaption to the environment, as Tattersall
noted in a 2015 address titled ‘The Thinking Primate’.191 This view would have us as
the fine-tuned product of time, suggesting a sense of inevitable development. There is
another view, Tattersall argues, which favours a sudden explosion of our unique
cognitive style. This view, and this style, is defined by a capacity for symbolic
thought,192 which apart from suggesting that our intellectual development is not (nor
was it ever) inevitable, also highlights our good fortune to be endowed with the
anatomical, biological structures, including those within our neural pathways, that
enable cognitive development to occur. Viewing human activity, including creative
endeavours, in this opportunistic and staggered way,193 means that we need not be
narrow in our understanding of what intelligent, reasonable, logical behaviour is. This
includes what which occurs within artistic practice.

This also means that, although cognitive ecology’s expanded boundary of study causes
difficulties over what to include within the relevant unit of analysis, this framework
remains pertinent and necessary. Not only is this a question of the vast network of
environmental factors which influence a person’s sometimes seemingly irrational,
idiosyncratic behaviour, this is also a question of the variance which exists between
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peoples as well. As Donald argues, not only has cognitive science long overlooked the
impact that culture has had on cognition, it has tended to be built “mostly on the study
of two recent and highly specialised kinds of mind: literate English speaking adults and
computers.”194 Donald further states, “Cognitive science often carries on as though
humans had no culture, no significant variability, and no history.” 195 Although these
comments come from a book published in 1991, the timing of Hutchins’s 2010 article
suggests that these ideas are still finding their way into the mainstream of cognitive
science. Understanding human behaviour still needs a more expansive approach to
study of cognition, for this also implies greater inclusivity as well. This inclusivity is
what I ultimately aim for in my practice-led research, more especially in the conceptual
framework I develop and exhibit, in textural and visual form.

The application of cognitive ecology to my artistic practice
It was a consequence of reading the literature related to the framework of cognitive
ecology, in my idiosyncratic way, that I had the idea about how I might resolve the
problem that emerged within my artistic practice back in 2016. That problem being,
the lack of an adequate conceptual framework that could inform my artmaking
processes in the printmaking studio, and elsewhere.196 Initially, that problem seemed
to be driven by the simple fact, that I no longer felt compelled to make art in the why
that I once did. However, further reflection revealed a retreat from a culture of
critique, as encompassed by my idiosyncratic approach to the literature. This led to a
growing awareness about the lack of correspondence between my artmaking
processes and conceptual operations, which this divergent approach to reading helped
to create. This was underwritten by a residual surface approach to learning, which
necessitated deeper structures that could support life-long learning. I needed a new
way to think about how I would reintegrate the various components of an
experimental, critical, self-reflexive artistic practice, for this purpose. Proceeding with
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the idea of making a cognitive eco-system for myself, I reasoned that the application of
cognitive ecology to my artistic practice, offered a way to reconnect those cultural and
cognitive elements, which had been dislodged by my prior aversions and literary
meanderings. More to the point, it offered the conceptual means by which I could
slowly and methodically, create and preserve structural integrity within my artistic
practice. This is what answering my key research question, ‘what would my cognitive
eco-system look like in artistic practice?’ sought to solve.

How does finding out what this cognitive eco-system looks like, help my process
of artistic and intellectual redevelopment?
Like the print culture I conjured, as outlined in the previous chapter, I soon formed an
idea of what I wanted my cognitive eco-system to look like through the operations of
my idiosyncratic reading practice. Tribble and Sutton’s description of cognitive
ecologies offered me a rich starting point. More than just the study of cognitive
phenomena in context, cognitive ecologies are also conceived as those environments
in which are immersed, and try to act, think, remember and imagine in. 197 These
environments, or multidimensional contexts, are constituted by distinct yet
interrelated dimensions which include the “neural, affective, kinaesthetic, sensory,
interpersonal, historical, political, cultural” as well as “technology.” 198 I wanted to
create, through the making of my cognitive eco-system, those conditions which were
conducive to further experimental artmaking, thereby delivering a better conception
of my individual artistic cognition in turn. That is, how my cognition, when engaged in
the artmaking process, works and what in effect, my artistic practice is. To achieve this,
I wanted to reverse my usual emphasis on trying to explain my artmaking processes
and feeling deflated when I struggled to do so. I would first try to understand the
environment – those cognitive/cultural relations – which support them.
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Again, Tribble and Sutton’s article provided a possible answer as to how this might be
done. The authors write, those ‘more-or-less intelligent practices’ which constitute
cognition, always involve the “coordination of many disparate resources at once.” 199
Such co-ordination emerges, according to Tribble and Sutton, within rich social,
material and somatic environments that are themselves indicative of complex internal
mechanisms.200 Once encompassed as part of a ‘cognitive state or process’, these
mechanisms are one partial component of a shifting (or dynamic) hybrid for which no
analytical priority can be assigned.201 For me, making a cognitive eco-system over an
extended period of time, would mean co-ordinating its various elements gradually.
Although answering my research question would only be possible once I had my
cognitive eco-system in its entirety, I nevertheless imagined I might be able to
appreciate its constitutive parts to some extent, within the on-going context of a
practice-led inquiry. This is because, reading Tribble and Sutton’s article, and indeed
Hutchins as well, marries with the experience I already had in using the artmaking
process to elicit knowledge and understanding in my own time. My artmaking
processes, and that reading practice, may have become unsystematic and divergent in
recent years. That does not diminish however, what I could bring to my current task. I
wanted to make some decisions about what my cognitive eco-system contained,
before they were subsumed into a larger artistic hybrid.202

I was also mindful of comments Hutchins’s made about the cognitive eco-system at
this early stage of my research. Reflecting on how “the cultural-cognitive ecosystem is
heterogeneous and complex”, Hutchins notes:

As an object of study this cognitive eco-system falls into the cracks among
academic disciplines as they are currently organized. Because no field or
discipline has yet taken ownership of cultural-cognitive eco-systems, little is
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known about their function. Truly understanding how systems work will require
a large and sustained scientific endeavour.203

Responding to this passage meant there had been a discernible shift towards wanting
a more objective approach within my artistic practice, when compared to my earlier
artmaking processes. That approach reflects a growing need I perceived within my
existing practice, to more clearly organise my thoughts and to accommodate at last,
my analytical, critical tendencies, in way that was fulfilling. It was a need, which at
once grew out of long being immersed in an unsystematic approach to the literature,
whilst also having long being focused on my experience of the artmaking processes,
over and above having any concern for external validation. It was not just the imagined
richness of the term ‘cognitive eco-system’ which appealed to me then, but a more
sober idea of a ‘unit of analysis’ as well. Finding out ‘what this cognitive eco-system
looks like’ would therefore mean understanding the parameters of an experimental
artistic practice on similar terms.

A note about this cognitive eco-system
In referring primarily to Tribble and Sutton, and Hutchins, it is important note their
close association with the concept of distributed cognition. Those who employ this
concept, according to Hutchins, look for principles which connect cognition, such as
decision making, learning, thinking and remembering, at varying scales.204 As Hutchins
writes:

Distributed cognition begins with the assumption that all instances of cognition
can be seen as emerging from distributed processes. For any process there is
always a way to see it as distributed. In practice this implies that wherever we
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find cognition, it will be possible to investigate how a process we call cognitive
emerges from the interactions among elements in some system.205

Although this particular concept is closely aligned to the overarching rubric of cognitive
ecology, which in turn adopts an anti-individualist view of cognition, 206 it was
nevertheless still possible to apply cognitive ecology to my current individual-centred
research project. This is because the various concepts which fall within cognitive
ecology incorporate different spatial and temporal scales. As Hutchins notes, whereas
distributed cognition assumes no centre in advance, an ‘extended cognition’
framework for example, centres on the brain and its relationship with external
resources.207 There are some instances, Hutchins argues, where this relationship
between brain and external resources sits within the correct unit of analysis.208

To expand on this example slightly for my early exploratory purposes, extended
cognition was first proposed in a 1998 article titled ‘The Extended Mind’. 209 This
concept is premised on the idea that humans have long used “external media” to help
them to get on the world.210 Described by Hutchins as seminal,211 and recognised
elsewhere as being directly influenced by Hutchins’s 1995 book Cognition in the
Wild,212 this article adopts an approach to the study of cognition known as ‘active’ or
‘vehicle’ externalism, in which activity and the environment are seen as having a role
in driving cognitive processes.213 As authors Andy Clark and David Chalmers note,
humans rely “heavily on environmental supports” to help them think. 214 This goes
beyond the “advanced external computing resources” that we are familiar with today,
to include the fact that we have long extended our mental operations into a range of
‘paraphernalia’ by manipulating ‘external media’.215 Again, although I do not focus on
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this concept of extended cognition in my research (nor the concept of distributed
cognition), it nevertheless helps set the scene for my use of the larger rubric of
cognitive ecology. That rubric is an as much an entry point into this vast and complex
theoretical framework as it is artistic practice. My application of cognitive ecology to
my artistic practice operates then, as an initial framework that facilitates the
acquisition of knowledge and understanding at this intersection of philosophy, art and
science. It makes possible, a deeper awareness of the concepts which lay within it.

For instance, my present focus on better understanding the resources that help me to
develop my individual artistic cognition, picks up on a number of existing concepts and
frameworks within art theory. It connects for instance, to the premise of an ecological,
or ‘transdisciplinary’, practice. That is, one which uses what is already at an artist’s
disposal, or which is within reach, to solve problems as they arise.216 An individual
artist, Haley states, who reaches out for the “form, media, processes and materials to
suit the meaning and intention of the artwork” can be considered an ecological, or
transdisciplinary, artist.217 This focus also connects to the idea of ‘bricolage’,
whereupon the act of ‘making do’ and improvising in situ operates not only as a style
of everyday creativity, but has a deliberate artistic strategy and tactic as well.218 This
concept, as explored by de Certeau219 should be seen, as Dezeuze writes in an
overview of key artistic practices which emerged from the late 20th century, as an
attempt “to define everyday life as a complex field of study requiring new
methodologies.”220 This reflects the need I now had, for a novel way of understanding
the vagaries of my concrete and increasingly complex everyday existence, for which
artmaking and the methodologies it uses, offers a feasible solution. It is therefore not
just a question of which elements endure as I make my cognitive eco-system. It is the
means by which I corral the various elements of my cognitive ecology into an
expanded unit of analysis, which is in question as well.
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This brings me to an important distinction between the rubric of cognitive ecology and
the concept of ‘habitus’ by sociologist Pierre Bourdieu.221 Habitus refers to a system of
dispositions within the (individual) agent, that are both durable and transposable to
different situations, that is, “principles which generate practices and representations
that can be objectively adapted to their outcomes.” 222 As Johnson has noted:

The habitus is sometimes described as a ‘feel for the game,’ a ‘practical sense
(sens practique) that inclines agents to act and react in specific situations in a
manner that is not always calculated and that is not simply a question of
conscious obedience to rules. 223

While this is pertinent, the needs of this inquiry’s interim focus were, again, different.
For this inquiry, I required a strategy that would enable me to come into a particular
kind of experimental artistic practice, with a view of connecting, eventually, with
theoretical perspectives such as this. As Tribble and Sutton have argued,224 cognitive
ecology provides a more concrete framework when compared to the relative
abstractness of Bourdieu’s habitus. Similarly, I was not seeking to explain my
navigation of cultural structures at the level of society, as Bourdieu does.225 I was
trying to engage in those processes of navigation in the first place whilst immersed in
the murkiness of life. I was interested in developing the conceptual framework, or way
of thinking, that allowed me to question my actions as I did so, so that I could
determine what my artistic practice is.226 This was therefore about developing an
artistic practice within which I might then become immersed, and which I would
therefore increasingly embody, beyond this practice-led inquiry.
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Chapter Summation
To bring this together into an interim summation, this inquiry relates to and is
activated by an ecological conception of my experimental print-mediated artistic
development. This process is predicated on enabling and showcasing the development
of skills related to transforming a vague desire to keep making art, into a more robust
set of conceptual and physical operations. Seeking to enable decision making within
my artistic practice in the first instance, I looked to create that multidimensional
context, or environment, which would make my individual artistic cognition
increasingly feasible over the course of my inquiry. Aiming to do so by ‘making a
cognitive eco-system’, I wanted to understand the elements of my redeveloped
experimental artistic practice. This includes developing my artmaking processes
alongside contextually appropriate conceptual counterparts. This ‘cognitive ecosystem’, like the ‘rubric’ which informed it, offered a simple way of thinking about my
present artistic endeavours and emerging intellectual interests.227 Proceeding carefully
and methodically, the main task of this research project from this point, was to find
what it took to facilitate my on-going artistic development on more systematic and
structured terms. Seeking to better understand how I needed to think to make this
happen, I turn, in the next chapter, to how I studied and observed the production of an
artistic practice as a research process in and for a complex context. That process is
positioned as a deep mode of life-long learning.
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Chapter Three: Methodology – A practice-led research approach
Introduction
Continuing to explore the idea of making a cognitive eco-system, I outline in this
chapter, the practice-led research methodology I deployed. This is where I explore how
I intended to find out whether this idea could activate an experimental artistic practice
premised as a deeper mode of life-long learning. The purpose of this practice-led
approach was to allow the elements of this cognitive eco-system to unfold in a
complex context, with the view that the results of my research could be amenable to
the multidimensional context in which I live. Returning to a printmaking studio I
struggled to gain traction with, in the past, I show how I intended to study my use of it
in this practice-led inquiry. I also show that operationally, I continued to employ that
idea of using the apparatus of the printmaking studio, to return the three-dimensions
of Information Mutations to a two-dimensional surface. The scope for experimentation
which that operation provides was still suitable for my research, despite that earlier
change in direction. As will be seen below, I used this operation to explore the
environment which would be conducive to my individual artistic cognition. This
includes, how I intended to draw out those elements which would constitute an
understanding of the unit of analysis on which future research would be based.

Practice-led research: an overview
My practice-led research, as with my previous focus on the artmaking process, is part
of a larger discourse that explores the practice of art, over and above the analysis of an
art object. As Candy notes:

Practice-led Research is concerned with the nature of practice and leads to new
knowledge that has operational significance for that practice.228
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“The primary focus” of such research, Candy writes, is the advancement of “knowledge
about practice, or to advance knowledge within practice.” 229 For Candy this has
precedent in what is known historically as the ‘polytechnic’, where practice and theory
combined into “new ways of doing things” and which produced “knowledge that
improved our ability to act in the world.” 230 In my case, attention turned to how a new
way of thinking developed through new artmaking processes, improved my capacity to
make conscious decisions about and within an experimental print-mediated artistic
practice. My attention also turned to how this way of thinking and acting improved my
ability to act in a larger ecology, approached here as an artistic community and
associated theoretical discourse.

Studio practice/Visual output
This research project was an opportunity to use a studio practice for the third and
most extensive time. For the majority of my undergraduate degree in fine arts, I
worked from home, operating around various living spaces. I had my first opportunity
to work in a dedicated studio space when I went on that study exchange to Falmouth
University for a semester in 2013. The next opportunity came when I enrolled in the
fine arts honours program at the University of Newcastle in 2015. While the former
piqued my interest in the use of the studio as part of my process, it was the latter
which led to the operations underpinning my current inquiry. In the images directly
below, one can see the studio space I used in 2015 and now. In [figure 9], one can see
the communal setting that my studio walls open out to. Those studio walls are shown
in [figures 10-11]. As can also be seen in those images, which were taken in 2016 when
I began this project, this practice-led inquiry began in a sparse environment. It
therefore became a matter of waiting to see what would become of this environment,
as I made my cognitive eco-system over the next three years.
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Figure 9: Printmaking studio, University of Newcastle, 2016
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Figure 10: Designated printmaking studio space, 2016

Figure 11: Designated printmaking studio space, 2016
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As a key element of my current practice-led research methodology, my use of a studio
practice is supported by literature which positions it as robust and rigorous form of
research.231 In Sullivan for instance, it is possible to view the studio space as a tool of
visual thinking and knowing.232 That is, where the studio operates as a framework for
what the author refers to as a “cognitive coalition,” that is, “an on-going dialogue
between and within the artist,” as well as what and who, is around they, him or her. 233
It can also be seen as a structure that enables what Sullivan calls a process of
transcognition. “Transcognition,” Sullivan writes:

is a process of visual arts knowing where the forms, ideas, and situation are
informing agents of mind that surround the artistic self during visual arts
practice.234

The studio space I used, was visibly open to others working in and around the
printmaking studios. Its three available walls were therefore intended to not only offer
a means of organising my thoughts visually. Its partially open boundary was also a way
to elicit comments from those passing-by, who could see developments for
themselves. I wanted to understand my artmaking processes in this open
environment. Again, I wanted to understand what it would take, to activate my
individual cognitive phenomena, in a context in which it had largely not occurred until
now.
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Subjective knowledge
In using those artmaking processes to make a cognitive eco-system, I put myself at the
centre of my practice-led research. My research is limited in its possible claims and
applications because of that. However, it is also a key source of its unique research
value. As Sullivan further writes:

The artist is the key figure in the creation of new knowledge that has the
potential to change the way we see and think. Therefore, the studio experience
is a form of intellectual and imaginative inquiry and is where research can be
undertaken that is sufficiently robust to yield knowledge and understanding.235

Bringing my prior and on-going experience as an artistic practitioner to bear on this, I
looked at what it would take for me to keep making art here. My experience would be
used as an insight into how one might like to think, when faced with similarly sparse
environment. As a member of certain social groups, it is possible to extrapolate what I
do for the benefit of others. For instance, I am an artist from a certain socio-economic
background. As Wolff notes in her study of the social production of art,236 “artists and
cultural producers are faced with particular conditions of work, affecting what kind of
work they produce and the manner in which they can do this.” The constraints that act
on me, most likely act on some other people as well.

The limitations of this subjective approach are offset somewhat, by making explicit the
constructed nature of my knowledge. The cognitive approach I adopted as part of my
cognitive eco-system, is particularly relevant to what is known as constructivist
epistemology, the central tenant of which is that “human learning is constructed by
the individual in order that he or she may better function in this world.” 237 Referring to
a theory of knowledge, in which knowledge is constructed and meaning made,
‘constructivism’ emphasises student-centred learning, and it is an approach which

235

Sullivan. 2005. 78.
Wolff. 1984 (1981). 62.
237 Fraser. 1998. 27.
236

72

builds on what a student already knows. 238 As Sullivan notes, this way of knowing is
largely distinguished from a positivist epistemology, which is premised on predetermined knowledge “external to the knower,” and which is therefore waiting to be
discovered, as is more commonly the case in the sciences.239 Using this inquiry, to
facilitate access to the former, it follows that I facilitate moving away from the latter
also. A studio context was especially useful for this constructed approach. It offered
some capacity to exercise a modicum of control within its partially porous walls, whilst
being amenable to the unpredictable nature of the printmaking studio. In particular,
the socio-cultural environment that exists within its extended studio walls. This is a
space in which I could study the cognitive eco-system I was constructing.

An emergent and generative mode of research
My practice-led research, including my use of a studio practice, subjective experiences,
and bid for constructed knowledge, encompasses an emergent, generative mode of
research. The terms emergent and generative are employed here to indicate the
creation of understanding over time.240 This kind of understanding can also be given
the terms ‘insight’ and ‘discursive possibilities’ to explain the type of research that I
do.241 Throp highlights how this:

process of research needs to be open to the fact that art practice is something
that unfolds in time and cannot be foreseen – that the nature of making art is
to be an emergent process.242

Elsewhere, the unfolding, unforeseen nature of this kind of research is seen to be
premised on the unintended, yet valuable consequences, which can arise when
engaged in the act of making art.243 Sullivan similarly writes, to proceed in this way,
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one just needs “to be open to possibility and curiosity.”244 Such openness looks to me,
like the key starting point from which to launch life-long learning through the
unfolding operations of my artmaking processes. As with the constructivist approach
above, the acquisition of new knowledge and understanding has the potential to
operate here, on new and expansive terms.245

As the basis for life-long learning though, this openness to possibility and curiosity still
required the deeper structures which would support my artistic practice as an ongoing research process. The early explorative work, which my research would
undertake, was to provide the grounds for cognitive phenomena to emerge in situ. In
this case that would mean looking for decisions made, from a standing start, and from
that initially sparse studio environment. It would also mean trying to understand how
these decisions create a practice that becomes increasingly structured over an
extended period of time, and how this structure then helps me to advance my practice
in a way that was not possible beforehand. I did not assume that this idea of making a
cognitive eco-system would actually work. Nor I could not foreshadow what these new
structures would be at the start of my practice-led research. I could only respond to
issues that arose, as they happened. This meant my redeveloped artistic practice
would be shaped by problems that emerged as I re-activated that practice, as well as
how I responded, or coped, in turn. Subsequent emergent properties would be used to
build my artistic practice as an increasingly complex and structured cognitive system
over time. That is, as a system composed of many different elements, which may give
rise to further autonomous, emergent phenomena for future research.
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Specific research methods

Making a cognitive eco-system, or unit of analysis
The printmaking studio

Figure 12: Printmaking Studio, University of Newcastle, 2016

In order to reactivate my artmaking in a rigorous and robust way, I used the same
printmaking studio at the same university that I worked in immediately before now,
namely, the University of Newcastle [figure 12]. For my current practice-led research,
that studio and my initial lack of impetus in it, provided a useful testing ground for
understanding the effectiveness of cognitive ecology for my artistic practice. Building
on the inextricable link between cognition and context that cognitive ecology is based
on, and which is embodied in the concept of the cognitive eco-system, I continued to
explore the idea of making a cognitive eco-system by using it as the primary guiding
principle for the practical component of my research. This means, I would operate in
the printmaking studio with very little other information to begin with. I waited to see
what happened as I entered into this studio setting with this idea and my research
question.
75

Minimal guidance
Although still open to external input through that partially open studio space and my
supervisory arrangements, this inquiry was nevertheless designed to proceed with
minimal guidance. I decided that I would restrict my use of the ever-growing body of
literature which exists on cognitive ecology and the broader cognitive sciences, at the
beginning of this inquiry. I also limited my exposure to other PhD research because I
did not want my individual artistic cognition to be influenced by it in the first instance.
I also chose not to delve too deeply into the literature which covers the topic of
practice-led research. Working from the barest knowledge on these topics was meant
to challenge my cognitive capabilities. It was a way to understand the logic that I was
operating under when engaged in my artmaking processes. My principal research
interest rests in this respect, in my ability, as a more-or-less intelligent organism, to
solve problems in situ, without simply repeating, or performing to, a pre-conceived
idea of what cognition, and indeed, practice-led research, is, or what it should be. 246 All
of this may suggest a need to exercise control in a way that is the antithesis of the
study of cognitive phenomena in context, where any number of environment factors in
the field, would typically influence my behaviour. Yet, while the boundary of my
cognitive eco-system may be extended, it is still a boundary, nonetheless.

The artmaking process, or method
Operationally, the task of making a cognitive eco-system, began with the idea of
returning the three-dimensional form of my plaited printed strands back to twodimensional surfaces using the apparatus of the printmaking studio to do so. I would
use the plaited strands of my earlier artmaking processes as an instrument of mark
making, as originally intended. Though I would do so with a focus on the artmaking
processes themselves. Offering various ways of producing and reproducing words and
images, in an artmaking context, this studio provided a promising hub for an
experimental artistic practice more generally. The studio I worked in, presented
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opportunities for using traditional print techniques beside more recent developments
in digital printing techniques. This provided an open baseline for me to work from,
allowing me to think more deeply about what would help me to reengage with my
artmaking process, after a prolonged period of conceptual, material and procedural
disengagement. This would be where I would study the makings of that environment
which would enable my artmaking into the future, in the absence of institutional
support. More acutely, this studio, and this basic operation, presented me with a range
of resources, which I could latch onto, as I sought to understand how I needed to think
and work.

Studying the making of my cognitive eco-system
Selected repetition as basis for finding the deeper structures of my artistic practice
To help break down the redevelopment of my experimental artistic practice, into its
reconstituted parts, I employed a key characteristic of printmaking, and print culture:
repetition. I intended to use this characteristic in a highly punctuated way, so that I
might rebuild an associated process of reflection and analysis. Rather than strive for
results, I simply waited to see what compelled me to reengage my artmaking process
in the printmaking studio from a spartan start. I then sought to create a record of what
was most informative for my cognitive eco-system by only repeating those ways of
working and thinking which I found genuinely motivating. Once I had what I needed,
namely, the beginnings of a flow, or aesthetic experience within the operations of my
art, I would cease that particular component of my emerging cognitive eco-system.
Reference to a flow or aesthetic experience is approached here in terms of having
some affective or emotional response to what my artmaking processes produced.247 I
did not want to push myself to reach that point, nor did I want to overcome how I felt
in the meantime. That is, if the feelings produced as a consequence of working in that
studio context, or any other, were not especially positive. I also did not want to
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overshoot the gains I made with my earlier artmaking and reading processes. Further
still, I did not want to have my technical skills outstrip my present conceptual
developments. I wanted the various elements of my redeveloped artistic practice to
fall back in step with one another as part of a re-synthesised hybrid.248

This selectively repetitive approach was also integral to how I would document my
artmaking processes for research purposes. I was mindful of not allowing a
photographic documentation process to disrupt the making of my cognitive ecosystem. A material record of decisions made, or else decisions deferred would instead
come from my artmaking materials themselves, and the various points of
incompleteness that they indicated. I was also mindful of not responding to
photographs of my artmaking processes, over and above a more direct method of
documentation. Again, on-going reflection and subsequent analysis would be an
indication of what I thought and how I felt, about the material artefacts themselves
and the artmaking processes they embodied. The redevelopment of my experimental
artistic practice would therefore be drawn out across a range of actions in and around
the printmaking studio, all of which would contribute to my cognitive eco-system.

As this suggests, I was aiming for a reflective practice here, namely, a reflection-inaction, for action.249 As Schön writes, this thinking style is predicated on high-level of
abstract competence that demonstrates a capacity to anticipate and adjust, to detect
and correct and to above all, engage in an activity, that can fairly be described as
intelligent behaviour.250 In my case, I wanted to use the reconstruction of my
experimental artistic practice, to reflect on what had changed in how I viewed my
artmaking processes and how I was therefore better able to respond to complex
artmaking contexts. Or as Schön calls them, the “unique, uncertain and conflicted
situations” in which our practices and actions take place.251 This means reflecting not
only on what my cognitive eco-system looks like in a state of synthesis, but on the role
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that print plays in that cognitive eco-system as well. For instance, on time spent in the
printmaking studio, when compared to elsewhere, such as time spent reading and
writing. The main objective of this component of my research was to understand the
specific materials, procedures and concepts that helped me build this capacity for
reflection, which in turn, renders an enhanced capacity to act. Again, if my earlier
artistic practice had been a way to take time to think, this is where I would advance
that bid for greater critical, self-reflection in my life, by building deeper structures into
experimental artmaking processes.

Chapter Summation
Combined, my current practice-led research methodology was seen an opportunity to
arrange and re-arrange visual and tactile information within a relatively defined space
that allows my current artmaking to proceed “as a form of inquiry.” 252 In this chapter, I
have outlined my version of that practice-led research methodology. Distinguishing
between my current inquiry and the artistic practice it sought to develop, the specific
research methods I employed were designed to helped me to conduct a research
process in a complex context, so that I might produce a research process for a complex
context. What I included in this chapter pertains especially to how that research
process (and subsequent experimental methodology) would be developed and studied
in situ. This was a chance to consciously develop a research methodology under the
framework of cognitive ecology. Conversely, this was a chance to develop a new
conceptual framework for an experimental print-mediated artistic practice, under
certain extended research conditions as well. In the next chapter, I show how
opportunities, interests and research methods unfolded in practice, and how these
gave rise to the cognitive eco-system I would make, over and above the cognitive ecosystem I initially imagined. As will be seen in that chapter, while I might be developing
my art in a more intentional way, I nevertheless retained the pleasure of the
unexpected within this inquiry’s emergent properties.

252

Sullivan. 2005. Xi.

79

Chapter Four: Results - New outputs and practices
Introduction
In this chapter I explore the results of my practice-led research. Proceeding slowly and
methodically as I made my cognitive eco-system, these observations and initial
reflections are outlined here in more-or-less linear terms. However, having occurred
amidst my wide-reading practice, which, as has been seen, carries the legacy of
Lessing’s side-stepping and fortuitous finds, it should be noted that the development
of a new research process in what has been a complex context, has largely been
staggered, overlapping and often punctuated by not making art at all. Equally, these
results have been a consequence of coming in and out of the printmaking studio, such
that in the end, I did not conduct a lot of my research there. Nevertheless, that studio
setting still provided a context I could make decisions in relation to, which I could then
analyse and further reflect on in this and coming chapters. Emerging then, out of what
had been a considerable amount of floundering, both in my reading practice, and
studio-related practice-led research, is a bundle of new and old artmaking processes
that I can be reasonably confident, represent the makings of a unit of analysis.
Covering only those elements which were repeated in my inquiry – meaning that what
I explore is not the sum total of what transpired or what I produced253 – I then turn to
parallel and subsequent experimentation outside the printmaking environment, to see
which of these elements have been preserved as part of my on-going artmaking
processes and larger artistic practice.

Extending Information Mutations
I returned to the plaiting action which constituted Information Mutations 2015 and
Meditations 2012, during the first year of this PhD research project. This was done to
establish the broader context I was making my cognitive eco-system in, in visual,
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The images I included in this exegesis evidence only a fraction of what I produced. What I include is
for analysis, and synthesis purposes only. The association exhibition will include more.
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tactile and temporal form. For this research project, I expanded the materials I used in
those earlier artmaking process, as well as the time I took to make them in. Made over
years, rather than months [figure 3] or weeks [figure 2], this particular process now
included magazines, books, travel brochures and even drafts of this research paper.
Examples of this additional material can be seen in the figure below [figure 13].
Although a closer look at this printed material reveals I am limited to the English
language and my Western intellectual context, it operates for now as an initial
expansion of my previous artistic practice. Not only does this show that my artmaking
more generally, does not occur in isolation, it also signals that my reading of that
earlier material of choice – the newspaper – does not to occur in isolation either. Both
these actions are part of a wider reading practice that speaks to my intellectual
aspirations, preoccupations and personal proclivities. With the newspaper indicative of
a wish to learn about the world, this additional material is indicative of my wish to see
it. It is indicative too of my wanting to know and understand a multitude of topics in a
way that goes beyond current events.

Figure 13: Extension of Information Mutation (detail), 2017
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Suitably, updating this artmaking process, also included a shift in where it transpired.
As a consequence of where Information Mutations 2015 led me, I began plaiting those
various printed materials in front of my laptop screen. Reading the newspaper less and
sourcing information on-line more, my reading practices increasingly included digital
information. For instance, I started watching lectures on-line, on a multitude of topics.
This includes science, history and art. For example, a 2011 lecture series given by
neuro-endocrinologist and Professor of Biology, Neurology and Neurological Sciences
Robert Sapolsky, titled Human Behavioural Biology at Stanford University.254 See also,
a 1993 lecture series by Professor of Philosophy Rick Roderick called Self Under Siege:
Philosophy in the Twentieth Century.255 Used to acquire information about the world I
live in, this extended artmaking process was not simply about slowing my thinking
down, as may have been suggested with that previous ordered arrangement of
Information Mutations [figure 3]. It was about tapping into ideas and perspectives that
I would not otherwise gain easy access to from my current location in regional
Australia. Moreover, it was about the experience of doing so. This was learning as an
enlivening and at times informal experience, the more accurate depiction of which is a
tangle of vitality-inducing information, as shown in the image below [figure 14].

254
255

Sapolsky. 2010.
Roderick. 1993.
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Figure 14: Extension of Information Mutations, 2019
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New paper
When I set out to make my cognitive eco-system, I had initially wanted to use
materials that I already possessed. See for example, off-cuts of old drawings which I
had made marks on, using plaited strands from Information Mutations 2015 [figures
15-16]. Loaded with ink, I used those strands as a basis for further mark making as I
drew back into the altered surface now before me [figure 15]. Another example shows
an older, heavier drawing underneath more recent softer marks [figure 16].

Figure 15: Early mark-making, 2016

Figure 16: Early mark-making, 2016
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This initial intention was informed by the inclusion of the word ‘ecology’ in my new
cognitive ecological framework. I was mindful of how my purchase of new materials
would sit in relation to the biosphere. I was concerned about that action’s ethical and
financial implications. It was also originally informed by an idea I had, about allowing
these older artworks to speak to the embodied nature of my cognition. That is, as a
metaphor, older paper could be used to suggest I was bringing my embodied memory
and previous artistic practice with me. However, having put the issue of embodiment
to one side in favour of my overarching conceptual redevelopment, there was no need
for a specific device which could frame this part of my artistic practice at this time.256

In the end, the risk of losing funding led me to buy new materials, even if I did not yet
know how I would use them. Although my reasons for doing so were initially prosaic,
this decision would have important consequences for the development of a new
research process in and around the printmaking studio. The use of new materials
became crucial to my unfolding cognitive eco-system. They would help transform my
artmaking processes into a new way of thinking that made decision making
increasingly feasible, thereby supporting my artistic practice as a durable mode of lifelong learning. Making a cognitive eco-system therefore continued in November 2017,
with the purchase 26 sheets of Fabriano printmaking paper. Again, while this purchase
was precipitated by a looming cut-off point for my 2017 research funding such that I
needed to make a quick decision, it was nevertheless informed by materials I had used
before and which had worked for me in the past. For example, works on paper
produced in 2012 [figures 17-19]. Moreover, this selection of a large-scale format was
aided by the availability of a large printing press in the printmaking studio, which made
these large pieces of paper a viable option, initially [see figure 12].

256

This relates directly to the concept of thinking through the arts. Although, like the concept of
embodied cognition, this runs through everything I do in this inquiry and my artistic practice, I do not
explore this concept in-depth. See: Schiller. 2020. Again, my focus is on enabling access to concepts such
as this, through the development of an interim conceptual framework.
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Figures 17-19: Screen print series, 2012
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Figure 20: Early experimentation, grid of human comprehension, 2018

Once I had these new sheets of paper, I rediscovered the pleasure of having a new
working surface to experiment on. I also discovered the pleasure of stripping away
those older marks. Again, I used that transfer of Information Mutations, from three-totwo dimensions to facilitate this process of experimentation. It was a pleasure which
was, over the summer of 2017/2018, largely explored within my studio space at home.
This was due in part to a growing interest I had in exploring simple printmaking
techniques I could do by hand. For instance, loading my strands up with a substance
such as a water-based acrylic paint [figure 20], or else, painting a printmaking medium
such as lino, which had been drawn on and cut into using those plaited stands as a
guide [figure 21]. It was also due in part to my wanting to retreat from the printmaking
studio on university grounds. I was finding it a difficult setting to make art in. The use
of this new paper, along with these home-based processes, provided much-needed
cognitive reprieve. The subsequent removal of information from this equation,
alleviated the pressure I was feeling as a consequence of operating under cognitive
ecology’s expanded conception of cognition. Undertaken in the context of my
extensions of Information Mutations and Mediations and associated wide-reading
practice, these new materials began to draw a boundary around my initially boundless
artistic practice.
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Figure 21: Early experimentation, lino, 2016

A study in (ecological) artistic culture
I decided in January 2017, that I would look for a connection between my new
cognitive ecology framework and existing ecological artistic theory and practice. This
meant engaging in an informal review of the associated literature. My main interest at
this stage, was trying to understand how my cognitive ecological framework
distinguished itself from an existing ecological one. I decided that, what ecological
Helen and Newton Harrison referred to as a deep care for the environment,257 I was
exploring as a deep care for ‘mind’. Under my present cognitive ecological framework,
this would mean using my artmaking processes, as a way to exercise a deep care for
those “more-or-less intelligent practices” which constitute Tribble and Sutton’s
reclaimed conception of cognition.258

Reaching out for literature on this topic in this way delivered by January 2018 a more
specific concept, which I then co-opted into my unfolding research process. In an
article titled ‘“Homeostasis Is Not Enough”: Order and Survival in Early Ecological

257

Ingram. 2013; Adcock. 1992.

258

Tribble & Sutton. 2011. 95, 96.
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Art’,259 art historian Melissa Ragain conceptualizes artist Hans Haacke’s use of the
conventional white walls of art gallery display as a ‘grid of human comprehension’.260
Haacke is known for his institutional critiques of gallery and museum cultural
settings.261 Yet the artist turns to this setting, according to Ragain, to excerpt objects
from the natural environment to aid the acquisition of knowledge and understanding
by his audience.262 I would use those large sheets of paper in a similar way. Only, I
would do so by excerpting information from my cognitive/cultural web. In particular,
those elements mediated by print, including my Information Mutations.

Figure 22: Grid of human comprehension at Watt Space, 2018

My first thought after reading this article had been to explore that conceptual device,
within the white walls of a local art gallery. I was hoping to come to terms with this
idea that Ragain has about Haacke’s pragmatic use of the gallery space. I also wanted
to come to terms with Hutchins’s definition of cognitive ecology as “the study of
259

Ragain. 2012.
Ibid. 82.
261 See for example: Flügge & Fleck (eds). 2006.
262 Ragain. 2012. 82.
260
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cognitive phenomena in context”263 within my practice-led research. From February 21
to March 10, 2018, I held an exhibition at Watt Space Gallery titled Preparations and
de-articulations.264 When I applied for this exhibition, I had one key idea in mind. I
intended to work in situ, plaiting newspaper and re-arranging the two-dimensional
works-on-paper that I would affix to the walls, on-and-off, for that exhibition’s
duration [figures 22-25]. I thought this would aid my understanding of how the gallery
setting informs my decision making. As the pamphlet for this exhibition states, I would
be ‘studying decision making and information processing in the context of the gallery
and its visitors’.

Figure 23: Preparations and de-articulations at Watt Space, 2018

263
264

Hutchins. 2010. 705.
I return to the significance of the term, ‘de-articulations’ further below.
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Figure 24: Preparations and de-articulations at Watt Space, 2018

Figure 25: Preparations and de-articulations at Watt Space, 2018
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A few key decisions and insights flowed from this. I soon found out for one, that this
was not the correct context for my extensions of Information Mutations. I could only
understand that phenomena as I meant it. That is, in the context of plaiting printed
ephemera at home in front of my laptop screen. Moreover, when undertaken in the
art gallery setting, this process soon invited comments about being a performance or
performative. I, however, had no interest in exploring these concepts at this time. I did
not feel ready to. The other decision I made was to move this conceptual device into
the printmaking studio itself. Subsequent to that exhibition, those large sheets of
white printmaking paper became my ‘grid of human comprehension’ during the
practice-led research component of this project. They would become a stand-in for the
white walls of conventional art gallery display, whilst I was engaged in my unfolding
research processes.

A study in print culture
Turning to the concept of ‘de-articulation’, I now consider the literature I reached out
for when I needed yet another artmaking strategy to gain further momentum in my
work. Derived from a 2015 book by Tamara Trodd titled, The art of mechanical
reproduction: technology and aesthetics from Duchamp to the digital, the concept ‘dearticulation’ is a mutation of the author’s description of artist Paul Klee’s 1920s ‘oil
transfers’ in terms of their ‘disarticulated’ lines.265 Trodd writes:

… his figures were visibly reproduced: they have undergone processes that
render them imprinted on a page, and their grainy, disarticulated line bears the
marks of this pressure.266

I saw in those grainy lines and this corresponding concept, a way of conceptualizing
what was emerging within my idiosyncratic approach to the printmaking studio under
my use of the rubric of cognitive ecology. I wanted to manage my ideas in their graphic
265
266

Trodd. 2015. 2.
Ibid.
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form and explore a diversity of mark making such that no one idea or medium
dominated any other, in the early stages of my practice-led research. A cognitive ecosystem is constituted after all by a ‘web of mutually dependent elements’.267 I
therefore intended to defer making a final decision about its various elements until my
cognitive eco-system was more fully formed.

Figure 26: Early experimentation, de-articulation process, 2017

Applying cognitive ecology in this way, resulted in a process that can be likened to
ghost-printing. This gave me a corresponding physical component to which I would
eventually attach this concept. As this reference to the printmaking term ghostprinting suggests, the printed surface I was interested in did not come from the first
pass through the printing press. It came from subsequent pulls after ink had already
been lifted from the initial matrix, leaving only a residue (or trace) for my now reduced
‘de-articulated’ surface [figure 26]. I use the term ‘matrix’ here to loosely refer to the

267

Hutchins. 2010.
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various plates [figures 27-28] and in my case plaited strands of printed paper, used in
my earliest explorations of the printmaking studio and at home. Here, as is the case
elsewhere,268 a matrix is that which holds, stores or carries information. At this stage
of my research, I only wanted a small proportion of that information within my grid of
human comprehension. Again, I wanted to create a cognitive eco-system system in
which no one element dominated another.

Figure 27: Early experimentation, dry point, 2017

268

Print Council of Australia. n.d.
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Figure 28: Early experimentation, collagraph, copperplate etch, 2017-18

Although I considered this way of working and thinking integral to the practice-led
research methods I was employing, this de-articulated approach soon attracted
comments about my hesitancy in the printmaking studio. It was the confusion created
by those comments, which led me to fully appreciate and name this aspect of my
unfolding experimental artistic practice. Caught between my low-quality, granular, socalled ‘hesitant’ surfaces and this expectation that seemed to hang in the air about
using printmaking in a confident, bold manner, I attached this concept of dearticulation to my emergent printmaking processes to support myself intellectually and
emotionally. It framed an inarticulate state of not knowing and not making art in my
experimental research process. This is a state, I assumed, sat at the heart of practiceled research269 even when the aim is to know, to a certain extent.270

269

For a book on this subject, see: Fisher & Fortnum. 2013.
It should be noted though, that the debate about how the term ‘knowledge’ relates to artistic
practice, and practice-led research, is left for another time. For comments on this topic, see, Elkins.
2009.
270
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It is worth noting that this part of my experimental artistic practice can be likened to
the incubation stage of the creative process as explored by Wallas.271 The author refers
to incubation as that period when one is not consciously thinking about a specific
problem but is instead engaged in mental exploration and the generation of mental
events. Yet, in my experience, this state has not been adequately supported
conceptually in the printmaking studio, nor in my present practice-led research
context.

After all, I repositioned this inquiry and reconceptualised my artistic practice at a time,
when I no longer knew what my artmaking processes were for or what my artistic
practice was about. I could yet not articulate the full significance of my ideas, thoughts
and processes at large. I was operating via hunches, and intuitions. This is what led me
to the rubric of cognitive ecology in the first instance. This period of time
corresponded with working freely across the paper’s surface, as can be seen in the
image below [figure 29].

Figure 29: Early experimentation, grid of human comprehension, 2018
271

Wallas. 1976. 70, 71. For a contemporary application of this theory see: Kerrigan. 2011. I anticipate
returning to this specific concept in future research.
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A study in a wider research culture
The next consideration in the making of my cognitive eco-system was a practical one.
As I worked with my large sheets of printmaking paper in that 2018 exhibition
Preparations and De-articulations, I soon realized how cumbersome they were. I was
shuttling between my studio at the University of Newcastle Callaghan campus and the
exhibition space in the CBD. I was subsequently struck by the immobility of this larger
format, to which I had previously been attached. I reasoned that if I wanted to work
between different artmaking (and research) contexts, I would have to find a solution
for this limitation. Finding a solution to this problem coincided with thinking about my
present endeavours within a wider university context.

In mid 2018 – just after that Watt Space Gallery exhibition – I met with an associate
professor within the cognitive psychology department at the University of
Newcastle.272 A passing comment was made during that meeting about the concept
known as a ‘bit’. This is short for a ‘binary digit’ of information.273 Referring also to the
‘halving of uncertainty’, this concept is typically applied as a problem-solving device
within computer engineering where it is used, for instance, to make the transfer of
information faster by transforming large quality of data into zeros and ones.274 In my
case, this device found a commensurate process in my cognitive eco-system on
account of the malleability of Fabriano printmaking paper. I would use this concept to
solve the impractically of that paper’s large-scale format. I subsequently folded 15 of
those 26 sheets paper in half. I chose those which had been overprinted and crinkled
during my earlier de-articulated printmaking process [figure 30]. I repeated this
process [figures 31-33] until I arrived at what soon resembled a journal [figure 34]. This
smaller and more easily, transportable format, introduced flexibility into the way I
worked. It also made my experimental practice and associated research process
increasingly look to me, like a study of my cognitive phenomena in an expanded
artmaking context. That is, in a context, that operated beyond the printmaking studio
walls.
272

Dr Ami Eidels
Von Baeyer. 2003. 28; Briggs & Burke. 2002. 269.
274 Ibid.
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Figure 30: Early experimentation, grid of human comprehension, 2018

Figure 31: Halving of uncertainty, 2018
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Figure 32: Halving of uncertainty, 2018

Figure 33: Halving of uncertainty, 2018
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Figure 34: Journals, 2018

These ‘journals’ soon provided another function within my unfolding cognitive ecosystem. They halved my uncertainty as an artistic practitioner and researcher in and
around the printmaking studio and broader university context. This uncertainty had
been created through my earlier de-articulated approach. It had also been created
through the deliberate self-questioning I introduced into my research to ensure it was
as rigorous as possible. Like the grid of human comprehension which came before it,
these newly cropped forms [figures 35-36] induced a renewed feeling of sweet
cognitive relief. Crucially though, this particular reductive device took that earlier
structuring apparatus further. The halving of uncertainty introduced new momentum
into my artmaking processes. Whereas that grid introduced an initial structure, this
more recent device, literally and figuratively, encouraged movement in the way I
worked. It propelled my cognitive eco-system forward as an integrating research
process, in the way that grid of comprehension and earlier material choices had not.
This made the more expansive elements of my cognitive eco-system increasingly
feasible because it consolidated what I gathered thus far.
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Figure 35: Bits of information, 2018
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Figure 36: Cropped forms, 2018
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Collating excess materials
Although I could have stopped with the proceeding operation and repeated it as the
sole basis of my study of my individual artistic cognitive phenomena in context, I
decided I had not yet reached the boundary of my present study. Operating under an
expanded conception of cognition, I felt that I should account for the excess materials,
or ‘waste’, which my earlier operations had produced. More to the point, I felt ready
to expand the boundary of my emerging cognitive eco-system again. As a consequence
of this, I looked at what else was happening, materially, in and around the printmaking
studio. I looked to that studio’s broader cognitive ecology.

Figure 37: Excess materials (close up), 2018

‘Excess’ refers here to the materials that contribute to a printmaking process, for
instance, butchers’ paper and acetate [figure 37], but which are not typically shown as
part of the final result. It also refers to those materials which were generated while I
was operating in the printmaking studio without a conceptual framework [figure 38]. I
am referring then, to a period of time before I developed those aforementioned
operations. I am therefore also referring to those earlier experimentations I had
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discarded in favour of new sheets of paper as shown above [figure 37]. This material
could be seen as superfluous to the presentation of a final art object. It could also be
seen as indicative of my idiosyncratic and inefficient use of the printmaking studio. For
this inquiry, though, this excess represents another important element of my emerging
artistic practice.

Figure 38: Early experimentation, mezzotint, 2016
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Figure 39: Wall of excess (close up), 2018

Fortunately, when I chose to expand the boundary of my emergent practice once
more, I already had a strategy to deal with this further increase in information. With
the aforementioned concept of the ‘halving of uncertainty’ within easy reach, I soon
began folding this excess material in half and half again. I repeated this action until I
had a studio wall filled with more ‘bits of information’ [figure 39]. Began not long after
I started folding those larger sheets of paper in mid 2018, my subsequent ‘wall of
excess’ was an efficient way to store a large amount of information. It also relieved the
need I had at that time, to remember what I had done within my research so far.
Indeed, it seemed to alleviate this pressure I felt on account of all those ideas I had
collected before my current practice-led research started. This device organised ideas
which had been cluttering my thoughts. Whereas that use of new paper had meant
eliminating old work in favour of a clean surface, this was the point where I could
reintroduce once discarded material back into my cognitive eco-system.

105

Figure 40: Wall of excess, 2018

These bits of information and this wall of excess extended the boundary of my unit of
analysis, whilst simultaneously containing it. The overall effect was a deeply satisfying
arrangement. So much so, that I extended this operation around the remainder of my
studio space, until such time it became sparser in its configurations [figures 40-41].
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Figure 41: Wall of excess (extended), 2018

Registration
The introduction of white space back into my cognitive eco-system coincided with the
introduction of another printmaking device I had deliberately side-stepped early on,
namely, the process of registration. The use of this device can be seen on the left-hand
side of that studio space in the image above [figure 41]. The process of registration is
where a plate is typically aligned on the bed of the printing press using a sheet of
marked paper. That paper would have been marked with the dimensions of that plate
and the piece of paper (or some other surface) onto which it would be printed. It is
then placed under that clear Perspex, which sits on that bed, so that the requisite
components of the printmaking process align into a registered ‘print’ composed
potentially, of a complex matrix. That is, one composed of many parts. A print,
according to the Print Council of Australia refers to “a work of graphic art which has
been conceived by the artist to be realised as an original work of art, rather than a
copy of a work in another medium.” 275
275

Print Council of Australia. n.d.
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In my case though, I used an adapted process of registration on what was initially
meant to be ‘excess’ material. It was ‘adapted’ in so far, as I chose to register by eye,
without the aid of a marked registration sheet. Excess refers here to prints made on
newsprint paper as part of on-going process of de-articulation. These particular excess
prints were made via the first few pulls through the press as I prepared my plates for
further overprinting of my already de-articulated and now cropped journal surfaces
[figure 36]. Although these prints were meant to be incidental to my de-articulated
approach to the printmaking process – whereupon I preference a ghost-like effect –
they nevertheless demonstrated to me a new level of deliberation. I noticed that a
new level of conscious engagement with the apparatus of the printmaking studio was
emerging within the environment I had begun to create for myself. This subsequent
emergent property would have an important consequence for my practice-led
research.

Drawing back into the printed surface
When I was working in this now altered, far less spartan studio space, I had the
sensation of ‘information suspended’ between these three studio walls. I intuited that
the information I needed to keep making art existed conceptually within this spatial rearrangement of previously dispersed materials. That is, it was not so much the
materials themselves I would be drawing on to advance my artistic practice. It was this
new group of artmaking operations, which had emerged within my practice-led
research. This meant that my wall of excess, along with those aforementioned journals
(and the material and conceptual devices they embody), as well as my extensions of
Information Mutations, were now creating the environment I needed to re-engage my
individual artistic cognition in this studio context. That environment, just as had been
the case with my earlier slow, immersive reading style, was creating an increasingly
structured cognitive/cultural web that enriched my mental life. This altered what I
would do next.
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Figure 42: Sample from wall of excess, 2018

As a consequence of this shift in the making of my cognitive eco-system, I decided
against selecting my favourite samples from my wall of excess as I initially thought I
would do. See one such example in the image above [figure 42]. I instead chose to take
my newly acquired conceptual operations, including this more recent process of
registration, and apply them to those journals onto which I had overprinted and
worked into further using hand-drawn marks [figure 43]. I am referring here to that
select number of now cropped forms that I continued to print on, using my process of
de-articulation. As I indicated in the previous chapter, I continued to eschew technical
prowess in favour of conceptual development.
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Figure 43: Drawing into de-articulated surface, 2019

Choosing those pages from those journals which I found least satisfying, I subsequently
worked into the de-articulated forms I was now seeing with various pencils, some
water-soluble, some not. This was done in part because drawing was, once again, an
artmaking process I was familiar with. Not only did I want to develop my drawing
processes further, this choice also provided an easy fix for these granular, idiosyncratic
and increasingly irritating printed surfaces. Latching back onto this familiar process of
drawing was a way for me to augment and consolidate everything that had already
occurred in my practice-led research thus far. Just as the idea of ‘making a cognitive
eco-system’ operated as my key guiding principle when working intuitively in the
printmaking studio, drawing became a way to hold myself together conceptually at this
point in my research.276 I felt I had been ‘put back together’ when I re-engaged this
artmaking process. I felt that my artistic practice had finally been put back together as
well.

276

The link between cognition and drawing is an interesting one. As the physical act of drawing is not
the focus on my present inquiry, and since this relationship is covered extensively already, I do not
explore it here.
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Figure 44: De-articulations, 2019

This feeling culminated in one last step in my practice-led research. These newly
drawn, often heavy-handed marks were subsequently transferred to another piece of
dampened printmaking paper, using the same large printing press and adapted
registration process I had used before. For this particular part of my artmaking process
though, I used bamboo paper because of the sensitivity of its surface [figure 44]. This
produced a partial release of information between two paper surfaces. This could be
described as a further de-articulation of my hand-drawn marks. This final set of pulls
were in effect, the final element within my cognitive eco-system physically and
conceptually. I know this, because I felt like I now had an artistic language. I now felt
like I had an artistic practice and with it, a hint of that flow, or aesthetic experience.
This was the point at which I stopped experimenting in the printmaking studio.
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Experimentation as proof of concept
So far, there has been an extension of my earlier artmaking process. Afterwards, that
grid of human comprehension, a process of de-articulation, a halving of uncertainty
and a wall of excess, came into play. After that came my registrations and further dearticulations. Now I wanted to see what happened, when I started applying these
operations to other artistic media. This is presented here as a proof of the concept, or
idea, that I could use my practice-led research to make a cognitive eco-system. I was
interested within these results, in which of these conceptual devices carried through to
other artmaking contexts. This was done with a view towards establishing those
elements, or artmaking strategies, on which my cognitive eco-system and on-going
experimental artistic practice would be based.

The home studio
Oil painting
Spurred on to use excess materials I already possessed after I had conceived of my grid
of human comprehension, I recalled raw, unstretched canvas I had stored away from
previous artmaking in 2013, while at the Queensland College of Art. I folded this excess
canvas in half, until it would fold no more. I then used oil paints to explore the forms of
Information Mutations (and its extensions) [figure 14] on this new gridded format
[figure 45]. This was an especially slow process because it required considerable drying
time between layers. I had to wait until a cropped portion of my larger canvas had
completely dried, before working on another part. This heavily folded, raw canvas was
deeply satisfying to work on. It was also satisfying when it was unfolded. Revealing a
sampling of ideas in their sketched form, this corresponded to that earlier decision in
the printmaking studio to manage my web of new artmaking elements until such time
my cognitive eco-system was more fully formed.
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Figure 45: Folded oil forms, 2017-2019
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After experimenting briefly with left-over acrylic paints [figure 46], I subsequently
brought three small canvases, which I used to loosely explore the form of my plaited
stands using the medium of oil paint [figure 47]. I also brought four large canvases as
another grid of human comprehension. Using a combination of oil paints, I already had
and some which I had been given, I produced a set of paintings [figure 48] loosely
based, again, on the forms of Information Mutation and its extensions [figure 14].

Figure 46: Acrylic experimentations, 2017

Figure 47: Oil experimentations, 2018
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Figure 48: Oil experimentations, 2019
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Although I especially enjoyed working on folded, un-primed, unstretched canvas, this
primed, stretched canvas offered new opportunities for mark-marking. In the figures
above there is a combination of more sustained mark-marking where marks are builtup over a period of time [figure 48, top] and evidence of more spontaneous marks
[figure 48, bottom]. Each have their own operational value. More sustained markmaking forced me to push my use of this medium and the ideas I might associate with
it. These are a more challenging process as they require repeat sessions in my home
studio, staring at length at the canvasses before me. Offsetting this prolonged process
are those more spontaneous paintings. These provide an opportunity to produce a
painting in only a few sessions, thereby alleviating the pressure I felt when operating in
a sustained way.

Figure 49: Capturing excess oils, 2018-2019

This operation leads me to another dimension within my emerging painting practice.
Wanting to only sample ideas with that aforementioned canvas grid of human
comprehension, I now had excess paints I needed to deal with. In the example
included in the image above [figure 49], I have reused a small canvas to accommodate
excess oil paints over a prolonged period of time. I am not concerned in deeming these
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paintings a success or not. Rather I approach these excess canvases as part of an ongoing process that may lead eventually, to critical determinations being made within
this aspect of my experimental print-mediated artistic practice. Again, I refer here to a
specific instance of thinking through the arts, greater consideration of which is
deferred to another time.277
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Schiller. 2000. The idea here being, that understanding this concept becomes easier, after my current
framework is applied.
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The darkroom
Photograms
As a consequence of obtaining a new studio space in a new building at the beginning of
2019 (my old one was no longer physically secure), I gained easy access to a dark room
and photographic teachers and technicians. I was invited to join a wet-based
photography course by one of these teachers. Although I was given an analogue
camera and took photos of my plaited strands thereafter, I instantly latched on to the
process of creating photograms. See for example [figure 50] below. This is where items
are placed directly onto light-sensitive paper and exposed to light using an enlarger in
darkroom conditions. It then goes through the chemical process of a developing,
stopping and fixing the image.

Figure 50: Photogram experimentations, 2019

Shown this process as part of my (re)introduction to the darkroom and analogue
photographic procedure (I had been in darkroom before during high-school), I
immediately experimented with materials from my ‘wall of excess’. These were now
stored in boxes. This included acetate I had drawn on using my plaited strands as a
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guide [figures 50-51]. It also included fragments of newspaper itself, which had been
torn from its pages at some point in this inquiry [figure 52]. It also included plates
prepared for the printmaking studio such as acetate used for a dry-point printing
technique [figure 53]; as well as one of my favourite samples [figure 54] from my wall
of excess [figure 42]. Working either directly on photography paper as is, that is, uncut
[figures 50, 51, 53, 54] or else cut down to size through my halving of uncertainty
process [figure 52], what occurred was a rapid process of experimentation puctuated
by prolonged periods of looking. I would look at length at what I had just produced
once those items were placed on the drying racks in an adjacent room.

Figure 51: Photogram experimentations, 2019
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Figure 52: Photogram experimentations, 2019

Figure 53: Photogram experimentations, 2019
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Figure 54: Photogram experimentations, 2019

Figure 55: Photograms on office/studio wall, 2019
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Subsequently bundled and arranged in my new office and studio space [figure 55],
along with a selection of other work I had done, this is where I ceased my
experimentation as a proof of concept. The practical dimension of my practice-led
reseach had now ended. These darkroom operations, unlike my earlier painting
experimentations, fully occurred after my final de-articulation process in the
printmaking studio. They provided a final indication of what remained from my earlier
attempts to make a cognitive eco-system in and around that studio context. Having
had something akin to a flow experience within these subsequent dark room
operations, I now felt I had what I needed to conduct analysis of the cognitive ecosystem I had made.

Chapter summation
With actions and insights unfolding in a complex, multidimensional context, my
practice-led research had now partially explored the making of a cognitive eco-system,
over an extended period of time. In this chapter, I have outlined the results of this
research, more especially the new practices and outputs it produced. As I look across
these results, I see a combination of familiar materials and processes operating
alongside new procedures. This new collection of artmaking processes and concepts,
appears to constitute my redeveloped experimental print-mediated artistic practice.
Operating from an almost standing start, I have gained new momentum in the way
that I work. I have been able to show that these reactivated artmaking processes have
started to work together to elicit decision-making in situ. This new level of coordination and conceptual, procedural and material integration is particularly
pertinent to the subsequent experimentation I engaged in the darkroom. In the next
chapter I explore whether my new conceptual framework is what it looks like, namely,
a bundle of ‘organizing principles’ that help structure and expand my artistic practice. I
also consider whether this combination of a new theoretical perspective and hesitant
use of a printmaking studio is the makings of a new research methodology through
which subsequent experimentation and life-long learning can be conducted.
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Chapter Five: Analysis – Key organising principles
Introduction
As can be seen in the previous chapter, I have produced a body of work which is
informed by cognitive ecology and the printmaking studio. This body of work is
presented as the basis of a new conceptual framework for my experimental printmediated artistic practice. Building on my earlier thoughts and observations, this
chapter’s analysis of that body of work is where I draw out those key elements of my
cognitive eco-system, which I consider to be especially pertinent to experimental
artistic practice as a research process for a complex context and with it, a much deeper
mode of life-long learning. These elements refer to: a grid of human comprehension,
the contrast of fast and slow, the halving of uncertainty, punctuated repetition, excess,
de-articulation and the incorporation of irritants. These elements are approached as
key organizing principles that are themselves a web of inextricably bound physical and
conceptual operations. Although these operations could be treated as a specific
method, what I am especially interested in is their ability to operate collectively as
flexible cognitive strategies in any artmaking context I might find myself. With the
previous chapter’s results having started the process of breaking down my
experimental practice into its constitutive parts, this chapter consolidates that in-built
analysis and reflection by naming and exploring those operations on more definitive
terms. This chapter is, however, not a comprehensive survey of those parts. This is
about laying the foundation for the artmaking that is still to come.
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A grid of human comprehension

Used as an early inclusion in the redevelopment of my artistic practice, my ‘grid of
human comprehension’ in paper and canvas form operated as an initial structuring
device within my redeveloped research processes. That grid allowed me to manage the
extensive information which already existed in my cognitive ecology and which I
therefore brought into the printmaking studio. My first concern as I entered into this
research process was to adequately account for what influenced my individual artistic
cognition beyond the studio walls. Wanting to cast my net widely, this grid was used to
capture my thoughts and ideas before they were subjected to additional processing
through other conceptual and physical operations. This particular device eased my
transition between everyday life (and associated wide-reading practices) and the more
critical, self-reflective operations of an on-going artistic practice. This means, my grid is
used strategically to bridge the more subjective aspects of my artistic practice with this
project’s attempt to transform that practice into a more robust, less immersive
approach to artistic practice. As suggested, this idea of a grid of comprehension can be
extended to the physical white walls of the studio space.

Relevant especially to the emerging structure of my wall of excess [figure 38], which I
intend to show as part of this project’s associated exhibition, what I see here is a carryover from an earlier development within my artistic practice. The way I organised
materials in that space during my honours research informed how I displayed
Information Mutations at the University Gallery in November 2015 [figure 3]. In the
lead-up to that exhibition, I collated smaller bundles of plaited strands in the order of
their construction on one of my studio walls. Grouped with a piece of paper and
numbered accordingly, these smaller bundles operated as a timeline of decisions made
at the beginning of that 2015 project. Straightforward and practical in its display, this
smaller arrangement subsequently led to that larger but no less ordered arrangement
of plaited strands across a nine-metre expanse of a University Gallery wall. Although
this particular artmaking process has since been updated, as seen in [figure 14], my
continued, interim use of this studio space delivered an important insight into how I
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like to work. I like to use the physical structures which are available to me whilst I am
engaged in my artmaking process, to inform my artmaking’s eventual installation;
whether it be a formal studio setting as is the case in the printmaking studios at the
University of Newcastle [figures 40-41], or a more informal arrangement at home
[figure 56].

Figure 56: Home Studio. 2017
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In the course of my experimentation, I also took the grid deeper, down to the warp
and weft of the paper and canvas. This meant responding to the lines, shapes and
colours I could see emerging through a combination of my visual apparatus and the
materials directly in front of me. An example of this can be seen in a detail from my
paintings made at home [figure 57]. Although not directly addressed in my previous
chapter’s results, I can see, on reflection, how significant this aspect of my cognitive
eco-system is, in light of the theoretical perspective I have introduced. Shot through
with variations in light, depending on where and when I worked, this grid confirms the
link which exists between the internal and external resources I deploy when I engage
in my artmaking processes. There is a growing research interest here, in the human
visual apparatus. This connection brings me into contact with vast theoretical territory
within art theory, namely the issue of vision in art.278 However, reading more deeply
about this connection is also deferred.

Figure 57: Oil experimentation (detail), 2019
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For example, those publications that helped shape ecological artistic practice from the 1960s and
1970s onwards, each of which ascribe differing roles to order or structure within the processes
underpinning vision. See: Ragain. 2012. 79.
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The contrast of fast and slow
There can be no experience of slow, Professor of English Arden Reed writes, without
an understanding of what fast feels like. 279 Reed’s text addresses the concept of slow
art in a way that goes beyond my immediate needs and interests. However, the
author’s historical account of that concept, and attempts to establish this way of
looking, as a robust category,280 helps me to position how my next organising principle
operates on introductory terms. Like the concept of ‘slow’, which I touched on in
chapter one, the concept of ‘fast’ Reed notes, refers to that which “transpires between
beholder and beheld.”281 Whereas the former suggests taking time to think and finding
pleasure in material culture once more, the latter highlights another component of my
experimental artistic practice, which is just as important. Exceeding “our habitual
experience of time’s passing,” my experience of fast could be seen to go beyond the
threshold of what might be deemed typical or normal within our everyday
experience.282 It might exceed what is considered normal within a printmaking studio
as well. Acting quickly equates here, to proceeding more spontaneously. This is a vital
component of the way I like to work. 283

This contrast between slow and fast has important consequences for my artistic
practice. I need variation in my artmaking processes to offset the more oppressive
tendencies of those processes’ slower components. Take by way of a comparison, the
artistic practice of Australian artist and academic Amanda Robins. Robins frames her
solitary artmaking processes in terms of a slow arts practice, which she approaches as
a meditation.284 Robins defines mediation as a “pondering of something” and a
“serious study of a topic,”285 which she uses to gain “access to the deepest and most
hidden areas” of her psyche.286 In Robins’s case, that involves drawing and painting
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drapery for hours on-end whereupon one loses oneself in the process.287 That
practice, according to Robins, is approached as a salve for the soul and a response to a
proliferation of images. Although Robins gives no indication how this slow arts practice
is integrated into her life, I know for myself that I can no longer sustain the practice the
artist describes. Unlike Robins, it is no longer my goal to constantly gain ‘access to the
deepest and most hidden areas of my psyche’ through artistic practice. Although, this
had certainly been the case in the past.

This shift in how I conceive my artmaking processes echoes the strategic approaches
now being explored in educational contexts. For example, educator Shari Tishman, 288
has written about sustained observation in terms of the concept of ‘slow looking’ in a
broad range of learning contexts. Defining that concept as “taking time to carefully
observe more than meets the eye at first glance,”289 Tishman is quick to note that
‘looking’ can occur with all the senses. The author also writes:

… I don’t believe slow looking is necessarily characterised by a quiet, meditative
mood. As I learned when I walked into that fifth-grade classroom, prolonged
observation can be an energetic, lively affair. Of course, it can also be peaceful
and tranquil and, even spiritual for some … I want to be clear that I lean toward
an expansive rather than narrow view of slow looking; people of almost all ages
can do it, and it can happen in many moods and at many tempos. 290

Indicative of how I look and think291 when engaged in my artmaking processes, this
passage reflects how I envisage sustained or prolonged observation as a contrast
between fast and slow. A way of learning about the world, 292 this approach is for
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Tishman, as it is for me and Reed,293 constituted by a growing number of ‘skills and
dispositions’, which can be developed. This includes the full body movement that
comes from engaged in my artmaking processes as I observe and modify my printmediated surfaces, whether they be in the printmaking studio, the darkroom or my
studio at home.

Indicative in part, of that decision to act, only when I was genuinely motivated to do
so, this organizing principle, like the grid before it, picks up on approach that was
probably already present in the operations of my artistic practice before this inquiry
started. However, the heightened awareness which now exists around it, allows me to
appreciate the significance of how I work, think and look, when I make art. As yet
another key organizing principle which I fold back into my experimental artistic
practice, this contrast between slow and fast is something I have long taken for
granted. It was only when my approach to the printmaking studio was commented on
in situ by the technical officer working there, as well as other students occasionally
working around me, could I appreciate a pattern in my artmaking behaviours that
predated my present inquiry. I am not just referring here to that comment about my
hesitant mark-making, I am also referring to those times when I was asked about my
process, or else, was engaged in conversation about how I appear to think deeply,
intensely and often, when I am making art. Moreover, I could appreciate the difficulty I
often had in explaining the significance of how I do what I do and what it is that I am
thinking. I am now in a better position to respond to these questions because of this
awareness.

Yet, the significance of a more capable response goes deeper than that. When it comes
to heightening my awareness around my artmaking processes, this contrast between
slow and fast helped me to perceive an emotional connection with what I produce,
which I had not felt before. As a consequence of working quickly in the printmaking
studio, including those moments when I moved between different processes, I
subsequently became aware that I had stopped at one point and made a conscious
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decision within my grid of human comprehension. I remember standing at that
printing press, as shown in [figure 12], placing a copper plate on its bed, and then
realising I had consciously placed it just so. This was before I would apply my adapted
process of registration, as noted in the previous chapter. It was in that moment that I
felt I had the makings of an artistic practice and the makings my artistic language as
well. This is differentiated then, from my comments in that previous chapter, where I
stated that I felt I now had an artistic language and practice. This contrast between
working fast and slow meant I could perceive a subtle shift in the way I thought and
felt, as I worked. The feeling that conscious decision-making was key to having artistic
language not only imbued my artmaking processes with new meaning it also prompted
me to attach new significance to what I was physically producing as well. This gave
meaning to my art objects and induced a hint of a flow experience, helping to define
the boundary of my present research.

This also means that, in this newly redeveloped cognitive eco-system, there can be no
assumption that my use of printmaking studio, or any other studio context,
automatically equates with the concept of slow. Again, returning to the printmaking
studio as the hub of my present inquiry, one sees my views on this subject echoed by
Pelzer-Montada who writes:

The new hegemony of the digital in culture at large has simultaneously fuelled
interest in ‘slow’ media and processes, of which the older techniques of
printmaking are considered to be one prominent example. The association of
older processes with slowness is somewhat ironic, given that digital processes
can be extremely protracted and time-consuming.294

That being the case, my interest in older artmaking techniques, which exist within
printmaking, painting and analogue photography, does not necessarily suppose that I
am using my artistic practice as a whole, to slow my thinking down. Nor perhaps, am I
thinking so deeply as onlookers might suppose. As I look back at my redeveloped
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experimental artistic practice through my recent use of a printmaking studio and
cognitive ecological framework, it is with an increased openness towards the various
materials and techniques which future opportunities might allow. Those various
opportunities, like this contrast between fast and slow, offer different ways of working
and thinking, which can be reintegrated into an increasingly rich and complex cognitive
eco-system.

The halving of uncertainty
Although consideration of extensive information from my cognitive ecology has been
crucial to the redevelopment of my artistic practice, analysis of my cognitive ecosystem continues with another reductive device. Utilised in the first instance to help
manage the largely indeterminate situation I had created, the ‘halving of uncertainty’
is a process which delivers, on further reflection, a web of ‘symbolic events’ within my
emerging cognitive eco-system. Crucially, I do not need to assign individual meaning to
these events just yet.

This conceptualization is drawn from Hutchins’s comments about the information
processing approach that has long dominated the cognitive sciences. Hutchins writes:

advocates of an information processing approach saw the digital computer as a
model of the mind and sought to explain cognition by reduction to internal
symbolic events. They declared the body and its perceptual and motor systems
to be peripheral to central cognition. 295

Despite this being the approach, I resisted from the start, I found myself drawn to this
reductive logic because of its aesthetic potential. In the context of my existing artistic
practice, each of these events, or ‘bits of information’, had an affective value that
spurred my experimental artmaking on [figures 58-59]. The emotional satisfaction that
this act created meant that, in the moment of their creation, all I needed to know was
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that I was making a cognitive eco-system over an extended period of time and that
these micro symbolic events were contributing to a subtle shift in how I perceived the
way I made my art.

Figure 58: Cropped forms, 2018

Figure 59: Cropped forms, 2018
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Introducing this organising principle into my cognitive eco-system also means it is
possible to break down the study of my individual artistic cognition into more discrete
moments of engagement. The halving of uncertainly introduces a much-needed
objective dimension into my cognitive eco-system that helps to off-set its more
subjective dimensions. Recalling its basis in computer engineering as a reductive
device which assists in problem solving large quantities of data,296 my halving of
uncertainty is to some extent, an equally arbitrary act. Cutting whatever information
lays on the surface in half and half again, this operation processes my more freewheeling explorations in the printmaking studio and at home. It forces me to respond
to what is directly in front of me, such that I am collecting over time, a record of
spontaneous reactions. It also produces compositions that I would not have produced
on my own. I am building a picture, in other words, of micro-decisions that I could use
in the future, to study the patterns which emerge within its accumulative forms. While
I have decided that such a study is outside the scope of my current inquiry – this will
require another layer of in-depth analysis – what I have for now, is a process of
reduction which aids my present critical interventions, on a more prolonged and
nuanced basis. Importantly, as a researcher of my own artmaking processes, it does so
in a way that ensure that I can never really know its net effect in advance.

Displaying the underlying appeal of an information processing logic in the context of
my initially expansive, seemingly unbounded cognitive ecology, the halving of
uncertainty reflects a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ decision, that is, nevertheless, deeply
considered. Once again, this is especially so, for my wall of excess [figure 38].
Composed as it is of a myriad different ‘bits’ of information, each act of halving, and
therefore each fold or cut, which occurred there, indicated a judgement made about
what part of the surface I preference. This happened slowly at first, and more rapidly
thereafter. Decisions were increasingly made in relation to what already existed on
that wall, suggesting that my cognition was aided by the more information I had.
When compared to my earlier plaiting artmaking process, though, this not only
operated as a more ‘processed’ view of my current cognitive ecology it also relieved
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the internal pressure I continued to put on myself as a consequence of my reading
practice and recently chosen framework. When combined with my earlier expansions,
this operation helped to deliver those conditions which I found to be especially
conducive to my individual artistic cognition. Again, this helps me to understand the
characteristics of my cognition in turn.

For example, the subsequent and parallel experimentation I undertook at home
suggests this is a flexible mode of operation. It is one which I can take with me and
adapt, as I move between different artmaking contexts. As seen in my previous
chapter’s results, this device and the moments of attention it frames, was not confined
to materials that already contained surface information. This organising principle can
be applied to blank surfaces as well. Whilst in the darkroom and when painting at
home, there were instances when I would simply halve a blank piece of photographic
paper, or canvas, so that I could work on a smaller scale. This, like the grid of human
comprehension above, was a way to get my artmaking processes started because it
meant deferring decisions about final format and size to another time. In the absence
of this potential obstacle to further artmaking, this application of the halving of
uncertainty to my early experimental processes, presented yet another opportunity to
acquire new knowledge and understanding, without necessary knowing, or feeling
compelled to know, the significance of what I was producing. For this inquiry, it was
enough that I was actually doing it. The halving of uncertainty lowered the threshold at
which I felt motivated to act.

Punctuated Repetition
Reflecting on this new momentum leads me to my next organising principle: that
punctuated repetition which had been so crucial to my current practice-led research
methods. As was noted in chapter three, I used repetition to produce this inquiry’s
results. I was looking for those elements of my cognitive ecology which were most
informative for a continuing artistic practice and which could thereafter be integrated
into a more robust conceptual framework. As an enduring element within my
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redeveloped practice and cognitive eco-system, my reason for using this sporadic
repetition largely remains the same. When compared to my earlier plaiting action,
there is still a need for an on-going mode of conscious engagement within the more
active dimension of my artistic practice. As my cognitive eco-system gains further
momentum, I need to ensure there remains plenty of time for pause and reflection.
This is especially relevant owing to the visual pleasure my artmaking processes
increasingly helped create.297

The significance of this renewed interest in a more discrete use of repetition within my
experimental artistic practice cannot be overstated. Take for instance, a series of
screen-prints by the American artist Andy Warhol titled Shadows. Made between 1978
and 1979, I had been so seduced and surprised by this series when I saw it on my
television screen,298 that I decided to see it for myself in the first year of this inquiry.
Displayed at the Guggenheim Museum, Bilboa, Spain, from February 26 to October 2,
2016, this collection of 102 canvases of screen-prints, which were over and underpainted,299 was impressive in scope and scale. However, as I continued to look at these
works in person as an artist who had worked in a printmaking studio and with this
medium in particular [figure 60], I recognized the equally seductive process of moving
from one slight variation to the next. From the perspective of the artmaking process, I
could see the point that art critic Christopher Knight made after seeing a 2014 showing
of this series at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles, about the dullness of
these variations when seen together.300 Although the website attached to that
exhibition in Bilboa recognizes the handmade quality of Warhol’s so called ‘machine
method’,301 and Knight’s own review hints at Warhol’s recognition that he was playing
to the scale that impressed me, knowingly, I am nevertheless conscious that I want to
avoid using repetition as an exercise in seductive variation.
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Figure 60: Screen print series (detail), 2015

As I wondered further about my on-going reluctance to engage in repetitive activity, I
was reminded of comments I have heard in a few of the classroom contexts I have
been in over the years. Those comments relate to the imperative of overcoming one’s
fears, or else leaving one’s insecurities at the door, in order to engage in artistic
activity. Equally, as I moved through the formal education system and society at large,
I have often heard the message about the need to strive for some goal, or that one
should push oneself, in order to realise one’s potential. After years of trying to do
both, it occurred to me that perhaps there was another reason for my retreat from my
present artmaking context. As I reflected on the former especially, I reminded myself,
that I had worked in printmaking studios before and had done so without reservation.
In addition to my subsequent realisation that this was due in part to the presence of a
clear idea (and assignment) to guide me, I became acutely aware of an enduring
uneasiness I felt all throughout this inquiry. This uneasiness is demonstrated by my
coming in and out of the printmaking studio over the course of three years. It
reminded me, in a deeply visceral way, of my earlier experience of primary, high school
and later tertiary education, where repetition was associated with ‘rote’ learning.
Moreover, it reminded me of some of my earlier employment experiences thereafter,
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whereupon I bore an equally resistant reaction to the idea of becoming part of a
‘machine’.

Seeing the conceptual problem, I now needed to confront, I soon recognized the image
I had of this concept. I realized this, whilst engaged in my wide-reading approach to
the literature. As I read, I recognized, in my own attitude and behaviour, what
Professor of English Steven E. Jones calls the counter-culture negation of a ‘socialpolitical “machine.”’302 Occurring in the 1960s alongside a growing ecological
consciousness303 around the University of California, Berkeley especially, this negation
recalled industrial manufacturing as it targeted ‘mid-century mainframes’ as “roomsized monsters” and “tools of big government.”304 This joined comments by Professor
of Science and Technology studies Jon Agar, who writes of how the concept of “a
general purpose machine” was utilised to spilt a growing bureaucracy in England in the
19th century, into intellectuals and mechanicals. 305 The former, was associated with the
generalists and their instructions. The latter, who were now constituted by a growing
number of women and people from the so-called ‘lower classes,’ followed those
instructions.

Although this is only a brief survey of this topic, I could at least identity within my
idiosyncratic reading process that I had at some point associated ‘the machine’ with a
feeling of oppression and the perception of social prejudice. I wanted to avoid
perpetuating both of these practices through my potentially repetitive artmaking
processes. Although this establishes a link between my emphasis on the artmaking
process and my attitudes towards labour and work, as explored by Grant 306 and
Roberts,307 this time at least, the enduing existence of my artistic practice was no
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longer dependent on a prevailing opposition. Once I had this insight, I could move on.
This realization had been enough to confirm that a more punctuated and conscientious
use of repetition was for me, a more contextually appropriate response. Repetition is,
after all, still an important way to acquire new knowledge and understanding. This
includes the skill of critical, self-reflection.

Excess
‘Excess’. It is a term that, like my use of repetition above, has ethical implications. And,
like those other operations, these implications need to be consciously recognised and
reorganised if I am to remain engaged with my artmaking processes. Excess materials,
or even excessive behaviour, implies something superfluous, unnecessary and perhaps
even unacceptable. Like the contrast between fast and slow, it suggests falling foul of a
threshold of some kind. Indeed, the former refers to the over-production, which is a
mainstay of the larger, now entrenched capitalist context in which I live and make my
art.308 It is a sign too, of my inefficient artmaking processes and all of those potentially
wasteful materials with which I live, and which I personally generate within an
experimental artistic practice. An experimental practice, after all, implies side-steps,
mistakes and ideas which do not work.

Recycling of ‘obsolete’ but otherwise abundant materials is a familiar artistic practice.
An example of this can be seen in the work of Brazilian artist Henrique Oliveria, who
began working with a plywood that was indicative of the urban environment in which
he lived.309 There one sees a material initially intended as “temporary hoardings on
building sites” become part of a larger trend in art, whereupon “utilitarian or scrap,”
“waste,” “detritus” and “discarded” are transformed and reinvented.310 Another
relevant example is the work of Mark Bradford, who uses printed materials collected
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from his neighbourhood and from his travels to make paintings.311 Moreover, it is a
practice that Bradford312 and others,313 extend into an education context, not least
because it allows students to gain visual access to their environment.

As artist Sopheap Pich states, cheap materials cast aside render important information
for an artist.314 This has certainly been the case in my earlier use of printed materials.
However, what I am foremost suggesting now, for a newly developed cognitive ecosystem and artistic practice, is a prevailing need to account for the waste that my
artmaking processes are responsible for. This waste cannot be absorbed elsewhere. As
such, it is not just these materials which provide important information for this inquiry.
It the fact that I kept them. I am mindful of the uses which might be made of excess
and waste materials. It is an inescapable element of how I relate to material culture.

Figure 61: Processed Information Mutations Extensions (detail), 2017-2018

As this suggests, it is not just the act of plaiting printed paper that I imagine for my
experimental artistic practice. Though I especially like those plaited strands which have
been deformed during subsequent processing [figure 61]. It is the use of other excess
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materials collected along the way, which bears particular relevance to the way I work.
This additional material introduces greater diversity, richness and structure into my
cognitive eco-system, especially when mediated (or processed) further through various
artistic media. For example, when it comes to developing a photographic practice
within my overarching experimental print-mediated one, my ‘wall of excess’ provides a
ready selection which I can use to activate further artmaking. Old pieces of paper and
Perspex have been used in this case [figure 62] to produce marks on a light-sensitive
surface. In so doing, one sees a new use for seemingly superfluous information. Now
able to alleviate a pressure I have long felt about how to solve this ethical and practical
dimension, I can move past a way of thinking that stymied my existing artistic practice.

Figure 62: Photogram experimentations, 2019

That additional processing encourages the practice of looking at my excessive material
world through different material lenses. This is important because that processing
leaves a slightly more stable material trace of what often begins as an ephemeral
choice of material. Again, I am not only referring here to that original material of
choice – the newspaper – I am referring to the excess generated by my experimental
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artmaking processes as well. This process gives that waste a rapid place to go and thus
provides ready receptacle for this abundant resource. It therefore offers a highly
feasible pathway into further experimentation, regardless of when and where
subsequent artmaking occurs. Crucially, that excess material does not need to stay on
the walls of my studio space to be useful. It is just as useful to me when stored in
archive boxes. This excess, when conceived in this way, therefore solves an important
problem for my existing artistic practice, namely, how best to store and retrieve
information for easy, spontaneous use, at later a date. All of this makes my artmaking
more compelling, especially when it passes this preservative process.

De-articulation
Throughout the course of my practice-led research, I had the nagging feeling that my
artistic practice is as much about what I do not speak to, write about and inquire into,
as it is about what it manages to say. In this respect, another important element or
organising principle of my cognitive eco-system is the concept of ‘de-articulation’ as I
use it, namely, as a conscious scaling back of my knowledge about what I do, what I
seek to know and most importantly, what I present to other people. As noted in the
previous chapter, I co-opted the term ‘de-articulation’ from a book by Tamara Trodd
where the author refers to the disarticulated lines of Paul Klee’s oil transfers.315 I
likened this surface value to ghost-printing and it was used in the first instance, to
ensure that no one medium dominated another. Given what has transpired, and with
the benefit of this chapter’s analysis to guide me, I am now able to attach a function to
this particular operation. When seen in the context of my cognitive eco-system, that
concept refers to the de-articulation of my over-articulations. My propensity for overarticulation relates to how I like to work when engaged in artmaking processes, as well
how I speak, to how I work. That is, how I choose to relay my work to others. The
concept of de-articulation thus not only refers to the state of not-knowing, my current
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research project began in, it also refers to the editing process that occurs, as I respond
to my artmaking’s socio-cultural context.

Used initially to satisfy a practical need as to how I would apply cognitive ecology to
the printmaking studio, the concept of de-articulation now indicates the extensive
mediation which occurs between how I think as well as all I think about, when I am
engaged in my artmaking processes, and the social dimension which helps constitute
its final output, whether in spoken, written, or visual form. The best demonstration of
this still lies with my ‘de-articulations’ [figure 44]. These ‘prints’ were made by dearticulating my heavy-handed marks through an additional pass through the printing
press. Those marks had been made on already de-articulated surfaces. This meant that
before those heavy-hand marks were de-articulated during this subsequent round, I
had an opportunity to indulge in a style of drawing that has been described as
contrived in the past, but which is nevertheless important to my artmaking processes.
On the other procedural side of these final de-articulations is an existing propensity for
a minimal aesthetic, as can be seen in the large sheets of printmaking paper I did not
fold [figure 63]. Yet, as can also be seen in processes described in the previous chapter,
that bundle of de-articulated prints as shown in [figure 44], does not amount to a
simple reductive language. It passes through successive expansions of my unit of
analysis before arriving at an interim, highly mediated resolution. Only then, am I
satisfied with my minimal aesthetic. Only then, am I able to understand how my
individual artistic cognition works.
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Figure 63: Unfolded grids (detail), 2018

When it comes to gaining new momentum in my work under this organising principle
then, there is one key outcome that straddles what I need and look for in my
artmaking processes, and how I might describe them in future artistic practice. In the
course of making my final de-articulations, I realised that all I often want to do, is find
different ways of making lines on a page. I arrived at that realisation as I made those
heavy, contrived marks into my already de-articulated surfaces. That process
highlighted the satisfaction, if not always the pleasure or enjoyment, I gained from
drawing into existing marks and overworked surfaces. Those de-articulated surfaces
make that process more challenging and takes that propensity for drawing into the
grid of the paper further. Moreover, as soon as that process was de-articulated
through the printing process, I felt satisfied by my output.

Further still, I can relate that satisfaction to what I produced before this inquiry
commenced. I am referring here not just to all of that new evidence, which was
presented in the previous chapter, I am also referring to the drawings I completed
while in Falmouth [figures 6-8] as well as others completed since then [figures 64-67]. I
am also referring to the making of Information Mutations, and Meditations, and their
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extensions, as lines suspended in three-dimensional space [figure 68]. When combined
in this way, what I see here is a principal interest in the experimental potential of
following my line work, from process to output, across a range of artistic media. This at
once provides me with endless scope for experimentation within a newly established
bundle of parameters, whilst also providing a point of connection to other people,
including the work of other artists and theorists who are interested in linear markmaking. This idea has the potential to support me over my lifetime. It provides a
simple proposition which I continue to explore as part of an open-ended mode of
inquiry.

Figure 64: Drawing series, 2018
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Figure 65: Drawing series #2, 2013

Figure 66: Drawing series #2, 2013
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Figure 67: Drawing series #2, 2013

Figure 68: Extensions of Information Mutations at Watt Space, 2018
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Incorporation of irritants
An irritant suggests a provocation, a substance that causes a reaction, whether mental
or physiological.316 To incorporate irritants is to make them an integral part of my body
of work and on-going experimental artistic practice. This next element or organizing
principle is indicative of a pattern I have observed throughout my research, as I sought
to reactivate my artistic practice. It is indicative too, of my relationship with
printmaking and the printmaking studio. It is indicative of my relationship with formal
education and the task of making art in a university setting. Further still, this behaviour
and the thinking which underpins it, cuts across other artistic media. Offering a holistic
view of my artmaking processes, this pattern, constituted as it is by my frustrations,
disappointments and retreats, allows me to better appreciate how I have made a
cognitive eco-system using transformed artmaking processes. I now turn to what these
irritants have been, how they have been incorporated and how they form the basis of
new critical, self-reflective approach within my experimental print-mediated artistic
practice.

The roots of this incorporation can be found in that exhibition I held at Watt Space in
2018 titled ‘Preparations and de-articulations’. In the lead-up to that exhibition, I
asked myself whether I was trying to create ‘ideal conditions’ to make art in. Even
though the conceptual framework of cognitive ecology is premised on the study of
cognition in the field, I nevertheless wondered whether my use of a gallery space for
this exhibition was in fact comparable to the controlled environment of the laboratory.
However, one key and early insight emerged during the course that exhibition, which
prompted me to see the conditions I was making, differently. In the course of putting
this exhibition together, I had hoped to use a different artist statement than the one I
noted earlier. I had wanted to refer to it as ‘an experiment in arts research’, mostly
because I did not want to use language that I was still unsure of. Instead, I was
encouraged to use an alternative statement, which, although I had been irritated
initially, helped me solve that problem, which began this paragraph, namely, a vision
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of what I thought my ideal artmaking conditions might be. My cognitive eco-system,
simply put, had to co-exist with other systems, including those which constitute an art
gallery. This sparked a way of thinking, that made its way into all aspects of my
research and artistic practice.

For instance, as was seen in the previous chapter, the concept of a grid of human
comprehension helped me to justify expenditure on and continued use of
conventional artmaking materials. This included the use of paper that was standard in
so far as it was used as is, off-the-shelf. That concept of a grid of human
comprehension was a way to incorporate the use of conventional materials and
conventional modes of display on simple pragmatic (that is, practical) terms. Whether
it was these large sheets of printmaking paper, my intermittent use of a gallery setting
or a studio practice, there is an implicit recognition across my use of all of these
devices, that my cognitive eco-system has partially been structured by conventional
means. Incorporated into the operations of my artmaking processes, these ‘irritants’
initiate those ‘conditions’, or more correctly that dynamic context, in which I would
make decisions over an extended period of time. This does not diminish however, that
these conventional means remain an irritant. When it comes to the conventions of art
gallery or museum display for instance, the need for critique remains. These spaces are
part of an industry, according to Haacke, which are designed to engage, if not
manipulate, our consciousness and our emotions.317 Here then, is an inroad into
similar critiques.

The same might be written, in relation to that concept of ‘a bit’, which is used here to
halve my uncertainties. Although I began this inquiry by expanding the boundaries of
my unit of analysis, I nevertheless introduced a subsequent, seemingly arbitrary
reduction in information. In so doing, I used a device from an area of study, which had
compelled me towards cognitive ecology in the first place. I resisted the idea of that
information processing model Hutchins writes about,318 not only because it is
associated with an approach which has been described as dominant but because it
317
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also refers to this idea of being reduced, having my ideas reduced by other people, and
of having human behaviour studied and explained via reductive means. Although there
had been a reductive process in play before this inquiry started in the form of my
screen-prints [figures 5, 58], I knew that there was more to ‘ordering my thoughts’
than that. As a result, I had become reluctant to describe an element which, I now
accept, is integral to my artistic practice. When viewed as part of an expanded unit of
analysis, I am willing to recognise the value of reducing information to a manageable
quantity. Importantly though, I am now able to do that more critically.

This brings me to my present use of repetition. Used as part of a bundle of distinct,
though inextricably linked organising principles, the highly punctuated repetition I
employ brings a stability to my art. It also helps to transform my artmaking into an
artistic practice. It adds greater variety and richness in terms of surface information to
my emerging cognitive eco-system as well. As a question of irritation though, these
repetitions need to be read in the context of my pre-existing cognitive ecology. That is,
where a prior aversion to standardization saw me use my artmaking process to define
myself in opposition to certain aspects of my socio-cultural environment, namely,
education and employment. This in turn has been linked to a fear of becoming part of
‘the machine’. An abstract idea that would potentially place me as one cog in a larger
system, I can now appreciate the conceptual concern that was undermining my
capacity to keep making art in a context where repetition is seen as a key
characteristic. Not only does this context refer to my use of printmaking as the hub of
my present inquiry it also refers to that studio’s position in a university, which in turn
operates as a formal learning and research setting. I can see, on reflection, a
reluctance to engage in further repetition in this particular artmaking context until I
knew what my artmaking processes were for and what my redeveloped artistic
practice was increasingly about. I needed to understand what I was repeating and who
I was repeating it to, including those students who I may come into contact with, in
this and future research.

Likewise, in the absence of its incorporation, the irritant known as ‘excess’ had
hindered the development of my artistic practice and associated artistic language. As
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was seen above, this includes general waste materials, of which the ephemeral nature
of the newspaper is a prime example. However, it also includes earlier attempts to
make my way back into artmaking, such as those artefacts I produced before I used the
framework of cognitive ecology to support my experimentation in the printmaking
studio. This excess therefore includes materials I personally generated in that studio as
I floundered, before my current inquiry began in earnest. As an irritant, I include these
materials especially because they did not have a place in my artistic practice in the
early days of my research. They cluttered my thoughts without a purpose (or agenda),
subsequently slowing my artistic development down. Lodged in my thinking, but not
yet filed away, this excess of idea made me feel my associated lack of impetus acutely.
Arranged at last on my wall of excess initially, or else left unfolded as other bits of
information (or ‘symbolic events’), all of this additional, previously superfluous
material now has a role. Excess is consciously kept and condensed as part of new
storage system and conceptual framework.

This brings me at last to the irritant underpinning my de-articulations. Mistakes made
and dissatisfaction felt become part of the forms I create and explore. This is especially
relevant to my earlier decision to side-step technical prowess in favour of conceptual
redevelopment. Although I incorporated surface irritations before – for example, those
same three works on paper from 2012 as shown in [figures 6-8] – this more recent
irritation has the potential to redirect my initial rejection of technical artmaking skills
towards acquiring greater technical prowess. I can now conceptualise an artistic
practice where I use the irritation caused by this earlier rejection to drive the
acquisition of new knowledge and understanding about materials and specific
artmaking methods. Mediated by the realisation that all I want to do is find ways to
make lines on a page, it follows that I could apply this realisation to different artistic
media whilst paying special attention to established techniques. Crucially, such
acquisition would occur in mutual dependence with the conceptual framework I have
developed in the context of my artistic practice. As I learn new artmaking skills within
this frame, whether in a printmaking studio, a darkroom or a painting context, my
emerging artistic language develops as well.
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Chapter summation
In this chapter, I have explored the changes and moments of heightened awareness,
that cognitive ecology and a printmaking studio has made possible. For instance, these
changes have allowed me to confront ethical quandaries that held my artmaking back.
They have also introduced new devices which save me from making decisions early on.
These devices offer a reprieve from the pressure I might otherwise feel to know,
remember, think and do, when engaged in the cognitively complex act of
contemporary artistic practice. I have therefore used this framework and this
particular studio context to better understand a web of organising principles - drawn
from my immediate and not-so-immediate surroundings - which helps me to act in an
artmaking context. Undertaken with a view towards enabling my future access to, and
participation in contemporary artistic practice, the emphasis here had been on
understanding what it would take to make my artmaking happen, from a standing
start. It has since become an indication of how I think when I am engaged in my
artmaking processes. Because of this, future participation in artistic practice is
reasonably assured. Establishing the intervening mechanism, I needed in the interim,
that is, until I felt compelled to make art once more, ‘how I think’ is now grounded in
an increasingly conscientious web of elements. This is the correct unit of analysis for
my experimental artistic practice. This is where connectivity is greatest. In the next
chapter, I outline what this cognitive eco-system looks like as a whole.
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Chapter Six: Findings – A redeveloped artistic practice
Introduction
Drawing this exegesis to a close, I arrive in this chapter, at a presentation of my
findings. Like my previous chapter, these findings address the question of what my
cognitive eco-system looks like in artistic practice. Unlike that previous chapter
however, it does so in a state of synthesis. My analysis of my unit of analysis drew out
the organising principles which now constitute the foundations of a redeveloped
experimental artistic practice. I now turn to what those foundations look like as a
whole. Making the case that the introduction of the conceptual framework of cognitive
ecology has helped me to organise my thoughts in preparation for the
experimentation that is yet to come, I outline how this concept of a cognitive ecosystem manifests for me in conceptual, practical and emotional terms. Having begun
this inquiry in a highly personalised manner, I have sought to come out of my earlier
retreats by outlining a vision for my experimental artistic practice as a more structured
and systematic mode of life-long learning. What follows is an account of my final
thoughts and observations about the development of that practice thus far. This
includes another important finding: the role that ‘print’, broadly conceived, plays in
this task. All of this allows me to answer another important question: So, what? Why
does knowing what my cognitive eco-system looks like matter for my artistic practice?

What my cognitive eco-system looks like
By way of an overview of my previous chapter, my cognitive eco-system is now
composed of seven key organising principles: a grid of human comprehension; the
contrast between slow and fast; the halving of uncertainty; excess; de-articulation; and
the incorporation of irritants. These constitute the bare minimum of what I needed to
reactivate my artistic practice from a standing start. These organising principles
operate as artmaking strategies, the long-lasting potential of which is found in moving
me past any future impasse I might experience within my artistic operations. After all,
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this practice-led inquiry was undertaken with a view towards developing a research in
a complex context so that it might subsist in complex contexts. My cognitive ecosystem is therefore a flexible learning mechanism. It has been built to enable
movement between different artmaking locations. It has also been built so that I might
respond to different artmaking opportunities, whatever medium might become
available. This research was less concerned with the content of my experimental printmediated artistic practice, as it was in the deeper structures which would facilitate lifelong learning. This is what I am now thinking about.

This cognitive eco-system has heightened my awareness around much of what I was
doing already within my artistic practice. Importantly, it does so in a way that ensures I
will be able continue to develop my artistic practice into the future. It did this by
providing me with the conceptual means by which I can identify, or rather
‘reconstruct’, the underlying structures of my artmaking processes in a way that did
not unduly influence the art itself. For example, it allowed me to recognise the almost
immovable value I place on re-using excess materials. Even though I would like to
engage in more traditional means of artmaking such as oil painting on canvas, I cannot
forego entirely the deep reservations I have about purchasing new items for the sake
of artistic production. Although I now have that concept of a grid of human
comprehension to move me past that particular impasse, I nevertheless accept that
the use of excess is integral to what I do. These interconnected elements of my artistic
practice are part of the larger, deeper understanding I now have of how I make art.
They are therefore also part of a deeper understanding of the mechanism by which I
learn about the world. This mechanism, as a whole, allows me to simultaneously
negotiate ethical, financial and conceptual concerns I have had about the practice of
art.

Operating at the level of general principles at this stage, my cognitive eco-system also
looks like a communication strategy. It supports an increased capacity to mediate
between my artistic practice and an audience of peers, artists and the community at
large. Applied to this particular artmaking context, these elements converge to deliver
a high-level understanding of what I am doing as I am doing, such that the thoughts
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and concepts underpinning my artmaking processes and my experimental artistic
practice, can be more easily and selectively communicated. Importantly, when it
comes to what I need to make my artmaking happen, this means that I do not need to
elaborate on every idea, thought or influence I have, or draw from. I can now balance
what I personally need from and want for my artmaking processes, with this other
need I have to explain those process on straightforward and compelling terms. In so
doing, I have found a way to engage other people and stay engaged in artistic practice
myself. As this suggests, I needed to regain a feeling of control over my previous
intuitive, impulsive and often inconsistent approach.

This expanded conception of my individual artistic cognition is my new conceptual
framework. It contains renewed intent and direction, and new material resources. It
also generates its own context. The behaviour elicited by the cognitive ecology of my
redeveloped artistic practice, points to an improved capacity to take ownership of, and
feeling a greater commitment to, the way I learn. Crucially, this includes the making of
a reading list and self-directed curriculum. That reading list includes those new
organising principles as subheadings for future and more conventional literature
reviews. This can be extended to cognitive ecology, which because of this inquiry’s
explorative work, is now poised to move beyond its initial reliance on the Hutchins,
and Tribble and Sutton articles. The key point here is that I am now satisfied I have the
means by which I can read the various elements of my experimental artistic practice
together. They can now be read in a context in which artmaking actually occurs. This
means that my cognitive eco-system operates at a level of conceptual and practice
integration that my artistic practice did not have before.

Print in the cognitive eco-system
With my cognitive ecology increasingly reorganised into a cognitive eco-system that
generates its own artmaking context and momentum, and which more clearly
delineates what and how something is read, I am mindful of the interim role that the
medium of print played in this. Printmaking and the printmaking studio have been
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neither an artform nor a studio setting that I have been especially drawn towards as
inherently enjoyable or conceptually accessible. Yet, the lack of impetus I felt towards
its techniques, materials and processes is integral to the cognitive eco-system I have
created. Being forced to stop and think about why I would use this space in light of
that early shift in research focus, induced a new level of awareness about what I bring
to my artmaking processes. This has highlighted the importance of key aspects of
those artmaking processes.319 For instance, the hesitancy which underpins the artistic
language that those processes subsequently produced. This awareness can be
attributed in part to a research method which included an absence of printmaking.
That absence delineated key organising principles and punctuated the redevelopment
of my artistic practice. Nevertheless, it is important to reiterate that this awareness
was also a product of those times when I was working in the printmaking studio. I
gained a better appreciation for the way I work and think when engaged in my
artmaking processes there.

Although printmaking needs to operate within parameters for health and safety issues,
the literature and my subjective experience shows there is an opportunity to explore
different ways of approaching how this studio context is framed. This opens up a
discussion on the permission we sometimes need to give to ourselves as artists and
students, to find out what it is exactly that we are interested in and how we propose to
find out. In my case, the printmaking studio became a tool for developing my cognitive
processes within the larger operations of an experimental artistic practice. This tool
does not simply operate as a conduit for that issue of why I make art. It is the means
by which I observe what I am responding to and what, therefore, is most meaningful to
me now that I have reconceptualised my artistic motivations. What is meaningful to
me is not the issue of materiality but rather, a way of thinking, writing and conversing
which still largely proceeds in a disinterested manner. In the course of this inquiry, I
discovered that it is not the materials themselves I am most interested in, nor their
potential significance. It is the frame of mind that moving between my different
reading, writing and artmaking processes creates. My artmaking processes, including
319
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my use of printmaking, enable experimentation within my reading and writing
processes. This in turn, operates as an excuse to engage in an open-ended discussion
about theories and ideas.

This brings me to the role that ‘print’ played within my unfolding cognitive eco-system,
when conceptualised in its broadest terms. Challenges faced during the earliest stages
of this inquiry sent me hurtling back towards my idiosyncratic reading practice. This
unintended and unforeseen aspect of my research meant that reading idiosyncratically
would constitute this inquiry’s overarching context. As this suggests, chapter one had
to be written after my research started to produce findings as a pivotal moment of
‘initial’ self-reflection. That chapter thus bears the benefits of an improved capacity to
reflect on my artistic practice in its entirety. In that case, I was focused on where my
thought processes began. Now of course, it is important to view that reading practice
through the prism of what has occurred since then. It is now clear to me, that the way I
read, as well as what I read, operates as a process through which I build a databank of
insight, understanding and knowledge, however distorted the content of that
databank might sometimes become.320 My cognitive/cultural relationship with print is
therefore not simply the means by which I find what is most relevant to my practice. It
has been a way to collect information that anticipates and enables potential needs.
Immersing myself in the literature allows me to construct a network, or ‘web’, of
information and experience around me. This reading and writing practice, is the
context in which my individual artistic cognition occurs.

So what?
Despite some prevailing murkiness and obstructive tendencies in the way I work, it is
clear that I like and need a lot of context to foster learning and instigate action.
However, while I had experience with using my artmaking processes to generate
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insight and understanding in my own time, and while I can see in retrospect that I had
used my earlier reading practice to gather thoughts and ideas for later use, I was
nevertheless unprepared for the depth of self-reflection that this idiosyncratic
approach would trigger in my current research context. Moreover, I did not anticipate
the time it would take to gain the requisite critical distance which would make this
exegesis happen. That is why those highly punctured artmaking processes I developed
with the aid of the printmaking studio, became so crucial to gaining traction in the ongoing development of a critical, self-reflexive artistic practice. That is, one in which
decisions and judgements are formed alongside an internal drive to make art once
more.

This is because the physical and conceptual dimensions of my new organising
principles did more than just allow me to push past an existing minimal aesthetic and
an initial artmaking impasse. They reintroduced structure back into my reflective and
analytical practices. Leaving a trail which I could follow at the later stages of this
inquiry – a trail that punctuated key decisions in and around the printmaking studio –
those processes created the conditions in which I would finally decide, alongside my
reading processes, what I liked and needed the most to make further artmaking
happen. More to the point, they indicated what I should be doing on account of the
logic which operates within my artmaking processes, over and above, the one that I
hoped would be there. For instance, I had hoped to spend more time in the
printmaking studio, despite appearances. That is, despite my on-going retreats from
that particular studio setting. I had hoped to have a dedicated studio practice as well.
Not only does a more formal studio practice not suit my life it would not necessarily
serve my reading, writing and artmaking processes. Likewise, more time in the
printmaking studio would not have served my present research concerns. I now have
the deeper structures, which can support my experimental artmaking as a mode of
life-long learning. I have therefore not just found the kind of intellectual and artistic
practice I was looking for. I have made the artistic practice that I needed.

Although my idiosyncratic reading practice heightened the need for that structure, the
decision to use that reading practice to turn the lens back on myself has nevertheless
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made an important contribution in this respect. It showed a gap between what helps
me to understand and gain access to an issue, or topic, and what might more generally
be understood to be a typical approach to the literature within academia. This gap
touches on a key point made in relation to the topic of practice-led led research and its
equivalents. As Elkins has noted:

… concerning the level of scholarship in the new degrees: no matter how the
new degree is configured, it is essential either that the scholarship in the
dissertation is at the same level as scholarship that is produced in whatever
fields (anthropology, philosophy, art history) the dissertation addresses, or that
the dissertation addresses its use of the scholarship of other fields, defending
idiosyncratic readings and incomplete research. There is no simple way to make
this choice, because it is wholly legitimate for a new field to turn to an existing
body of scholarship to new and unexpected uses. 321

How I used the literature alongside my artmaking processes, was an issue I decided not
to take for granted because of what transpired in my practice-led research. Nor was
the potential to highlight an understanding of what it sometimes takes to develop the
requisite motivation to keep artistic practice and intellectual inquisitiveness going. In
this case, negotiating the gap between that reading practice and context in which I was
using it would be the makings of my cognitive eco-system and redeveloped artistic
practice.

Again, this has resulted in a cognitive eco-system that lays out, or ‘sketches’, what I
need, to engage in further experimental practice as a companion for life-long learning.
Although far from being comprehensive at this stage, this mechanism allows me to
conceive of what I will do next. This ability to conceptualise my artistic practice at a
higher abstract level helps me to act. Not only does it pull me out of a residual
tendency for task-orientated surface-learning this capacity to conceptualise highlights
the potency of using a broad web of ideas as a driving force in my work. While this web
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remains incomplete at this in time, it is this partially incomplete state which lends my
cognitive eco-system its efficacy at this stage of my artistic development. While I
thought I would latch onto the physical apparatus of the printmaking studio, it turns
out that what I was most concerned with, during the course of my present inquiry, was
the opportunity to engage in the theoretical conversations that take place in a
university. This is because I needed a deeper understanding, in the first instance, about
those conditions in which specific, enduring intellectual and artistic research interests
are formed, over and above, the particular conditions in which art is physically made.
Because of this change in outlook, my reconceptualised artistic practice exists in a
state of readiness, capable of adapting to whatever artmaking and learning contexts,
as well as materials, come within reach. The ‘ideal’ conditions in which I make my art
are not fixed. They are filled with possibility. They are also filled with irritation.

While the inclusion of irritation may seem at odds with my previous retreat from a
culture of critique, it is this combination of irritants and that earlier, softer approach to
critical thinking that provides my creative, generative practice with its key
characteristics. My new approach to experimental artistic practice can be described
and explained via a bundle of general organising principles that are repeatable and
variable in a highly punctuated and considered way. This means the conceptual
framework I have developed operates as a simple reiterative practice that repeats and
alters as I learn. Learning becomes an inevitable by-product of my various artmaking
processes and complex artmaking context. This means my reading process no longer
needs to be employed solely as an intuitive search for something, without knowing
what that something would be. That, along with my newly redeveloped artmaking
processes, can now be employed in the interests of a more systematic approach to
practice-led research, which incorporates and grows from, the irritants it encounters.
In my overarching experimental artistic practice then, ‘research’ means to look and
look again. It is one that allows that first spark of excitement when reading a particular
passage or when engaged in a particular artmaking process before prompting me, as
the artist at the centre of my own research, to look at that passage and my artmaking
processes again and again. That overarching research practice asks me to continue
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studying the learning mechanism I have created, as well as the frame of mind that
mechanism creates.

One of the other benefits of this partially incomplete cognitive eco-system, is that the
learning mechanism I have created no longer relies on an immediate need to sustain it.
Nor does it rely on my opposition to any of my former occupations. Having developed
the mechanism by which I might come to know my mind and develop it, it follows that
what I have done here also develops my capacity to embrace opportunity regardless of
the learning environment I might find myself in. My prevailing interests no longer rest
with a stationary practice rooted to one place, but with a practice that is able to adapt.
Returning to a point made by Tattersall, this particular capacity opens into a
conversation about how the skill (and ethics) of opportunism might help humans
thrive in complex, unstable and uncertain environments.322 More to point, it opens
into a conversation on the topic of who has access to developing this capacity in
informal and formal learning contexts. That is, however, a debate for another time.

Chapter summation
With a focus on those organising principles that have been most informative for my
individual artistic cognition – principles which have been selected on the basis of their
repetition – what I have here, is the makings of a particular kind of culturally informed
experience when engaged in my artmaking processes. The makings of this experience,
from an artmaking process perspective is in effect, what I study moving forward. It is a
study, crucially, which does not occur by making art, nor reading theory in isolation
from one another. All that has transpired here, is geared towards the development of
an experimental artistic practice in which various components move together. This
means engaging in the exploration of different ways of making lines on a page, in
concert with the acquisition of new technical skills (and associated means of
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See for example, Tattersall’s ideas on this topic, where the author proposes that human’s capacity for
symbolic thought, was a consequence of opportunism. That capacity for symbolic thought has in turn,
Tattersall suggests, given humans a cognitive edge: Tattersall. 2016 (2015). 261.
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expression), just as I also engage in further exploration of my reading list and
curriculum. That list reflects a carefully considered group of intellectual interests for a
practice that maintains an interest in the artmaking process. This combination of
theory and practice delivers for me a new way of doing things and importantly, a new
way to think about and advance my artistic practice. It is a method in which insights
and further discursive possibilities will be studied through a conceptual framework
that is constituted by an inextricably bound, yet flexible web of mutually dependent
elements.
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Project Conclusion
Introduction
As a consequence of applying an ecological lens to how I think, feel, solve problems
and make decisions within the context of my artmaking and reading processes, I have
gained a deeper understanding of my newly redeveloped experimental artistic
practice. In this conclusion, I reflect on what this inquiry means in its entirety. No
longer positioned as way of defining myself in opposition to my surrounds, my artistic
practice is now conceived on more expansive, inclusive and flexible terms than before.
It is also conceived in terms of a reading list and self-directed curriculum I can delve
deeper into, to advance my practice further. Working under the conceptual framework
of cognitive ecology has delivered a cognitive eco-system that actually makes me want
to keep making art. Part of this is due to making decision-making increasingly feasible,
so that my artistic practice as a whole, becomes more feasible a well. However, it is
also due to its successes and limitations, and the irritations that such outcomes
provoke. What follows are my final comments and conclusion about this cognitive
eco-system I have made, and what it means for the larger creative ecology, or
discourse, I work towards. This includes the contribution my research claims to have
made, namely, the creation of a pathway into the practice of art.

Contribution: A pathway to artistic practice and a larger creative ecology
What has my application of cognitive ecology to my artistic practice added to existing
theory and practices? The answer to this rests in that idea of making a cognitive ecosystem, using my artmaking processes. That idea has been key to reintegrating various
components of my artistic practice, dispersed over preceding years. Taking that idea
into the printmaking studio, as well as parallel and subsequent experimentation,
helped get that process of redevelopment started. Moreover, it offered a pathway
through vast theoretical terrain, delivering in the end, a more-or-less intelligent
practice, that is foremost premised on an extended field of inquiry and analysis. That
idea created the conditions in which I could start to make this complex process of
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cognitive/cultural connection happen. It is therefore intended to appeal to those who,
like me, have had difficulty defining a particular interest because of wide-reading
tendencies, but who, nevertheless, would like to use an experimental artistic practice
as something akin to a formal research process. Moreover, it is intended to appeal to
those who have engaged in a retreat from a culture of critique and who therefore
need an intervening process of conceptual testing and development. It is for those
who, like me, benefit from additional structural support. What I have developed here
could therefore be seen as a ‘pre-experimental procedure’ for engaging in the
practice-led research process.323 That is, as a way of thinking that helps establish the
parameters for an on-going experimental print-mediated artistic practice, which is able
to subsist in formal, critical environments, as well as more informal ones, should these
opportunities arise.

Limitations
This contribution has limitations. For one, I have not extensively tested cognitive
ecology as a conceptual framework for an experimental printmaking practice
specifically. With little to no concern for technique, there is still work, to be done, in
seeing my cognitive eco-system through in this regard, as I anticipate it will be able to.
Moreover, there is scope for further experimentation in different artmaking contexts
and different artistic media.
The ability to participate in that kind of experimentation was hampered in this
instance, by the amount of time it has taken to write this exegesis. This limitation was
a consequence of my decision to pursue my idiosyncratic reading process in my
current academic context. While important to me, in the absence of shared
understanding as to what this process is for, this approach has the potential to be
detrimental to one’s research and one’s psychological health.324 Again, echoing
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This term ‘pre-experimental procedure’, like the concept of disinterested materiality, and my
introduction to the work of Amabile and Czikzentmahalyi, came out of my interactions with my
supervisors: Dr Caelli Jo Brooker and Dr Susan Kerrigan.
324 For an exploration of the issues that can arise in research of this nature see: O’Brien. 2009.
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sentiments expressed in the literature,325 this approach and these outcomes are
unlikely to be for every artist or every learner. Nevertheless, this research has been a
consequence of the gap I have experienced on the ground around a lack of diversity
within the conceptual frameworks that are available for artistic practice. New ways of
thinking are needed to make more artmaking happen.

Successes
Regardless of the difficulties which arose because of my current research approach,
the opportunity to develop a new conceptual framework for experimental artistic
practice, in this way, has, it turns out, been the avenue that has allowed me to explore
the gap, in what I needed to do to operate as a life-long learner and artmaker. For all
the ‘less-than-ideal’ conditions in which I made my art, and which I arguably helped
create, and eventually thrive, a key success of this inquiry has nevertheless been the
makings of an artistic language that speaks to this outcome. That is, where the
motivation to make art may no longer be premised on being absorbed in artistic
activity, but rather, the compelling experience which is created by coming in and out
of different types of intellectual and artistic processes. For instance, when it comes to
printmaking, the far more compelling proposition is not that I enjoy it, but that it
persists as an irritant in my cognitive eco-system. Indeed, the same could be said of
the medium of print more broadly as well. Conceptualising print as an irritant is
strangely motivating. This print-mediated artistic language is then, indicative of the
state of reserve and highly punctuated decision-making processes I now operate in,
when engaged in reading, writing and artmaking. It is indicative of how I meet the
world and propose learning in it.

Another success is the flexibility of this redeveloped artistic practice. Having grown up
with no concept of what an artist or artistic practice is, nor with a rich artistic culture
around me, it follows that my understanding of these structures would likely come
from a conceptual framework I would develop to suit my needs. Not least, as this
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effort has resulted in a web of artmaking processes and ways of thinking, that are able
to be moved between artmaking locations. For instance, it is conceivable this new web
of key organizing principles could be taken into other studio settings, whether it be a
different printmaking studio, a different darkroom or to a new set of white walls,
whether they be partially open or entirely closed. I now have my grid of human
comprehension as stand-in for the studio’s white walls, regardless of where, or if,
those walls stand. This, along with the enriched environment I have continued to
develop in and around my head, means I am willing and able to take this new learning
mechanism into new learning contexts wherever they may be, and whatever form they
may take. This is just as well, because the printmaking studios I worked in during this
inquiry, will be gone by the time the reader reads this.

Next steps
This cognitive eco-system I have made has the potential to operate in two ways from
this point onwards. It could form the basis of a private on-going study of my cognitive
ecology. In this option, I see myself returning to an autodidactic practice that now
includes new artistic mediums and new artmaking strategies. Crucially, I would do so,
on more structured terms than my earlier slow, linear approach to the literature, as
well as my earlier artmaking processes provided for. Owing to what has transpired in
this inquiry, I am able to group my interests under a bundle of organising principles
such that a more informal learning mechanism would still be systematic. This new level
of focus would allow for me to just go for it, artistically, with the understanding that
most of the hard, conceptual work, has already been done. The new conceptual
parameters which this inquiry has established allows me to reorganise my thoughts so
that I can start to enjoy my artmaking once more. Those parameters are, simply put,
the means by which I can plan and execute my principle intellectual and artistic
interests and preoccupations.
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The other way this cognitive eco-system might operate, is as a more formal research
process. For this option I envisage using my experimental practice within these new
parameters, to deepen my understanding about this learning mechanism I have
created in its cultural historical context, as per that article by Tribble and Sutton. 326 I
am referring here especially to the imperative of developing certain thinking skills, in
light of technological, ‘cultural’ developments. I am also referring to that capacity I
highlighted in the previous chapter, namely, a capacity for opportunism, as well as the
question of who it is open to.

Given this last option would involve making a decision about pursuing my
experimentation in a more public domain and more overt research context, this
question of the imperative of opportunism, would involve a social-political context.
This context is touched on in Reed’s attempt to create a robust category for slow art,
where the author seeks to understand the characteristics, and consequences, of a
particular way of looking.327 In my case, this would transition to an in-depth study of
the characteristics which help to define my experience of the artmaking process, and
what this means in terms of a particular social, and cultural background, if not specific
intellectual and emotional tendencies as well. This is where I would engage more
deeply with the work of other artists via the concept of ‘disinterested materiality’328
and linear mark-making, as well as the creative process more broadly via the issue of
intrinsic motivation. In this respect, my cognitive eco-system defines my field of study.
It defines the parameters of my role within that field of study, as an artistic
practitioner as well.
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Tribble & Sutton. 2011.
Reed. 2017.
328 Two possible artists to explore in connection to this topic are Phyllida Barlow and Jack Whittan. See:
Bloomberg. 2017; Art 21. 2018.
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Regardless of which option I pursue, this inquiry forms the basis of an on-going study
in my cognitive ecology in both informal and formal terms. It provides the means for
developing my experimental artistic practice further, whether it be part of a wider
discourse or as a personal matter. This new conceptual framework provides crucial
artmaking context for what comes next, where taking that next step now becomes
possible because of an expanded unit of analysis. That is, an understanding of how my
individual artistic cognition actually works, as the basis for on-going experimental
‘print-mediated’ practice-led research.
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