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Lay Summary  

This PhD reports on a practice-led investigation of the workshop as a site and activity of 

artistic learning that is social rather than individual. Despite the history of the workshop’s 

role in artistic work being overshadowed by the emergence of the studio, the workshop is a 

now ubiquitous site and activity in artistic learning, both within and outwith higher 

education. Yet, it’s potential for stimulating, hosting, and facilitating collective learning 

experiences through forms of producing things with others (i.e. paragogy) has remained 

under considered. This PhD examines and critically considers potential strengths of the 

workshop, how they can be harnessed to redress the myth of artists as lone researchers, 

and instead offer collective ways of making and learning together.  

Within this PhD there is a thesis which reports on research conducted into workshops over 

the past four years as part of my own artistic work and as a member of Shift/Work.1 The 

workshops discussed in the thesis make up the portfolio component of this submission. 

These workshop examples illustrate what forms of learning occur in workshops and how I 

have instigated them within my own work.  

  

Within the thesis report I have reflected on how I have developed my approach to 

composing, conducting, and playing workshops. This includes contextualising the works 

produced during the PhD and describing ways of understanding the nature of the learning 

that occurs within such workshops. My intention is to provide a deeper understanding of 

how to produce artistic learning environments, to critically talk about what occurs within 

them, and what kinds of knowing we can gain from participating in them.  

  

The portfolio component of this submission includes detailed accounts of five case studies 

developed either within my own artistic practice, or, collaboratively as a member of 

Shift/Work. Due to the nature of this research to gain the fullest understanding of this 

research you are encouraged to read the report alongside having experienced playing the 

workshops included, ideally with me there with you.  

  

                                                           
1 Shift/Work is a group that develops workshop models for artistic learning as open 

educational resources available to anyone.  
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Thesis Abstract  

Workshops: Investigating and Developing Participatory Environments for Artistic Learning is 

a practice-led (Haseman, 2006; Bolt, 2007; Smith & Dean, 2009) transdisciplinary (Klein, 

2018) PhD investigation conducted by action-research (McNiff & Whitehead, 2008) and 

participatory action reflection (Kemmis, et al., 2014) approaches.   

  

This PhD includes a written thesis exegesis accompanied by a portfolio of descriptions of my 

artistic practice presented on the scaffold of critical action-reflection cycles. The thesis is a 

critically reflective account of how I have developed my own approach to composing, 

conducting, and playing workshops as a potentially exemplative approach to developing 

paragogic (Corneli & Danoff, 2011) artistic learning environments. This includes 

contextualising and exploring matters of concern that emerged or were identified in and 

through (Borgdorff, 2011) this artistic inquiry.   

  

This investigation explores the following questions:  

• What are workshops within a visual arts education context?  

• How can we understand the production of workshops as an artistic practice?  

• What critical vocabulary do we require to describe workshop practices in a broader 

context?  

The thesis exegesis includes three sections, each one involves its own subsets of focused 

investigations of the following areas:  

  

Section 1  

Section 1 of this thesis is concerned with providing a historical and critical framework for 

understanding the role of workshops within artistic learning and knowledge production in 

the premodern era. This framework will then be used to explore the links between these 

formulations to study of the learning characteristics that workshop environments within 

visual arts education currently embody. The underpinning intention within this section is to 

establish the foundations of a critical vocabulary that communicates the nuanced and 

complex nature of workshops as artistic learning environments. These aims can be surmised 

in the follow questions:  
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• What is the historical context of workshops as artistic learning environments?  

• How, if at all, has the role of the workshop within artistic learning shifted?  

• What kinds of learning have and can occur within workshops?  

• What is the current role of workshops within and outwith higher education 

institutions?   

• How can we critically and philosophically communicate the way workshops operate 

as environments of artistic learning?  

Section 2  

This section of the thesis is focused on my collaborative research as a member of 

Shift/Work. The intention in critically reflecting on this work is to demonstrate how 

collective artistic learning experiences can interrogate emergent rhetoric within artistic 

practices and thinking. Examining how this process can generate ongoing research interests 

while also providing participants of the research with an understanding of how to compose 

paragogic artistic learning experiences for, and with, their peers. In this process I will 

explore the following questions:   

• What is the potential of workshop production as a collaborative research approach 

into the matters emerging within and through artistic practice?  

• What is the critical contextualisation for the emergent concerns within artistic 

practice identified through my practice-led research?  

• How can the types of practices and knowledge these collaborative and participatory 

investigation produce, or transform, be understood?  

• What is the value of a paragogical approach to co-producing these learning 

environments?  
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Section 3  

In this section I will critically reflect on case studies drawn from my own individual artistic 

practice. Prior to doing so I will provide critical contextualisation discovered and produced 

through my practice-led investigation, this is with the intention of contributing to the 

production of a critically robust and rigorous vocabulary that can advocate for the potential 

benefits of workshops as artistic learning environments. To achieve this, I will explore the 

following questions:   

• What does the historical role of the workshop in the cultivation and transmission of 

artistic knowledge relate to current pedagogical and artistic practices?  

• What practices within the action of composing, conducting, and playing workshops 

require critical consideration?  

• How can we produce and/or identify and develop a transdisciplinary critical 

vocabulary to articulate the nuances of these current workshop knowledge 

practices?  

• What can critical action-reflection research into my artistic practice yield as 

exemplars for composing and conducting paragogic learning processes within 

workshops?  

In the conclusion to this research I will explore the limitations of the research as it currently 

exists and potential future paths of inquiry it creates.  
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0. Introduction  

This section of the thesis is an introduction to my practice-led, transdisciplinary, action-

researched investigation into workshops as participatory environments of artistic learning. 

Throughout this section I will introduce and contextualise my approaches to this 

investigation.   

  

As a practice-led PhD submission conducted in and through (Borgdorff, 2011, p. 45) artistic 

practice, there is a portfolio component to this submission which details the case studies 

used within this thesis exegesis. It is my suggestion that readers orientate themselves 

towards the portfolio when practical case studies are mentioned within the thesis to 

familiarise themselves with what occurred in each case study. The commentary within the 

thesis exegesis is primarily concerned with contextualising the matters underpinning the 

workshops and critically reflecting upon how this has informed my broader understanding 

of those matters in relation to participatory artistic learning environments; how critical 

reflection upon the actions that investigated these matters within my workshops has led to 

developments within my own understanding of my artistic practice and more generally how 

workshops function; and how these discoveries can be understood to contribute to the 

transdisciplinary field constituted by the overlaps between educational philosophy and art 

education practices.  

  

0.1. Research Questions  

The stimulus for this research is predicated on three relatively simple questions:  

• What are workshops within a visual arts education context?  

• How can we understand the production of workshops as an artistic practice?  

• What critical vocabulary do we require to describe workshop practices in a broader 

context?  

From these three overarching questions spring a myriad of sub-questions that form the 

basis for each section of this thesis. Which are as follows:  
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Section 1  

Section 1 of this thesis is concerned with providing a historical and critical framework for 

understanding the role of the workshops within artistic learning and knowledge production 

in the premodern era, and, those present in the workshop’s current formulations. Exploring 

the links between these formulations is intended to produce a study of the learning 

characteristics that workshop environments embody. The underpinning intention within 

this section is to establish the foundations of a critical vocabulary that communicates the 

nuanced and complex nature of workshops as artistic learning environments. These aims 

can be surmised in the follow questions:  

  

• What is the historical context of workshops as artistic learning environments?  

• How, if at all, has the role of the workshop within artistic learning shifted?  

• What kinds of learning have and can occur within workshops?  

• What is the current role of workshops within and outwith higher education 

institutions?   

• How can we critically and philosophically communicate the way workshops operate 

as environments of artistic learning?  

Section 2  

This section of the thesis is focused on my collaborative research as a member of 

Shift/Work. The intention in critically reflecting on this work is to demonstrate how 

collective artistic learning experiences can examine emergent rhetoric within artistic 

practices and thinking. Examining how in this process actions can generate ongoing 

research interests while also providing participants of the research with an understanding 

of how to compose paragogic artistic learning experiences for, and with, their peers. In this 

process I will explore the following questions:   

• What is the potential of workshop production as a collaborative research approach 

into the matters emerging within and through artistic practice?  
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• What is the critical contextualisation for the emergent concerns within artistic 

practice identified through my practice-led research?  

• How can the types of practices and the knowledge these collaborative and 

participatory investigation produce, or transform, be understood?  

• What is the value of a paragogical approach to co-producing these learning 

environments?  

Section 3  

In this section I will critically reflect on case studies drawn from my own individual artistic 

practice. Prior to doing so I will provide critical contextualisation discovered and produced 

through my practice-led investigation, this is with the intention of contributing to the 

production of a critically robust and rigorous vocabulary that can advocate for the potential 

benefits of workshops as artistic learning environments. To achieve this, I will explore the 

following questions:   

• What does the historical role of the workshop in the cultivation and transmission of 

artistic knowledge relate to current pedagogical and artistic practices?  

• What practices within the action of composing, conducting, and playing workshops 

require critical consideration?2  

• How can we produce and/or identify and develop a transdisciplinary critical 

vocabulary to articulate the nuances of these current workshop knowledge 

practices?  

• What can critical action-reflection research into my artistic practice yield as 

potential exemplars for paragogic learning within workshops?  

  

                                                           
2 For definitions of the terms composing, conducting, and playing artistic learning environment please 

consult the glossary within the appendices of this submission.  
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0.2. Methodology  

Based on the questions outlined above I will now explicitly outline the methodological 

approach I have used to explore these questions. My hope is to provide a rigorous 

contextualisation of how I have undertaken my research and the academic rationale for 

these methodological choices.  

  

0.2.1. Practice-led  

The research within this thesis is based upon the following tenets:  

• It is practice-led, specifically within the mode of conceptual research that involves 

the argumentation, analysis and application of concepts (Smith & Dean, 2009, pp. 

4-5), namely those pertaining to artistic learning and the philosophy of education 

within the visual arts education and practice. This research acknowledges that 

there is a necessary continuum between practice-led research and research 

practice that feeds into one another, that practical research can provide critical 

insights into a practice and similarly academic research into secondary sources can 

inform creative practice-led research (Smith & Dean, 2009, p. 2). The intention 

underpinning my practice-led inquiry is to conduct research through my own 

artistic practice of composing workshops and to generate specialist knowledge 

through reflection upon these activities that can then be generalised and brought 

into relation with existing discourses (Smith & Dean, 2009, p. 5) within the 

disciplines it transgresses.  

• The practice in my practice-led approach is located within my own artistic practice 

which involves the composing, conducting, and playing of workshops scores for 

artistic learning. In this sense, it is a form of performative research (Haseman, 

2006), which draws from qualitative methodologies but is distinguished from them 

based on two characteristics. Firstly, while my inquiry is based on a traditional 

research problem approach the practice-led response to this is fuelled by an 

‘enthusiasm for the practice’ which generates its own routes for emerging 

knowledge (Haseman, 2006, p. 100). This in part accounts for the transdisciplinary 

range of academic research influences within the thesis and portfolio, attention to 

which is based on the concepts the practice has led me to explore. In this sense, my 
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research is in and through artistic practice (Borgdorff, 2011, p. 45) which is itself 

predisposed to being “discovery-led” (Rubidge, 2005, p. 8; Borgdorff, 2011, p. 56) 

i.e. based on intuition and experimentation. This research is not an attempt to 

survey and update each field I have explored through my artistic research but to 

instead acknowledge their potential to contribute to discussions of what workshops 

are or could be and how they can be understood as a visual arts practice. Secondly, 

the research outputs and claims for knowing conducted through my practice-led 

approach must be made through the symbolic language my practice has established 

(Haseman, 2006, p. 101). This symbolic language is distilled within the workshop 

scores contained in the portfolio component of this submission. The creation of 

symbolic and specialist language to describe my practice has also constituted a 

large part of the post-rationalisation of my practice within the exegesis of this 

thesis. Further, the experiential knowledge created through this inquiry requires 

readers to play the workshop scores themselves, ideally with me, to gain a full 

understanding of the multidimensional (i.e. explicit and tacit) knowledge produced 

by the practice-led inquiry.  

• As such, this thesis document is an exegesis of a praxical engagement (i.e. tacit 

knowledge generated through handling of the materials of a practice-led inquiry) 

(Bolt, 2007, p. 31). The intention underpinning this exegesis is to communicate 

emergent knowledge gained through the practice-led research and to bring these 

insights into dialogue with existing practical and theoretical paradigms (Bolt, 2007, 

p. 33).  

   

0.2.2. Action-Research/Participatory Action Research  

Within this thesis I have deployed both Action-Research (McNiff & Whitehead, 2008;  

Somekh, 2006) and Participatory Action Research (PAR) (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988; 

Kemmis, et al., 2014) methodologies to guide and conceptualise how to conduct practice-

led research into workshops in and through artistic practice.   

  

Within section 3 of this thesis I will present three case studies of workshops reflectively 

developed within my own artistic practice. These case studies will provide contextualisation 

of the subjects (or matters of concern) underpinning each workshop along with analysis of 
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how the learning gained through each action-reflection cycle in turn transformed my own 

understanding of the practice.  This can be understood as action-research in its traditional 

Lewinian (1946) heritage, this is as experiential and embedded research predicated on a 

‘self-reflective cycle’ of planning an action that involves stages including “observe - reflect - 

act - evaluate - modify - move in new directions" (McNiff & Whitehead, 2008, p. 9). This 

delineation is a little reductive and unrepresentative of the messiness of practices but it 

provides a useful scaffold upon which to plan and post-rationalise the exploration of such 

practices. As Haseman points out performative research methodologies often draw from 

qualitative methodologies such as action-research but inflects these approaches with its 

own agenda (2006, p. 104).   

  

The portfolio component of this submission will attempt to map my research journey of 

composing, conducting and playing workshops as artistic learning environments, 

contextualising them and reflecting upon how I developed them and what knowledge this 

process yielded, onto the following action-research structure adapted from (Kemmis et al 

2014, p. 18):  

  

Planning (composing) a workshop  

Acting (playing and conducting the workshop) and Observing what occurs  

Reflecting on the processes that unfolded and the consequences and then  

Re-planning  

Acting and Observing  

Reflecting, and so on until the cycle is brought up to date.  

  

One of the primary criticisms of Lewinian action-research in its initial sense is that it left 

space open for a facilitator to instigate the practices and then observe as a non-engaged 

participant (Kemmis, et al., 2014, p. 9). This is an issue I encountered at the very early 

stages of my planning my research. I had initially intended to occupy more of a 

participant/observer (Byram, 2001, p. 293) position within an ethnographic approach to 

research workshops. It very immediately became clear that such a methodology would not 

be suited to the nature of the inquiry into workshops that I wished to undertake. Firstly, 

occupying the dual role of participant and observer while conducting a workshop is 

incredibly difficult to sustain while also being an engaged player within the learning 
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environment. Secondly, I am an artist whose practice involves the practices of composing, 

conducting and playing workshops as such this research is not about observations based on 

how other practitioners practice the production of workshops as learning environments, 

instead it is an attempt to account for how we as practitioners can critically reflect upon the 

doing-thinking (as theory imbricated within practice) (Scott, 2016, p. vii) of composing, 

conducting and playing artistic learning within workshops as an artistic practice. This 

ontological shift is also of importance regarding the limits of what I claim to account for in 

this research. What is presented in Section 3 are accounts of what happened within the 

case studies which are my subjective account (i.e. my critical understanding) of what 

occurred not an authoritative and objective ‘truth’ of what occurred. The reality of the 

research is co-constructed by all the actors involved. This again why I shifted away from 

ethnographically inflected research methodologies, namely because they can create 

uneven power dynamics in the reportage of practices in which the researcher presumes 

(however well intentioned) to speak on behalf of others involved in the research. Patti 

Lather takes issue with ethnography as positioning the ethnographer as “the one who 

knows” (2009: 18). Lather identifies that in new ethnographic methods “the adoption of 

empathy and the need for the authority of voice is often privileged over other analyses”  

(2009, p. 20). This problematises how we can report upon the work of others as it highlights 

“the limitations of cognitive access to other individuals and what one can experience of 

another” (ibid). The lesson I have taken from what Lather asks us to consider is that we 

cannot presume to know more about others that we research with, than they know of 

themselves. To go further, Edmund Husserl’s phenomenological concept of “in-feeling” lets 

us “learn about (erfarhen) the consciousness of another empirical I” but crucially it does 

“not let us live it through (erleben) them." (Sawicki, 1997: 125). While we can have opinions 

on the learning and actions of others, attempting to over-empathize with them and speak 

on their behalf can mean we fall into the trap of making claims on behalf of the research 

and those involved that are unsustainable. This particularly important when researching 

workshops as artistic learning environments, specifically because as learning environment 

and sites of knowledge practices they attempt to make the boundaries between players 

and the materials of their play more porous in pursuit of paragogic (Corneli & Danoff, 2011) 

coproduction of learning and artistic knowledge. This does not mean though that the 

passages of intersubjectivity they open can be empirically accounted for in their totality. As 

such, my action-reflection framework will draw upon my own observations of what 
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occurred within my case studies to identify moments of transformative learning (Mezirow, 

1991; Dirkx & Mezirow, 200) for myself that impacted upon my own practice of composing, 

conducting, and playing workshops; these observations can then be brought into dialogue 

with broader practice architectures (Kemmis, et al., 2014) to hypothesise how these 

practices could be further transformed in a more social sense (as exemplars) that can 

inform other new ways of doing and thinking between peers.  

  

In section 2 of this thesis I will discuss my collaborative research as a member of  

Shift/Work. The research in this section is conducted through a Participatory Action 

Research cycle, the reasons for this are elucidated in more depth within section 2 but 

simply put PAR allows for a reorientation of how we understand active and critical 

participation in a collaborative practice-led research endeavour towards a more collective 

authorship of the knowledge it produces.  

  

0.2.3. Transdisciplinary  

Having made distinctions regarding the practice-led nature and action-research based 

approach I will now expand on the necessity of these distinctions in relation to the 

transdisciplinary nature of my inquiry.   

  

Firstly, while my position aligns with some of the remits of SoTL (Scholarship of Teaching 

and Learning), which is predicated on “practice development, curriculum enhancement and 

student learning” (Fanghanel, et al., 2016, p. 6) and a shift towards teaching excellence 

frameworks (Fanghanel, et al., 2016, p. 4), it extends beyond these aims as it is concerned 

with the co-production and development of new configurations of knowledge through 

practice, not about the honing of teaching practices as commonly understood within higher 

education literature. A more fitting lineage in the domain of developing art education 

practices through action-reflection is the example is that of DBAE (Discipline Based Art 

Education). DBAE emerged within the United States of America during the 1970s as a 

response to the lack of holistic teaching occurring within visual art education at secondary 

and tertiary levels (Dobbs, 1992, p. 17). DBAE specifically emphasised that art education 

needed to be holistically taught through four domains as a transdisciplinary pursuit, these 
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included knowledge and learning practices from Art Production, Art History, Art Criticism 

and Aesthetics.   

  

As I have detailed, this PhD research is in and through my own holistic and transdisciplinary 

artistic practice which involves the composing, conducting, and playing of workshops as 

artistic learning environments. Such a practice is necessarily transdisciplinary as it explores 

the potential for the co-production of new knowledge through (but not limited to) the 

practices and theories of the disciplines of the philosophy of education and that of art 

education. Here I use transdisciplinary research pursuant to the definition that it transcends 

disciplinarities through a unity of knowledge constituted by an overarching set of axioms 

(Klein, 2018, p. 11). I identify such axioms as those constituted through the aforementioned 

exploration and production of practices for co-producing new knowledge reciprocally 

between disciplines. This is distinct from interdisciplinary approaches which draw from pre-

existing methods and tools within intersecting disciplines (ibid). As such, transdisciplinary 

learning and knowledge production can be understood as a development of earlier 

interdisciplinary integrative learning approaches such as pragmatic constructivism (Klein, 

2018, p. 14)–which will be discussed in more depth in section 1.4.1 in relation to paragogy– 

that were based on advancing understanding over certifying ‘true’ knowledge claims (ibid). 

Klein goes on to identify “flexibility, adaptability, and reflexivity as well as participation, 

dialogue, and collaboration” (ibid) as key traits of transdisciplinary learning and when 

combined with McGregor’s assertion that transdisciplinary learning practices require 

instances in which disciplinary and stakeholder forms of knowledge can be enacted through 

a process of iteratively co-producing transdisciplinary knowledge that is transformative 

(McGregor, 2017, p. 7), there is a definition transdisciplinarity that overlaps with the 

characteristics and of my own artistic practice and research approach.  

  

0.2.4. Priorities and Omissions  

As a discipline education is not a distinct body of knowledge rather a set of philosophically 

constituted practices, similarly visual art education is itself constituted by a transdisciplinary 

set of practices and theories. For this reason, these disciplines have always drawn from 

literature and practices in overlapping fields to complement their development.  

Additionally, echoing the sentiments of Smith & Dean (2009) regarding the reciprocal  
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nature of practice-led research in an academic context–educational philosophy can learn 

from participatory iterative practices of artists such as myself and others, reciprocally we 

can learn from it and other academic practices and concepts. This is the dialogue this 

research is intended to contribute to.  

  

As noted previously, for this reason the reciprocal relationships between my practice-led 

and academic research has generated its own lines of flight. This can be understood as 

prioritising some bodies of knowledge over others, which is what the “discovery-led”  

(Rubidge, 2005, p. 8; Borgdorff, 2011, p. 56) aspect of a practice-led approach has dictated. 

Being discovery-led means that the research is not anchored to any one singular body of 

knowledge and as such isn’t tasked with surveying and updating the knowledge of any one 

specific field but instead contributes to artistic research by bringing it into transdisciplinary 

dialogue with a range of other disciplinary interests.  

  

As such, the nature of this inquiry has informed a prioritisation of theories of learning from 

within the philosophy of education. This is due in part for the need to find apt academic 

research to reciprocally critically support and inflect my post-rationalisation of what occurs 

within workshop practices as artistic learning environments that has not previously been 

accounted for within the field of visual art education and practice. It is also in part due to a 

broader issue with research into education which often adopts methods from social 

sciences and psychology, which–as noted previously–are predicated more predominantly 

on evidencing claims of truth rather than deepening understandings (i.e. challenging 

knowledge assumptions). The presumed objectiveness, or correctness, of such methods 

and their adoption into art education and research practices is something that has troubled 

me throughout my research, specifically, the issue of “methodcentrism” (Weaver & Snaza, 

2017, p. 1056). Methodcentrism is the belief that the method we choose to guide our 

research determines its “truth, its legitimacy, its validity, and its trustworthiness” (Weaver 

& Snaza, 2017, p. 1056) and that these methods guarantee this validity of an intellectual 

investigation by “factoring out the observers entanglement with the world” (ibid.). It is 

accounting for the nature of this entanglement that is a key element of the research I have 

conducted. As such, this thesis is a challenge to such approaches through artistic knowledge 

practices of doing-thinking and post-rationalisation.  

  



21  
  

This research can also be understood in relation to the educational (or pedagogical) turn 

(Podesva, 2007; O'Neil & Wilson, 2010, p. 12) within arts practice but literature pertaining 

to this turn is not prioritised within my submission. As O’Neil & Wilson highlight the 

educational turn is not limited to pedagogy (as the teaching of children) or its 

complementary construct of androgogy (teaching adults). This is in keeping with the 

position of my research which does not explore teaching of any subject (matter or student) 

but is instead an exploration of paragogy (Corneli & Danoff, 2011), which is the 

coproduction of learning and knowledge between peers. My research attempts to look 

beyond the internal machinations of art-based research and its knowledge to incorporate a 

more holistic, practice-led and transdisciplinary inquiry into what types of learning 

workshops have historically and currently can host, and additionally how we can 

understand the composing, conducting and playing of these environments as an artistic 

practice. As Tom Holert has asserted, while ‘the turn’ as a trope within arts research can be 

a useful heuristic we should also be wary of its reductive quality and look beyond this as a 

chosen paradigm (Holert, 2010, p. 326), which my research attempts to do.  

  

While attempting this aim, I also wish to state there is a necessarily narrow remit to my 

research, which prioritises a practice-led investigation of the workshop as a site and activity 

of artistic learning and knowledge production and transmission. This does not mean that I 

consider the workshop to be isolated within the wider ecology of arts education within 

higher education but that due to the workshop not having previously received enough 

critical consideration, effectively omitted from discussions of how and where artistic 

learning occurs in current art education, due to the constraints of this submission I have 

prioritised historically and critically contextualising its role and detailing practical 

approaches to its practices to provide a foundational understanding of how it does and can  

be understood to into the wider arts education ecology. The omission of discourses 

pertaining to the educational turn and the broader legacy of artist-as-educator indicates 

potential future routes of further inquiry for my on-going research. This will be addressed in 

section 4 (the conclusion) to this thesis exegesis.   

  

The practice-led nature of this inquiry has directed me to instead prioritise how workshops 

can contribute to and transform our understanding of how artistic knowledge and learning 

practices are produced, transmitted, and transformed. The notion of transdisciplinarity also 
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invokes the potential for transformation of such knowledge. Throughout this thesis 

transformation will be a leitmotif. In the first instance this is related to the potential of 

workshops to generate potentially transformative learning experiences (Mezirow, 1991) for 

the individuals involved in its composing, conducting or playing (such as myself). In the 

second instance it will relate to potential transformation of artistic knowledge practices and 

the architectures they exist within (Kemmis, et al., 2014). These two types of transformative 

potential feed into one another but can also happen separately of one another.  

  

0.3. Workshops & Transformative Learning  

Earlier in my research journey I had initially intended to provide a set of vignettes of my 

experiences in workshops to accompany this thesis, but I have decided to instead present 

only one. It will be of my experience participating in Susie Green’s Shift/Workshop How Can 

We Make Art That Feels Like Music? (2012). In doing so, my intention is to provide a ‘clew’ 

(Nelson, 2013, p. 10). Robin Nelson identifies ‘clew’ as being distinct from clue, with clew 

literally meaning thread. In his discussion of practice as research in the arts he asserts that 

PhD researchers should attempt to provide assessors with a ‘clew’, a thread to guide them 

through the labyrinth complexities of material practices as research. This thread is intended 

to invoke classic mythology of Thesesus’s escape from the Cretan labyrinth. The clew I wish 

lay down regards how my doing and thinking regarding workshops has developed from a 

transformative learning experience I had prior to the PhD commencing.   

0.3.1. Transformative Learning Experiences  

By ‘experience’ I specifically mean the process of creating an understanding of a situation 

(or event) through participation in it (Jarvis, 2005, p. 72). It is the experiential quality of 

workshops that means they require participation in their occurrence for an understanding 

of them to be fully formed.   

It is the potentially transformative aspects of such learning experiences that are more 

contentious. Jack Mezirow defines a transformative learning experience as:   

“A metacognitive application of critical thinking that transforms an acquired frame 

of reference—a mind-set or worldview of orienting assumptions and expectations 

involving values, beliefs, and concepts—by assessing its epistemic assumptions.”  



23  
  

(Dirkx & Mezirow, 2006, p. 124)   

This rationalisation of the potential for transformation through a learning experience is 

helpful as it highlights the role of metacognition in transforming one’s understanding of a 

given subject. Metacognition is critical thinking about thinking (Chick, 2013). Its importance 

to learning in workshops is further accentuated by it also being a fundamental component 

of play–a phenomenon which the unique forms of paragogic learning workshops I will 

discuss in this thesis are based. Mezirow asserts that an individual’s frame of reference 

regarding a subject can be challenged and potentially altered through a transformative 

learning experience. This assertion aligns with my suggestion later in this thesis that 

workshops offer opportunities to create new worlds that present players with the 

opportunity to engage with what Mezirow would call ‘disorienting dilemmas’ (1991). Within 

visual art there are bodies of literature on ‘not-knowing’ (Fisher & Fortnum, 2013) or 

‘uncertainty’ (Herbert, 2014) in the making of artistic work. I understand these discussions 

are related with Mezirow’s notion of ‘disorientating dilemmas’ as they attempt to articulate 

instances where learners actively have to critically reflect on what is disorientating and how 

to integrate that into their sense of selfhood. What may differentiate artistic learning from 

other forms of learning is that artists actively embrace or create zones of uncertainty or 

disorientation to stimulate the invention and production of new ways of knowing 

something (often reified as art works). In a workshop, existing preconceptions (or epistemic 

assumptions) related to a matter of concern can be challenged by the individual learner and 

their peers; this occurs in the process of collectively producing new ways to potentially 

explore, understand, and transform said matter of concern in relation to how it is practised. 

In this sense, workshops can be viewed as intentionally produced zones of uncertainty.  

Within the workshops I compose, the intention to provide an opportunity for 

transformative learning experiences to occur. For instance, M.V.S.E (2016a; 2016b) is 

intended to provide players with the opportunity to re-enact a Fluxus work, play an 

experimental score, collectively compose or version a score, and collaboratively document 

a performance. But, it is also about getting the players to metacognitively question their 

preconceptions of what a performance could be, of what an instrument could be, what a 

score could be, how these things could be played, and how these approaches can be 

harnessed by them to expand and develop their own ways of making. By collectively 

inventing a ‘how’ to their play the players question the ‘what’ that underpins their play. 
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This questioning is indirect, somewhat elusive, and the ramifications of their play are often 

delayed.3 Play as a form of paragogy in the immediacy of the workshop requires a period of 

reflection after it has concluded to unpick its complexity and the layering of meanings it 

produced. What players do have (in the immediacy of the workshop) is the techniques they 

paragogically produced or exchanged while playing with one another; it is this (in the short 

term) that they can transfer to other contexts of learning and making. In the longer term 

their learning experiences, when critically reflected upon, can encourage a transformation 

of their practice and sense of selfhood.  

In the 2006 article I have cited, Mezirow’s definition is counterpointed by John Dirkx who 

advocates for a (Dirkx, 2001; Dirkx & Mezirow, 2006, pp. 134-135) counterpart to Mezirow’s 

rationalist approach to transformative learning. Dirkx’s imaginal approach is drawn from 

James Hilman’s (1975) use of the term as a method within psychology. Dirkx stresses that 

the imaginal approach to transformative learning focuses on deepening the meaning of 

transformative learning experiences through attention to what is felt in that process. This 

attunement to the emotional aspects of learning or what Dirkx calls “Soul Work” (2006, p. 

125) is reliant on imagination as a key component of how the dynamic between learners 

and the materials of their learning gain relevance to an individual as an individuated entity.  

While Mezirow’s position represents the head (cognitive) and Dirkx the heart (affective), 

both deal with the hands (practical) as a by-product of the previous two. Yet the hands 

make up the triumvirate of integrated learning types which constitute a holistic and 

experiential approach to learning (Gazibara, 2013, p. 74). The ‘Head, Heart and Hands’ 

approach to learning was established by Swiss educational reformer Johann Heinrich 

Pestalozzi (Brühlmeier, 2010) and represents an integrated or holistic approach to 

understanding how learners learn. Disregarding the practical component of learning, or 

seeing it as a by-product of cognitive process, when discussing the transformative potential 

of a learning experience creates a hierarchy that values cognitive skills – i.e. those that can 

be tested and evaluated–over the holistic development of learners involved (Gazibara, 

2013, p. 71). The workshop is an artistic learning environment in which all three 

components of holistic, integrated and experiential learning can be developed 

                                                           
3 Thanks to Dr. Daphne Loads for her guidance regarding the value of such forms of learning.   
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intersubjectively with peers. Learning in workshops, as I have described it thus far, is based 

on the consistent fluid interchange of all three capacities of learning.   

Taking on board my own critique of Mezirow and Dirkx’s neglect of the practical I should 

note that within this thesis I have somewhat omitted the heart, soul, or feel of workshops 

as transformative learning environments due to prioritising other discussions regarding the 

specialist language workshop learning requires. I wish to briefly redress that issue through 

my discussions of a transformative learning experience of my own in a workshop. If 

workshops didn’t have the potential to feel positive, joyous, and fun I couldn’t advocate for 

them to be understood in the context of academic research for I am passionate about their 

holistic potential as learning environments. Further the transformative learning experience I 

recount below is the one that stimulated the initial research questions for this thesis.   

0.3.2. How Can We Make Art That Feels Like Music?  

When I joined MFA in Contemporary Art Theory course at Edinburgh College of Art, one of 

the initial notable learning experiences I had was being part of Susie Green’s 

Shift/Workshop How Can We Make Art That Feels Like Music? (2012). Green is an artist who 

is also a singer and has performed in bands such as Silver Fox, Charm Offensive, and The 

Brilliant State. Her workshop as a Shift/Supervisor focused on a process of translation from 

written and visual material into music and back again.   

  

Prior to the workshop, we were instructed to respond to a series of prompts during our 

journey to the workshop. This involved capturing details about our local architecture, 

snippets of conversations overheard on route, and recording how we felt. This material was 

then used as the basis of our first activity, which involved splitting into groups and cutting 

up the materials and distributing them between the groups. This material was then used as 

the basis for us producing collective illustrations, which in turn, were the inspiration for 

song lyrics/poems which each group performed for one another. During the second phase 

of the workshop the groups of players were reorganised, we were then tasked with building 

on the 2D and written works produced in the first phase by creating 3D sculptures and 

installations within the space. These works would be left in the space as props and staging 

for another group of players conducting a performance workshop in the same space the 

following day.  
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I’d like to expand on the transformative aspects of this workshop. First was its unburdening 

affect. Playing with peers on an equal footing with no other expectation than to respond to 

the tasks given to us was liberating. There was nothing to be evaluated, no work to be 

individually judged. I was instead able to enjoy seeing how others responded to the 

invitation of the instructions; to share and exchange ideas and approaches with them; 

observe the techniques of making they applied to the materials we created; parse skills 

from them as they put ideas into action with the materials we were provided with; and play 

along with other players to critically make meaning of our play. The collective sense of 

being unsure of what we were supposed to do or make enabled us to guess, to attempt, 

and to let the work we were collectively producing unfold step-by-step. That sensation 

caused fun and frustration in roughly equal measure but every player in every group 

produced something. What also surprised me was the sheer quantity of things being made 

throughout the day, it was a cacophony of works in all sorts of mediums. Each was an 

‘objeu’ (Ponge, 1995)4 of some form or another, collectively played into existence and given 

meaning within the world of the workshop. None of them were quite congealed into 

concrete thingness but they were all discrete enough to make sense within the system of 

symbols and language we had established. This was an internal system of notation marking 

the playing of the workshops score. You could identify entities produced in the first phase 

from those in the second, while still being able to identify how one thing had begot 

another. There was coherence and consistency within the chaos; residue of each player and 

group was inscribed on each entity produced in the workshop. This was partly due to each 

group circulating and sharing material and players with one another throughout the 

session.  

  

For an artist who had spent the previous few years retreating into texts and attempting to 

write his way out, this was an emancipatory event. Despite working in collaboration with 

another artist and doing my best to participate in the social aspects of artistic work, the 

withdrawal into individual processes of making and articulating work during that time had 

inhibited me and made me uncomfortable working with peers. Being a part of How Can We 

Make Art That Feels Like Music? (2012) invigorated me. It made me want to pursue working 

                                                           
4 See section 1.5.2.2 for a longer discussion of ‘objeus’ within artistic learning contexts.  
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almost exclusively through the composition, conducting and playing of workshops. Most 

importantly, it transformed my understanding of what artistic learning could be and how it 

could feel.   

  

The second transformative element for me during Green’s workshop was experiencing how 

a workshop does not necessarily predicate a direct transmission of the skills an artist uses 

to produce specific artworks. Instead the workshop demonstrated to me that workshops 

can be generative zones in which multiple learners can draw from their own specialisms 

while being guided by the doing and thinking approaches of others to produce new 

configurations of understanding their practice and those of others.   

  

The third transformative aspect of this workshop is how it has come to shape my thinking 

regarding how I produce and communicate workshops. Upon reflection, while I didn’t 

realise it at the time, the musical tactics underpinning How Can We Make Art That Feels 

Like Music? (2012) have suffused my approach to composing, conducting, and playing 

workshops. Even using those terms specifically is indebted to a musicological approach. 

When the vocabulary of visual arts couldn’t communicate integral aspects of what I have 

attempted to do through my work I returned to Green’s Shift/Workshop. There I found 

there was more to be explored through thinking musically, it provided the foundation upon 

which much of my thinking regarding articulating artistic learning in workshops has been 

built.  
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1. Workshops as Artistic Learning 

Environments  

In section 1, I will introduce workshops as learning environments. I have identified a set of 

tensions that underpin and complicate the workshop’s relationship to, and its role within, 

current approaches to artistic learning. To unpick these tensions, I will attempt to answer 

the following questions:  

• What is the historical context of workshops as artistic learning environments?  

• How, if at all, has the role of the workshop within artistic learning shifted?  

• What kinds of learning have and can occur within workshops?  

• What is the current role of workshops within and outwith higher education 

institutions?   

• How can we critically and philosophically communicate the way workshops operate 

as artistic learning environments?  

I will assert that workshops are learning environments within which paragogic learning 

occurs through the co-production of knowledge. I will do this by stressing why workshops 

are, and always have been, a necessary learning environment for the holistic development 

of artistic knowledge. To show this, I will contextualise workshops within a historical lineage 

of artistic knowledge production and in relation to current artistic learning practices; their 

emergence and vitality as a notional environment of collective learning; and the 

phenomenology of the relationships within workshops between peers and the materials 

they learn through and with. My intention in doing so is to provide a critical framework and 

vocabulary for discussing workshops as artistic learning environments.  

1.1. What is a workshop?  

The term workshop has been used in many ways at different times and in different contexts 

to designate a site or a form of activity within which something is made. Within section 1. I 

will explore some of the varied applications of the term in relation to my own work. This 
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initial description is broad but encapsulates three tensions that cut to the core of how we 

currently comprehend artistic learning in relation to the workshop. I will explore each of the 

following tensions:  

1. Site and Activity  

2. Individual and Collective processes of artistic learning  

3. Things for Thinging Other Things  

1.2. Why Workshops?  

I am interested in workshops for these three reasons:  

1. The workshop is an under-theorised learning environment within arts education, it 

is often misunderstood, undervalued, and is therefore frequently misused term 

that exists subserviently to the over-eulogised status and history of ‘the studio’ in 

art education. I suggest this is due in part to us not fully appreciating the 

workshop’s historic and continuing role in shaping and supporting the production 

and evolution of artistic knowledge.   

2. Researching the workshop offers an opportunity to recuperate the idea of artistic 

learning as a collective endeavour, redressing the idea of the lone genius artist in 

favour of a more generous and accurate conception of paragogical artistic learning, 

innovation, and knowledge production. 5   

3. The workshop presents a focused and paragogical way of working and learning 

from and with peers, that fosters the creation of knowledge through making 

together. Its outlier status has in-turn offered agency to the workshop as an extra-

institutional or extracurricular means of peers communing together to exchange 

ideas, produce things, and experiment with speculative forms of learning.  

 

                                                           
5 ‘Paragogy’ denotes “the critical study and practice of peer learning” (Corneli & Danoff, 2011, p. 1). 

They identify its literal meaning as para-” alongside, “-gogy” leading, noting that paragogy is already a 

word in Greek (παραγωγή) that means ‘production’. While Corneli & Danoff see peer-learning as part 

of production processes, as I will unpack in section 1.3.3.1. & 1.4.  I understand production (as 

reification) to be an essential component of paragogy in artistic learning.  
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1.3. The Workshop as Site and Activity  

It is important to understand the tension between the workshop as a site and as an activity. 

I will attempt to trace the emergence and usage of the two main etymological definitions of 

workshop as a noun and as a verb. My intention here is to show that, while its varied usages 

have emerged over time, its use as a noun and verb are highly co-dependent upon one 

another. I will firstly examine the workshop as a concrete entity, this derives from its first 

definition as a noun and situates the workshop historically. Secondly, I will expand upon the 

workshop in a notional sense which encompasses its emergence and plasticity as an artistic 

learning environment.  

Workshop, n.  

1. a. A room, small building, etc., in which goods are manufactured or repaired.  

b. fig. and in extended use: a (notional) place in which things are produced or 
created; spec. a centre of industry; freq. in workshop of the world.  

2. orig. U.S. A meeting or conference at which the participants engage in intensive 
discussion and activity relating to a particular subject or project; an 
organization or group established for this purpose.   
(Oxford English Dictionary, 2018)  

1.3.1. The Concrete Workshop  

The Oxford English Dictionary records the concrete noun designation of workshop arriving 

into usage around 1556, with its figurative (i.e. notional) designation arriving shortly after in 

1561. This is the period during which we have retrospectively made demarcations between 

the workshop and studio as separate and distinct spaces of artistic work and learning. I will 

return to the importance of this distinction fully later in the chapter, in what follows I will 

be focusing on this period of emergence and its effect on how we now understand the term 

workshop.   

Fittingly, concrete comes from the Latin com (together) + crescere (to grow), or, to grow 

together. The short period of time between the emergence of these concrete and notional 

designations suggests that such meanings were reciprocally established and grew together 

early on. It also highlights that an internal dissonance was apparent in the workshop’s 

emergence, which necessitates the differentiation of its meanings – as an actuality and as 

an abstraction. Just as concrete later came to mean to solidify and to congeal, our 

understanding of the workshop as a concrete site also became fixed. I argue that the 
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presumed fixity of what a workshop is, and by implication its perceived role in the 

production of artistic knowledge and learning, has been unhelpful.   

The definition of the workshop as a noun grounds its existence and pursuant principles as a 

site of production. In turn these values also underpin its notional form. It is the complex 

interrelations and shared histories between these two designations of the workshop that 

inform my interpretation of its current use, but it is important for me to unpick the 

relations its concrete usage has with its notional application, as its notional application 

underpins my own work.   

My intention within this initial discussion is to demystify certain perceptions of what artistic 

learning has been and where it has happened. To demystify the eulogized role of 

individualized forms of artistic knowledge is not enough. As Jane Bennett points out 

regarding demystification as an aim of critical theory, what is uncovered is always 

something human (2010, p. XV), this certainly holds true for my analysis. As Bennett also 

suggests if we are to move beyond merely revealing contradictions we have created “we 

need both critique and positive formulations of alternatives” (Bennett, 2010, p. XV), it is my 

intention that this research will lay new foundations for such an endeavour and that the 

later sections of this thesis report will exemplify the enactment of alternative 

understandings of workshops.   

Our understanding of what a workshop is, is tethered to a specific articulation of what 

forms of situated learning that type of site facilitates. One where “surrounded by his 

apprentices and his tools […] the smell of fresh wood shavings fills the room, the carpenter 

bends over his bench to make a fine incision for marquetry.” (Sennett, 2008: 19). This is a 

nostalgic account of the workshop that may be familiar, such a Romanticism is a form of 

medievalism that is a frame through which we’ve come to understand the workshop.  It’s 

not that this depiction of a workshop is necessarily false, as the workshop as a concrete 

space of production persists, as do these forms of tutelage; but a certain mythologised 

conceptualisation of the workshop has become a predominant way of understanding what 

a workshop is and what its historical role was in the production of artistic knowledge is. This 

mythos is furthered by praise of craft skills and the preservation of these practices. I am not 

arguing for us to do away with such concerns, there are valuable insights to be gained by 

examining how craft skills contribute to person formation, and more broadly how these 
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spaces uphold and further the cultures of various communities (see Marchand, 2010). I am 

suggesting that this way of perceiving what a workshop was/is misrepresents how it 

functioned as a learning environment during the premodern era. We must reconsider, 

update, and expand our understanding of the relationship between the workshop as a 

concrete site of learning and the actual learning that has occurred within them over time. 

Related to these concerns is the workshop’s entangled relationship with the artist’s studio.  

1.3.2. The Studio & The Workshop  

The importance of understanding where the workshop and the studio overlap and diverge 

is in how their entanglement demonstrates a tendency to (falsely) divide up the labour of 

thinking and of making within the visual arts as being separate from one another. To not 

understand the interdependent relationship between the two sites and modalities of 

artistic work is akin to presuming a restaurant can exist without a kitchen. The workshop 

and studio are by no means the only sites in which the holistic nature of artistic learning 

and making occur but it is beyond the purview of this thesis to incorporate discussion of 

other sites. Instead I will focus on how we can reconcile the division in a productive fashion, 

one that will make advocating for both the studio and workshop more critically robust.  

By not understanding the holistic process of making art as including cognition that is shaped 

not only by the organs of the body (including the mind) but also by the materials of the 

world, we have allowed hierarchies to become entrenched and prejudices to be reinforced 

regarding the privileging of certain forms of thinking over the other, as if they aren’t 

entirely contingent upon one another. The workshop and studio can represent a 

polarisation of conceptions of artistic learning into two camps. The history of how artistic 

knowledge was produced, embodied, and circulated undermines this 

compartmentalisation. Furthermore, I will argue that the notional workshop in artistic 

learning– rather than the studio alone –offers a site in which holistic forms of knowing can 

be accommodated, recuperated, and shaped through collective negotiation, exchange and 

transfer with peers.  

 

There is a historical overlapping of the workshop and the studio as necessary environments 

of artistic learning and knowledge production. Each space begets the other. From the 

concrete workshop emerged the studio. As Davidts & Paice outline:  
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"The historical use of the term 'studio' sealed the gradual transformation of the 
early-modern workshop from a place of manual practice into one of intellectual 
labor. It embodied the gradual blurring of the distinction between artistic and 
academic activities and thus could be said to emblematize a virtual condition of 
personal artistic reflection or 'studious activity' that permeates contemporary 
artistic ways of making.” (Davidts & Paice, 2009, p. 9)  

This retrospective sealing over of the workshop is reinforced by Sennett who notes that 

“the Renaissance artist’s atelier differed little from the medieval workshop” (Sennett, 2009, 

p. 69). While these spaces may not have differed physically as sites of production, they 

differ in the symbolic designation of their name. For instance, using the English word 

'studio' to designate the early-modern or even Renaissance artist's workplace is 

anachronistic as “the word 'studio' does not appear in this meaning until well into the 19th 

century” (Davidts & Paice, 2009, p. 9). In its earlier usage, ‘studio’ is instead derived from 

the Italian ‘studiolo’ referring “to the room, or even only to the furniture of a scholar”  

(Davidts & Paice, 2009, p. 9). This form of studio appears in the 15th century as a space of 

“artistic reflection, away from the busy public workshop" (ibid). The workshop remained 

the site and activity of production but the studio emerged as the space in which these 

actions were to be reflected upon, considered, and cognitively developed. This account is 

complemented by Macdonald’s analysis, who notes that the aforementioned distinction is 

also paralleled by the arrival of proto-art academies (as established in Italy by the Medici 

family) appearing in the mid-1400s, with the first corporate academy arriving in 1563, again 

under the protection and patronage of the Medici family (Macdonald, 1970, p. 24). The 

formation of art academies brought about art as a distinct object of study separate from 

the lineage of craft knowledge produced and negotiated in the workshop. This is indicative 

of the shift during the Renaissance era from the contemplation of God towards  

Kant’s notion of disinterested contemplation. In this shift the workshop did God’s work (i.e. 

built cathedrals) and the studio furnished secular spaces with beautiful artefacts. (Kleist, 2000, 

p. 115-117)  

  

The compartmentalization of where different types of artistic work was perceived to be 

done aligns with how we have come to understand them as differing forms of knowledge 

and contributed to the disavowal of technê. As I have outlined previously this 

compartmentalisation is problematic and unstable due to it not fully representing how craft 

knowledge, or artistic knowledge, was developed during this period. Conceptions of the 

studio have been retrospectively applied to also erase the role of the workshop in the 
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process of artistic knowledge production. This erasure began during the Renaissance with 

the figure of the ‘Renaissance Man’ as a one-man-industry (and thus genius) being used as 

justification to outlaw or disable guilds and fraternities. It was the Renaissance man who 

worked in the studio, whose supposed heroic efforts to contemplate creation and master it 

were mythologised by Giorgio Vasari (1966). This led to the Renaissance studio as site of 

privilege, associated with contemplation of higher matters rather than the hard graft of 

making. This misnomer was part of the narrative sold to diminish the workshop and the 

collectivity it required and upheld in favour of the individual as a self-sufficient jack-of-all-

trades. An example of how the misnomer of individual ‘genius’ persists in current art 

practices under the artist-as-brand model is demonstrated adroitly in Philip Ursprung’s 

article ‘Narcissistic Studio: Olafur Eliasson’ (2009, p. 163-183). In this essay the studio of 

Eliasson is depicted closer to an architectural firm with a broad range of specialist 

freelancers realising the projects under the name of Eliasson’s studio which is a 

reproduction of the absorption of collective knowledge under the guise of the exceptional 

individual or ‘Renaissance Man’. During the premodern era the rise of the ‘Renaissance 

Man’ allowed individuals to operate outside of the supposedly constraining and staid guild 

structures of apprenticeship and mastery and the economic controls they had established 

to survive under feudal systems and the burgeoning rise of capitalism. Workshops and the 

systems they operated in were depicted as closed shops, yet this criticism is more accurate 

when levelled at the misnomers which the studio perpetuated.   

Depictions of the workshop as a closed circuit of skill transfer and the development of 

hermetic knowledge were disingenuous, although such skill transfer did occur it was not the 

only form of learning that workshops hosted. Whilst the learning undertaken in premodern 

workshops was highly situated, this situated learning was not, and is still not, only a “simple 

process of transfer and assimilation” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 57). Technological 

knowledge, development, and learning in this era was fuelled by economic artisan 

migration, just as it is today. This is a point thoroughly made by Epstein in his article on 

‘Guilds, Apprenticeship, and Technological Change’ he states:   

“Technological transfer took place through the permanent emigration of master 

artisans and the temporary migration of journeymen. The former was analogous to 

the breakaway under industrial capitalism of small firms from larger ones; both 
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were a functional consequence of the guild system, which imparted skills that 

increased the masters' and journeymen's mobility.” (Epstein, 1998, p. 702).   

While the physical concrete site of a workshop did not move, the people that activated the 

site and contributed to developing the knowledge and learning it produced, however, did 

move and change. The learning that occurred within the sites of workshops was always in 

motion. Here the concrete site was important insofar as it was a touchstone for agents of 

change. The concrete site of a workshop supported and informed modes of production in a 

physical space that were specific to their cultural context. The embodied knowledge that 

was developed and acquired within these spaces was carried from workshop to workshop, 

exchanged with, and enriched by, each community it connected to. This is what furthered 

innovation, not just a static mastery of certain competencies specific to fixed sites. As 

Gervase Rosser states, the depiction of “the autonomous master craftsman at work in his 

shop, which is also home to both his family and the apprentice whom he trains, was never 

more than a small element in the mesh of labour relations” (1997, p. 14). Rather, craft 

knowledge was produced, cumulatively added to– and altered by –agents of change over 

time. These agents were those who were sometimes mobile, and while often sworn to 

secrecy (Epstein, 1998, p. 704), gained their agency not necessarily through the means of 

being conferred a special status (such as master), but by pursuing work and development 

outwith the rigidity of the guild system. It was not uncommon for the conferred status of 

competency to become fluid with master craftsman becoming journeymen “either on 

account of poverty or by choice” (Rosser, 1997, p. 16), or, for journeymen to set up 

entrepreneurial arrangements within fraternities. Fraternities offered a form of network 

that offered opportunities and relationships that operated outwith guild statutes (either 

due to guilds being banned in the respective city, or, the guilds in the city provided an 

obstacle to effective trade by acting in an economically restrictive fashion).  Importantly, 

these masters/journeymen/apprentice agents were not as static as traditionally depicted, 

either in the sense of where they worked and lived, or, in the composition of their identities 

which were pluralistic (Rosser, 1997, p. 8; Ranciére, 1983, p. 3). Agents moved from 

workshop to workshop, even if these workshops were clustered closely in a local sense, or 

were regional, or even transnational. Epstein has suggested that such clustering was a 

typical feature of premodern crafts (Epstein, 1998, p. 701) and that this in turn produced 

benefits due to technological spill overs through random innovation between the networks 

of makers (ibid.). These networks of knowledge were distributed and consistently evolving, 
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for this reason secrecy within workshops during the premodern era was not necessarily 

about protectionism of a craft but was an issue of economic utility. Epstein cites Long 

(1991) to highlight that secrecy during this period made a distinction between secrets as 

“techniques” that required practical engagement to obtain and secrets that were new 

knowledge intentionally concealed from competitors. It is the opening out of ‘secret’ 

techniques through practical engagement with peers that currently gives workshops some 

of their economic utility.  

The history of the workshop as a site of artistic production and learning diverges 

significantly from that of the studio. Within current artistic education it is not an issue of 

either/or when it comes to the uses of these spaces, but there remains a lack of criticality 

regarding the precedence of their roles and those that work within them (i.e. tutors and 

technicians). While the studio currently has hegemonic status as the default site of artistic 

learning reasons for this often lack rigour. An example of the types of received wisdom that 

are passed off as justification for the role of the studio is Christopher McHugh’s ‘I've not 

finished’: why studios are still a fundamental requirement in the study of fine art’ (2014). 

Within his article McHugh uses the visibility of the studio in terms of depictions in popular 

culture, through the publication of books on artist studios, and the amount of artist studios 

in Britain, in lieu of a critical consideration of what the studio is and how it shapes artistic 

making and learning. While McHugh goes on to note that the studio is a site of “material 

knowledge” (2014, p. 34) he firmly locates this in relation to the individual, advocating for 

its “open-endedness” and emphasis on “individual ways of working” (McHugh, 2014, p. 35). 

This merely reinforces an outmoded version of the studio that has arguably never been 

representative of how it has functioned. Further, these assertions perpetuate the 

misnomers I’ve previously highlighted regarding what the studio is and represents, and how 

it emerged. When McHugh does invoke the idea of the studio as shared enterprise (via Lave 

& Wenger, 1991) it is as an ambient or indirect result of its existence, rather than as 

something that is actively cultivated or historically considered a facet of the studio. This is 

indicative of his position which adds up to: the studio is important because it has always 

been important, without providing examples of why or how beyond its existence. Which as 

I have gone to lengths to unpack is neither straightforward nor accurate. McHugh’s 

approach does not defend the role of the studio against the encroaching commodification 

of space in higher education as he intends it to nor is McHugh’s argumentation indicative of 

all in the field. As a speaker at the symposium What is a studio and how to we use one? 
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(2017) I encountered a range of speakers who were questioning definitions of what the 

studio is or could be. Despite this, there remained a theme throughout the day’s 

discussions, conflating the studio with thinking or as the designated space of artistic 

contemplation, and with this thinking and the idea of artistic work. While there is a 

precedent for this and these components are entangled within one another in the 

processes of artistic production and learning they cannot be the sole definition of or 

justification for the artist studio as they are not attributes that are unique or exceptional to 

artistic knowledge. Nor is the studio the only place artistic contemplation occurs. Such 

arguments fall short of critically articulating and advocating for the relevance of the studio 

and its relationship to the profession of being an artist. In pointing this out I am not 

attempting to disavow the value of the studio in art education; instead, through my 

attempts to contextualise and explore the potential of the workshop as an overlapping site 

of production and learning I have attempted to make a critical case for understanding the 

precedent it establishes in relation to its current role in artistic learning. Something that the 

studio is also in need of.  

  

The workshop’s history is one of collective and communal production. That production has 

been where ideas meet the materials which reciprocally shape and articulate a learner’s 

existence; a site where thinking is transformed in the doing; where individual approaches to 

making meet other ways of doing or perceiving a task and its enactment; where the 

meaning of such efforts are negotiated by the communities that enable and support the 

development of those practices. These are the legacies of the concrete workshop that 

support and further the aims of its notional counterpart.  

1.3.3. The Notional Workshop  
 

The workshop’s noun-based definition exemplifies one way in which the combination of the 

concrete and notional states of a workshop have been fused and advanced. This workshop-

as-noun arrives far later, in 1912 (the definition of which was only added to the OED for the 

Third Edition in September of 2014). Underpinning its definition is an amalgamation of the 

principles of the workshop as a site and as an activity in which something is produced 

around a matter of communal concern. It is out of the spirit of this definition of the 

workshop which the transitive form of the verb emerges:  
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Workshop, v.  

1. trans. To develop or improve (something) by means of a workshop (workshop 
n. 2); spec. (Theatre) to stage an experimental or preliminary performance of 
(a dramatic work) in this way, typically incorporating improvisation and group 
discussion, in order to explore and refine aspects of the production prior to 
formal staging.    

(Oxford English Dictionary, 2018)  

The OED credits the popularisation of workshop’s use as a verb within theatre studies to 

1961. This timeline is corroborated by Ron Argelander’s attribution of the workshop’s 

emergence as a popular phenomenon due in part to its dissemination as a mode of 

teaching in theatre studies. Argelander also maps its usage in these contexts back onto its 

historical status as a noun stating:   

“the workshop is generally understood in avant-garde theatre as it was years ago, 
when it only referred to small handicraft shops. Implicit in this earlier definition of 
the workshop was that it was a place where one experimented with materials and 
shared construction ideas with close friends and family.” (1978, p. 4).   

In line with the OED’s secondary noun and verb definitions, the status of the workshop as 

an explicit site of group learning is considered a recent phenomenon. Theatre Studies 

appropriated, adapted, and popularized the workshop as a communal space of 

experimental production and development. Whilst group occupation and production are 

historically not a constituting aspect of the workshop as a concrete site, which can be 

created and inhabited by a sole individual, the vitality, and its existence as a verb, evolved 

due to the needs of communities of practice to work together in sites, and on activities, 

that facilitate the survival, development, and potentially flourishing, of their collective and 

individual practices.   

To be clear, my doctoral research is not into the workshop as a concrete site in its very first 

sense, nor is my research an archaeological or anthropological excavation of the workshop 

as a traditional site of craft production. Although I have indirectly extrapolated elements of 

the workshop’s traditional physical constitution and the practices that have developed 

within it, throughout my research I attempt to explore how the links between these 

conceptions of the workshop are close and even (at times) intertwined, but, I am 

specifically interested in how the notional workshop can create new spaces of artistic 

learning (as its secondary noun and verb definitions provides jumping off points for). It is 

http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.is.ed.ac.uk/view/Entry/230253
http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.is.ed.ac.uk/view/Entry/230253
http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.is.ed.ac.uk/view/Entry/230253
http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.is.ed.ac.uk/view/Entry/230253
http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.is.ed.ac.uk/view/Entry/230253
http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.is.ed.ac.uk/view/Entry/230253
http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.is.ed.ac.uk/view/Entry/230253
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these spaces of learning in their most experimental and artistic senses that I devise, design, 

and will discuss throughout my thesis.  

The term workshop is now liberally applied across many walks of life. Despite its emergence 

from within the disciplines of craft and latterly art, it has become a widely used and 

understood term. Based on the term’s history as both a noun and verb I suggest that 

misuse of the term workshop occurs when a cognitive event is labelled as a workshop but 

ignores the spirit of producing or making something. This most frequently happens when 

people wish to make a talk, seminar, or lecture sound more dynamic than those learning 

environments allow the didactic dissemination and circulation of knowledge to be. In my 

experience misuse of the term workshop leads to frustration, or at the very least confusion, 

for the participants involved; this often stems from a dissonance between how the session 

is communicated as potentially being, versus how a session is conducted. As I will go on to 

argue in this chapter, I believe the persistence, mutation, and proliferation of the term 

workshop over the last 450 (odd) years is tethered to the applicability of its definition as a 

site and/or activity in which tools are created and used, material is worked upon, and things 

are made and remade. It is these essential elements that remain relevant across all the 

forms a workshop may take and unifies the diverse application of the term; it is also these 

aspects of the workshop that accord it the potency to support and shape varied artistic 

forms of learning.   

The tension between the workshop as a site and an activity has a long-interconnected 

history. The interdependency of the terms can be drawn out of our (sometimes 

interchangeable) use of workshop as both a noun and as a verb, and more specifically as 

both a site (n), an activity (v), or both simultaneously (the noun within which the verb 

occurs). When I refer to the workshop as an artistic learning environment the term 

environment is an attempt accommodate the dynamic interplay between the workshop as 

site and activity as being contingent upon, and constitutive of, one another.   

Underpinning both articulations of the workshop is their relationship to the concept of 

production, a shared matter of concern that also aligns the workshop with the theory of 

paragogy. Within current artistic practice, learning, and research, the workshop is a site for, 

and the activity of, producing artistic knowledge and facilitating forms of learning through 

the process of production. As I will cover across this thesis report, the artistic knowledge 
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produced, and the forms of learning and the types of cognition they require, are highly 

fluctuant and take many forms simultaneously. In brief, within a workshop the production 

of artistic knowledge is reified through the production of things. There are two terms I am 

using here that are of importance moving forwards through my thesis report, which I will 

now unpack.   

1.3.3.1. Reification  

I identify reification as synonymous with, and a key aspect of, production. As noted 

previously the concept of production underpinning a learning environment is also key to 

identifying its paragogical potential. By reification, I refer to how a process, or relation, that 

has previously been incommunicable between peers is generalised into an abstraction, 

which in turn we treat as a concrete entity and therefore a ‘thing’ (Bewes, 2002, p. 3). It is 

germane to make a clarification here. While I am using the term reification I am not 

deploying it in the lineage of Marxist critique. Specifically, that of Lukács’s ‘verdinglichung’ 

(1971) a notion of reification that Lukács redirected from Marx’s theories of fetishisation 

towards a concept of rationalisation that paralyses the working-class consciousness due to 

individuals only being comfortable when dealing with facts (Reitz, 2000, p. 72). Diverging 

from this lineage I instead identify reification as the process by which ideas are given form; 

forms such as artworks, tools, resources, and structured processes. The importance of such 

a distinction is to make a point of differentiation between how I am deploying reification in 

my research and how it is perceived within other education literature such as Paulo Freire’s 

Pedagogy of the Oppressed (2005). Freire was influenced by Herbert Marcuse’s conception 

of reification (Muller, 2015, pp. 125-126), which similarly to Lukács’s ‘verdinglichung’, 

contends the issue that reification reduces humans to the ontological status of things and 

thus dehumanises and limits the potential of learners to have an effect upon the world. As I 

will unpack in section 1.5.1., the history of thingness is not this simple and instead thingness 

etymologically implies sociality and processes of interdefinition between human and non-

human subjects. The importance of this in relation to reification is that it is precisely the act 

of rendering abstract concepts into thingness that allow individuals and groups to work 

upon them to transform them in the world of the workshop and beyond. Such a process is 

not intended to be paralysing but instead emancipatory. What underpins any act of 

reification is that a thing is produced. Reification, as with the workshop more generally, is 

about the active processes of making knowledge present, and negotiating the meaning of 
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how this knowledge is or could be produced and transformed. This is the fundamental role 

of the workshop in both its forms as a site and an activity, to provide a site for the activity 

of reifying knowledge through the production of things.  

Reification is itself the process by which the workshop exists as both concrete (noun 

meaning site of production) and notional (verb denoting activity of production) forms. 

Making the workshop a fitting learning environment to embody this approach, and one in 

which to focus upon, enact, and explore the potential of the principles of reification. As 

Etienne Wenger notes, for such a process to occur, reification hinges on “a slight illusion of 

excessive reality” (1998, p. 58). The meaning of the reified abstraction of workshop is 

projected from, and then back onto, its history as a physical site of production (itself a 

reification of the abstract concept of work and the place it occurs in), in this process it also 

becomes mutated into the reified abstraction of activities of production. This, as Wenger 

suggests, is because the process and product of reification always imply one another (1998, 

p. 60).   

As discussed in section 1.3.2., an excess of reality is integral to the agency of the workshop 

as a learning environment. The qualities that differentiate it from other more formally 

adopted and recognized environments of artistic learning– those which are cemented into 

higher education curricula –are the qualities that allow the notional workshop to be a 

necessary site and activity for producing knowledge that cannot currently be formally 

subsumed by higher educational structures. The notional workshop is very real, but the 

excessive reality its reified nature creates is what allows it to be a learning environment 

predisposed to dealing with abstractions of knowledge. To give them form, to question 

them, and materially alter them, in ways other learning environments cannot.  

Returning to the issue of reification, Wenger deploys reification to label a key process 

through which groups within a community of practice identify and negotiate the meaning of 

their shared practice, specifically when this process congeals their individual and shared 

experiences into “thingness” (1998, p. 58). Reification on a basic level means giving shape 

to abstract concepts as if they are active agents, within workshop learning this means 

matters of concern such as speculation, unlearning, or even workshopping itself, can be 
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understood as active practices not merely abstract conceptualisations.6 Crucially, ascribing 

concepts agency through reification means we can then collectively negotiate how these 

abstractions-as-things take shape. If we treat them as material then that material can be 

organised, inspected, played with, manipulated, tested, and shaped, through collective 

inquiry to determine what is understood in giving our abstractions form. This process 

means that the forms we co-produce within a workshop can take on a life of their own in 

developing, altering, or even potentially misusing, a concept or practice.  

There are potential problems with using the term reification, namely that reification-as-

thingification can be conflated with the production of objectivity, and this is not my 

intention. I am instead deploying it to name the process by which we collectively produce 

intersubjective interpretations of our knowledge into, and through, the form of things. This 

does not mean simply collectively creating things as objective representations of our 

knowledge, although this can happen within a workshop; rather, I am suggesting that the 

relationships between tacit, explicit, and embodied, forms of knowing are more expansive 

and permeable than they may first appear. As such, they require space and time to be 

negotiated, doing so allows for new or alternative understandings of their meaning to 

emerge, not as objective articulations but as emergent intersubjective agreements of what 

the thing being produced might be. This tentative negotiation of meaning is what 

workshops can accommodate. The workshop can be an environment in which we can 

explore these slippages through the production of things that create points of porosity 

between ourselves, our peers, objects, and our matter of concern.  

These explorations can be undertaken in various ways, what is consistent is that they 

involve participation from a range of individuals. Reification, as Wenger discusses it, is a 

socialising of knowledge, the workshop provides an ideal site and activity for this 

socialisation and its effectiveness as a learning environment is predicated on learning being 

made possible through balancing reification of knowledge with participation in the process 

of what is reified. Wenger identifies this duality between reification and participation, he 

asserts it is this duality that underpins how communities negotiate the meaning of their 

collective practice (Wenger, 1998, p. 57). While reification can be undertaken by an 

individual alone, Wenger suggests for this to have meaning beyond the individual the 

                                                           
6 These three examples are specifically the subjects of workshops that make up part of Shift/Work’s 

repertoire of workshop activity discussed in section 2 of this thesis exegesis.   
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reification must become socialised through negotiation enacted via participation with other 

members of a community. This point is analogous with the other tensions I have identified 

for this chapter, artistic knowledge lacks meaning without an individual negotiating its 

meaning with their peers. This is the same reason why other forms of artistic learning 

environment consistently attempt to draw the individual’s work out of isolation and into 

the community, such as the seminar or the crit, where the meaning of knowledge that has 

been reified can be negotiated by a group of peers. While this doesn’t necessarily adhere 

for all forms of knowledge it is consistent with most forms of artistic knowledge, for 

instance it holds fast with regards to why much of artistic knowledge practices still rely 

upon exhibiting things in public spaces; a tradition that has its roots in the workshop and 

apprenticeships, which culminated in the production of a masterpiece that demonstrates 

an apprentices mastery (and thus knowledge) of their craft by embodying it in an object. In 

both the premodern workshop and the current exhibitionary complex the embodied 

knowledge is not the object itself but what it communicates. This again holds true with the 

production of art, the experience of art objects and the subjects they address are not in and 

of themselves the only knowledge that is gained through experiencing them. Art works also 

communicate the work that went into them, the techniques that they were made with 

which represent the knowledge and ways of thinking of the artist who produced them.  

The workshop is differentiated as a learning environment from other models of artistic 

learning by how it shifts the terms of participation from either didactic reception and 

response, dialogic exchange, or individual enquiry, into an active collective exploration, and 

the making flexible, of the techniques we collectively practise to reify artistic knowledge. In 

short, a workshop is a site and activity that intensifies the interplay between processes of 

participation and reification to renegotiate the boundaries of what is understood about a 

matter of concern between an individual and the collective through the co-production of 

things.  

1.4. Workshops and Paragogy  

I have traced a thread through the workshop’s history to provide and substantiate an 

alternative account of its emergence and a refocusing of its role as a necessary site of 

collective artistic learning. In this section I will attempt to provide foundations for 

considering how learning and knowledge is composed and developed in workshops. To do 
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so, I will focus on the notional workshop’s paragogical capacity for these activities, using 

discussions of paragogy to articulate how we might perceive the current role of workshops 

within models of artistic learning and unpick what occurs within them and how they are 

performed. My hope is that this discussion will provide the foundations for further 

exploration of forms of artistic learning whose combination and enactment within the 

framing of a workshop environment differentiates it from more individual-centred models 

of artistic learning across the rest of this thesis report.  

By paragogy I am referring to a peer-to-peer (or peeragogical) approach to co-creating or 

reshaping our learning environments. Paragogy is a way to consider learning differently to 

that of pedagogy or andragogy. Paragogy places focus on how we learn from one another 

through the collective production of some-thing, specifically when there is not a 

hierarchically inscribed “sujet suppose savoir [the subject supposed to know]” (Dunne, 

2016, p. 20) what that some-thing should be.  

Many forms of practice-based or led research and education channel us towards the 

individualised production of discrete objects of knowledge (e.g. a portfolio of art objects or 

artefacts, a thesis, etc). Workshops are an opportunity to open out these practices of 

knowledge production into processes of collective learning that can co-produce new 

knowledge and artefacts of this endeavour. The workshop is an ideal paragogical 

environment that facilitates this aim, allowing participants of differing competencies, levels 

of experience, and disciplinary backgrounds to collectively negotiate the meaning and 

application of ways of knowing; reifying them, experimenting and playing with them, 

challenging them, and learning from one another through these shared endeavours.   

Corneli & Danoff have outlined five principles for paragogy, these principles were 

developed in relation to online and blended approaches to learning. While my workshops 

are analogue the principles of paragogy are easily transferable. I will discuss and apply 

Corneli & Danoff’s first principle to examples of my own workshop activity. Firstly, the 

principles are as follows:  

1. Changing context as a decentered center.  

2. Meta-learning as a font of knowledge.  

3. Peers provide feedback that wouldn’t be there otherwise.  

4. Learning is distributed and nonlinear.  

5. Realize the dream if you can, then wake up!  
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(Corneli & Danoff, 2011, p. 3)  

1.4.1. Changing context as a decentered center  

Corneli & Danoff cite Wilson (1996, p. 4) on constructivist theories of learning environments 

to outline key components that can provide a basis for paragogical learning. Wilson 

identifies effective rich constructivist learning environments as requiring not only a learner 

but also an attentiveness to the setting or space wherein the learner(s) act through using 

tools and information gathering activities that are complimented with the “powerful 

resources” of other people and surrounding culture (Wilson, 1996, p. 5). The importance of 

learning with and from peers is noted as being constitutive of the knowledge production 

aspect of learning. In Wilson’s assertions, this knowledge is produced through instructive 

means. In constructivist terms this does not mean directed or controlled learning, but 

instead through a flexible process which constructs participants’ understanding of problems 

and how to resolve them.  

The constructivist approach Wilson outlines still revolves around a teacher being solely 

responsible for facilitating these processes of learning. While retaining the considerations 

of a constructivist approach to learning, what Corneli & Danoff assert is that the teacher’s 

role should be decentred in favour of peers co-creating the learning environment itself. My 

own workshops sit somewhere in-between these two positions. I will compose the initial 

structure of a workshop score with the intention of the process stimulating players to 

coproduce further learning environments. Through the act of co-producing a learning 

environment, learners engage in problem setting. Within experimental artistic learning the 

nature of the inquiry these problems pose is abductive (rather than inductive or deductive), 

as in, not problems to be resolved (or answers deduced), but the creative production of 

alternative understandings of a concern that are shaped by thinking through the doing of 

artistic practices.  

Such acts of decentring in workshops align with another concept that Corneli & Danoff 

suggest supports the first principle of paragogy, that of Ba (Nonaka & Toyama, 2003). 

Nonaka & Toyama define Ba as “a shared context in motion, in which knowledge is shared, 

created, and utilized” (2003, p. 6). Ba is a phenomenological space-time in which meanings 

emerge and new knowledge is created from changes to existing knowledge and contexts. 

Ba is not tied to any specific environment and Nonaka & Toyama go to lengths to detail the 
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various overlapping spaces of Ba that emerge and influence one another. We can partially 

map the concept of Ba onto my previous attempts to describe the workshop as a learning 

environment.   

The concept of Ba encapsulates the affective happening-ness of workshops and the 

processes of producing knowledge within them. Ba is an attempt to give names to the 

facets of rich and active learning environments that cannot always be captured through 

explicit reportage. It does this by being founded on and attempting to articulate how tacit 

and explicit forms of knowledge are socialized, externalized, combined, and internalized 

(Nonaka & Toyama, 2003, p. 5). This process creates new knowledge through the synthesis 

of contradictions between dialogue and practice within a co-created or shared context in 

motion. Context transcends individuals, organisations, environments, space, and time, as a 

boundary-less whole to constitute Ba.  In this way, Ba supports the workshop’s 

simultaneous duality as both a site and an activity of producing knowledge and learning, 

specifically as a context that is actively co-created, substantiated, and shared in motion by 

its participants as I have described in the approach of Shift/Work’s composition workshops 

in section 2 of this thesis.   

The concept of Ba also emphasises the unfixed aspects as to how the production of 

knowledge occurs. Specifically, within Nonaka & Toyama’s discussion of Ba the participants 

who share a context need not be from the same disciplinary backgrounds, have a shared 

knowledge-base or expertise; rather the diversity of knowledge that feeds into Ba from a 

range of subjects, combined with the specifics of its temporal grounding (in our case when 

and where a workshop is happening and who participates), is what reinforces the 

uniqueness of the knowledge produced in Ba. Nonaka & Toyama are attempting to account 

for the forms of existing knowledge that enter Ba, to emphasize the potential for this 

knowledge to be learnt from in the pursuit of the production of new knowledge.   

Nonaka & Toyama also note similarities and distinctions between the concepts of Ba and 

those of Communities of Practice (CoP) (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). They 

identify the significant points of departure between these concepts as:  

● (Ba) Creating new knowledge vs (CoP) learning from previously embedded 

knowledge  
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● The issue of membership – in Ba this is fluid as participants come and go based on 

the ‘here and now’ of the Ba vs CoP where membership is stable and established on 

the history and culture of a practice which members develop into incrementally 

over time to become a full participant.   

  

Early in my research into workshops I used CoP as a framework for conceptual artistic 

learning within workshops, as highlighted in my discussion of reification, I do still deploy 

elements of the theory that underpins CoP to identify certain aspects of learning within 

workshops. Ba offers a slightly different approach to conceptualising the learning of groups 

to CoP by proffering that this learning can be a permeable and flexible conception of how 

the past, present, and future of the knowledge preceding and proceeding a workshop event 

impact upon one another and shape the learning within a workshop as it occurs. This issue 

is pertinent when anticipating the audience of this research. As the title of the PhD 

‘Workshops: Developing Participatory Environments for Artistic Learning’ suggests there are 

implied communities of practice (those within art) whose culture and history underpin this 

research. While this is the case, it is not limited to these communities. If art was limited to 

just communities of artists nobody other than artists would know what art is. I do not think 

that the differentiations Nonaka & Toyama establish should act as absolutes, instead we 

can draw on both Ba & CoP to develop a more inclusive understanding of how the 

knowledge embedded in established practices can be the foundation for new knowledge 

practices to be produced within a workshop. The knowledge produced within a workshop is 

predicated on the people present and the communities they are members of, but it is their 

participation in a workshop, as a time and space apart from these communities, that can 

activate elements of their knowledge and can allow it to be transformed by, and 

transferred between, themselves and their peers.   

An attentiveness to the issue of materiality and how it effects knowledge production is 

something also notably absent from Nonaka & Toyama’s discussion of Ba. Ba attempts to 

account for both explicit and tacit knowledge and the importance of the time, space, and 

people involved in this process, but it does not address the material-based aspects of these 

exchanges. As such, Ba is a highly dialogic concept. What differentiates the workshop from 

other artistic learning environments, is its potential to augment the dialogic and harness 

other ways that matter can shape and inflect the relationships between peers and the 
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matter of concern being explored. Specifically within my research I identify the potential of 

such augmentation to lie in the play dynamics it creates.  

1.4.2. Play-As Paragogy  

“Collective play is a balancing act of egos and interests, of purposes and 

intentions. Play is always on the verge of destruction, of itself and of its players, 

and that is precisely why it matters. Play is a movement between order and 

chaos.”  (Sicart, 2014, p. 3)  

  

There is a tendency currently within the field of art for play to be perceived as inherently 

positive, this perspective tends to confuse the potential lightness and enjoyment (i.e. fun) 

play can create for why it matters. Miguel Sicart attributes this positivity to Huizingian 

philosophies of play (Sicart, 2014, p. 103), such as Sutton-Smith (1997) and Callois (2001). 

As Ian Bogost (2016) has pointed out, even the use of fun to ascribe enjoyment without 

work is misleading, as fun is work, as is play. Play and fun are not a continuum or binary 

opposition to work nor reality itself; they are each to be found as intrinsic aspects of one 

another. Play is the mode of being which provides us freedom and critical distance from our 

work and allows us to challenge these matters to avoid them becoming “mindless habits” 

(Sicart, 2014, p. 6). Specifically, the work of fun is the process of extracting fun from 

something. This process is “the experience of oscillating between the potential and actual 

properties of a set of people, things, events and ideas outside of us.” (Bogost, 2016, p. 79). 

This definition of fun is also that of play; its characteristics aligns with Malafouris’s 

“cognitive event” (Malafouris, 2013, p. 67) which provides a useful metaphor for describing 

the material complexities of workshops (explored in section 1.5 of this thesis). Play adds a 

metacognitive level of working onto cognitive events in the form of exploring its 

possibilities, rather than merely participating in or having the event work upon you.  

  

Sicart also makes a point of distinguishing between games and play, noting that games are 

the finger pointing at the moon of play and that we should be paying attention to the moon 

not the finger (Sicart, 2014, p. 2). Sicart instead prefers to draw attention to the 

relationship between rules and play. Earlier in my research I had intended to use games as a 

metaphor for the workshops I compose. My workshops do deploy some game-like qualities, 

but I distinctly chose to use scores instead of games as the structure of games often deprive 

the players of the agency to define the outcome of their processes of play. Instead scores 
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are more flexible and provide more potential interpretations of what types of play will 

occur in response to them. Thus, they can lead to the creation of worlds beyond the score.   

  

Sicart notes that rules are the “formal instruments” (Sicart, 2014, p. 8) that create a context 

for play. Within my own workshop scores the concept of rules is roughly analogous with 

that of the instruction, but these instructions are intended to guide not govern. They 

provide and sustain order; they are the stable ground to the figure of chaos that is 

collective play. As discussed in section 3.1.2., creating instructions that balance prescription 

and proscription that enables a range of possible interpretation takes consideration, not all 

instructions embody these qualities. A post-Huizingian understanding of rules suggests that 

their potential does not necessarily lie in adherence to them but in the transgression of 

them. Huzinga suggested that rules were “absolutely binding” (1949, p. 11) to a game and 

thus play. According to Huizinga to trespass the rules was to ignore the “magic circle” play 

creates (ibid.). For Huizinga this ‘magic circle’ is separate from real life. As I have suggested 

previously when discussing play and the concept of Ba, what occurs within a workshop 

operates simultaneously alongside and overlapping with the flux of life, not separate from 

it. Sicart asserts that through transgression of rules new play worlds emerge (Sicart, 2014,  

p. 108). Within workshops these new play worlds are the things co-composed by players as 

they collectively play a score. Each group of players must discuss and negotiate potential 

responses to the instructions of the score and as I have outlined in my various case studies 

these outcomes cannot be predetermined. The scores are intended to facilitate the 

production of new worlds, whatever those worlds may be.   

  

The most enjoyable aspect of conducting this practice-led research and of making my work 

has been consistently being able to play and learn from/with others. This play has not 

always been straightforward, without problems, or easy. It has been necessarily difficult to 

conduct due to the complexity of the matters of concerns and composing ways to open 

them up. For me this has given it meaning, my hope is that it has done the same for those 

who have played along with me. What I feel is worth acknowledging is that the forms of 

paragogy-as-play in these workshops have always remained fun and energising. The work is 

contingent on the response and co-investment of peers and through playing with them I 

have been enriched by their sheer unending inventiveness and enthusiasm. The forms of 
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learning that occur in workshops as time-spaces of paragogy-as-play are only possible 

through the dynamic and social aspects of play and an openness to where it may take us.   

  

1.5. Things for Thinging other Things  

1.5.1. Things  

“It matters what matters we use to think other matters”   

(Haraway, 2012)  

A consistent term I deploy when describing how workshops produce events of learning and 

knowledge is things. My discussion of the materials I have deployed within my own 

workshops is in brief that it is important to be attentive to the terms we use to articulate 

what constitutes a workshop and what it produces. Considering what a workshop might be 

and what it may produce requires an expansive understanding of what things are, how we 

negotiate their meaning, and how they shape our learning. The workshop is an artistic 

learning environment that requires us to be attentive to the nature of this matter.   

When we consider the workshop as either a site and/or an activity it is the quality of 

something being produced within its framing that differentiates it from other forms of 

artistic educational environments, such as the tutorial, the crit, the seminar, and the 

lecture. This is not to say that these types of learning environments do not facilitate the 

production of knowledge, because they do, but they are predicated on doing so via 

circulating and shaping knowledge through verbal transmission. This is not to disparage 

these forms of learning environment, or to suggest that there is some form of hierarchy of 

what forms are best for artistic education, they all perform specific roles within artistic 

education and have persisted within the way we cultivate artistic knowledge for good 

reasons. Yet, they remain highly dialogical environments that primarily rely on the oral 

transference of knowledge and information, whereas the workshop does not rely on this 

alone. Their persistence does not mean that we shouldn’t consistently reflect on the 

ecology of artistic education and why there is the need for other sites of learning, such as 

the workshop, to exist. Its tendency to be peripheral, or for it to exceed conventions of 

evaluation, are what provide it with its agency and vitality as a learning environment. It is 

this outlier status that means the workshop remains a slippery and porous site that 
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overlaps with the domains of the studio and the humanities. The workshop as a thing is the 

site and activity where the doing of artistic learning and researching can occur, and, 

importantly, can be socialized.  

I use the term thing to designate, in the first instance, what a workshop is in and of itself. A 

workshop is a thing, resonating with the archaic meaning of the word thing, as an assembly 

or gathering of people who communed to deliberate on matters (Heidegger, 1971; Storni,  

2012). The middle-english ‘thing’ arrived via germanic roots meaning gathering (Heidegger, 

1971), these gatherings were primarily judicial or political in nature (A.telier, 2011;  

Heidegger, 1971; Latour, 2005; Storni, 2012).  The nature of these gatherings was driven by 

(respectful) difference (Latour, 2004), but the matters deliberated were about shared 

concerns, and often related to a shared specialism. This aligns with how notional workshops 

outline the proposed subject of their enquiry– their matter of concern –is an invitation to 

participate in the exploration and deliberation of this matter. Here I choose outline rather 

than define, as another aspect of the term thing marks uncertainty (Brown, 2004) or 

ambiguity and vagueness of designation due to its ongoing process of interdefinition.  

Within a workshop, the shared matter of concern and its exploration and deliberation 

happen in the form of both a metaphorical issue, and, literally in the sense of playing with 

material. Workshops do not imply resolution of this matter, they are only an opportunity to 

gather, question and explore it together with others towards and through the production of 

more related things. Perhaps counterintuitively people do not gather for workshops to be 

taught a masterclass or because they are already in agreement about the matter of 

concern; they gather because they have self-identified as being invested in exploring what 

something could mean, or be defined as, in relation to themselves and others.  

This reflects that within the workshop, things are always in the process of interdefinition, of 

emerging; they are tendencies not entities (Storni, 2012). For instance, Shift/Work:  

Unlearning (2014; 2016; 2017) and Shift/Work: Speculations (2017a) were workshops about 

exploring and defining what could be meant by unlearning or speculation in artistic work. They 

were not intended to create a solid definition or mastery of those subjects but instead to offer 

players a greater understanding of what unlearning or speculative tendencies within artistic 

work and learning are and how they could be potentially harnessed.   
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Storni further outlines that the nature of things which gather multiple actors are necessarily 

multiple and capable of unfolding and developing in a range of directions, but this unfolding 

can only be directed once the thing is being explored and defined by the actors present. In 

this sense, notional workshops embody Storni’s description of how the dual instability of 

things (both as an issue and questioning of that issue) can produce opportunities for 

learning to occur and new knowledge to be produced, he states:  

“[things] definition is always an interdefinition, a co-shaping, or co-construction. 
This is because the actors within the gathering (and so their knowledge, skills, 
intentions, and interpretations) will also be transformed along the course of the 
process.” (Storni, 2012, p. 94)  

Within Storni’s assertion it is important to note that the actors involved in the 

interdefinition of a thing are both human and non-human. What Storni outlines are 

primarily human qualities of the actors involved but additionally to this is if objects are 

figured to be actors (not actants) in this process then reciprocally they also affect how, and 

are transformed by, the process of interdefinition. When we consider the workshop as 

something that unfolds in this way we can understand how it things other things or does 

what Heidegger refers to as “thinging” (Heidegger, 1971). This when things can come to 

constitute events which are central to common experience (A.telier, 2011).   

For this reason, the term thing has a useful flexibility when attempting to articulate how we 

learn from one another within paragogical learning environments such as the workshop.  

Things take many forms and are constituted by a range of materials, objects, and matter. 

They have complicated entanglements between people and material and are in constant 

flux. These things, and the matter entangled within them, are always in a collective state of 

unfolding and becoming, of thinging other-things. Understanding the open nature of this 

relationship between human and more-than human matter is to engage with the processes 

by which artistic knowledge risks becoming unstable, but also generative. At the core of my 

practice-led research into workshops are consideration of how, and attempts to make, the 

boundaries between learners, and between learners and the materials that shape their 

learning, more permeable.   

In this sense, I will attempt to utilize the intersubjectivity between things and learners to 

describe the slippery processes of learning and knowledge production they facilitate. I 

argue workshops directly enact and challenge the ontological what’s and how’s of artistic 
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knowledge. It is the space and time in which we can question what could be learnt, and 

how might it be learnt. To consider the workshop’s place in artistic learning and research is 

to question how we produce artistic knowledge; to examine what practices we invent and 

deploy to achieve this aim; to consider the types of sites and activities we create to pursue 

these aims; and to question the nature of the thinking such environments stimulate and 

necessitate.  

1.5.2. Extend Your Mind  

“With the computer in front of us as a kind of decapitated head, we are all 

condemned to become intelligent.” (Steyaert, 2014)  

Initial articulations of extended cognition attempted to demonstrate that thinking becomes 

manifest beyond the mind and body in something as simple as writing in a notebook (Clark 

& Chalmers, 1998), which replaces, augments, or enhances one’s capacity for memory or 

articulation of information. Further, the thinking involved becomes extended into the world 

and is shaped by the non-human matter encountered in that interaction, both by the 

material qualities of that non-human matter and by the social codification the objects it 

constitutes have developed over time. For example, writing or drawing with a pen on a 

shared piece of paper is a common approach to extending one’s thinking in a workshop 

environment. This is a simple analogy, especially as mark making is a basic and codified 

activity that can be (relatively) easily perceived between peers. From a simple analogy 

comes a more complicated proposition, what materials do we use to elicit and reify more 

interpretive, tentative, and less-linear, expressions of thinking? And how might those 

materials reciprocally affect the learning occurring during that process?   

This is the question of notional workshops, as they are not simply about performing 

inductive forms of reasoning but abductive ones, where metaphor becomes the driving 

modality of experimentation that attempts to bring about new encounters with materials, 

or re-encountering familiar materials in new ways. Their aim is to produce alternative 

means of perceiving and performing a practice together and therefore open up new ways 

of knowing or understanding a matter of concern associated to that practice. This is vitally 

important in an age where we are “condemned to be intelligent” (Steyaert, 2014), when 

the most common object extending our cognition is a handheld computer with access to 

vast swathes of knowledge which often substitutes for prolonged contemplation of 
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matters, such a form of extended cognition often short-circuits opportunities for 

exploration. Creating the space and time to co-produce, explore and value other ways of 

knowing is essential to artistic learning and knowledge, the objects that we choose to do 

this with and through play a considerable role in the shape our thinking takes.  

Producing inventive ways to extend one’s cognition is integral to metacognitively 

understanding our own thinking, it requires us to reflect upon how our thinking is shaped 

by our bodies, the materials we use to enact our thinking, and our interactions with others. 

It also necessitates that we consider how the materials that we use to extend our cognition 

affect how others might experience and understand our thinking, that they can make the 

boundaries between learners, and between their shared material, more porous. It is the 

exploration of this boundary between ourselves and the world where learning occurs, 

always tentative, emergent, and consistently in flux. It is a simple proposition but one that 

is key to artistic learning environments, especially the workshop.   

1.5.2.1. Cultural Probes  

When I first began to consider what objects I could deploy in workshops for players to 

inventively extend and collectively shape their cognition together through, I initially 

identified these objects as potential ‘cultural probes’ (Gaver, et al., 2004; Boehner, et al., 

2014). Cultural probes are objects designed as devices that can stimulate, articulate, and 

capture or express responses to design problems. They are intended to be dual-headed and 

exploratory; offering alternative insights to designers, those beyond linguistic 

communication of a subject’s experience.   

Cultural probes originate from a design context and discussing them in relation to artistic 

learning requires a slight recontextualisation of the intentionality behind their use. Within 

design the use of cultural probes is highly instrumentalised as devices for capturing data, 

which is then interpreted by the designers and used to inform the production of a design 

solution. The intention behind using cultural probes in artistic learning environments is not 

to create data subservient to another’s ends. The intention is instead to provide people 

with objects that provoke and guide the co-production of something, manifesting and 

shaping a group’s cognition in different registers, allowing peers to encounter the pitfalls 

and potential positive surprises such a process entails.   
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Within my own works the primary cultural probes I design and deploy within my workshops 

are cards that contain a sequence of instructions that provide a score to be played by those 

present. In addition to the cards I also use objects that are partly codified but still open to 

play. Many of my workshops use paper and pens as default or complimentary materials, as 

discussed above these items are already highly codified but that doesn’t necessarily limit 

their potential uses for, or effects upon thinking. In the immediacy I wish to highlight a 

small selection of the more lateral, experimental or inventive objects I have also used.  

These have included:  

• Using a car as an instrument to be played according to a communally authored 

score devised using cards and dice. (M.V.S.E, 2016a; 2016b)  

• Providing germinated seeds to be used for mapping digital activity (Mapping the 

Matter of Media, 2016)  

• Flat-pack furniture for decision making (Shift/Work: Decisions, Decisions, 2016)  

• A selection of darts, time capsules, spirit money, ladybird picture book, weirding 

die, recipe template, etc. to explore speculative practices (Shift/Work: Speculations, 

2017)  

While these are some of the cultural probes I have used in the initial phase of workshops 

many of the workshops I run are about players paragogically identifying or producing 

probes to use in workshops for their peers. Examples of these will be highlighted at 

different points in this report.7   

Cultural probes can proliferate and produce more cultural probes, as mentioned above they 

are only able to do so if there is a balance between their existing codification and potential 

to be played with. Objects in a workshop begin as probes but once they entangle other 

actors they become less defined, the interplay between players and an object creates an 

‘objeu’.  

                                                           
7 Examples from Shift/Work workshops will be covered in section 2. and examples from my individual 

workshops will be included in section 3.  
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1.5.2.2. Objeu  

From object and jeu (French for “to play”) (Cornell, 1993, p. 67) the concept of the ‘objeu’ 

was conceived by Francis Ponge and underpins his poetic work ‘The Nature of Things’ 

(1995) a collection of “thing poems” detailing and unpicking the qualities of everyday 

objects. The term objeu is an attempt to articulate the open state and undefined interplay 

between humans and more than human matters.   

  

A.telier note that the instability and indeterminacy of objeus is fitting for cultures where 

bricolage and performativity encourage a productive relationship with uncertainty (A.telier, 

2011, p. 53). Art as it is taught in Scotland and the knowledge it produces is part of just such 

a culture and workshops are the ideal learning environment for this uncertainty to be 

productively explored. While cultural probes may be objects (concrete entities), when they 

enter a workshop they are still always plural and have multiple relationships with each of 

the players present. They are constituted by the things (matters of concern) they are 

representative of, making them malleable and ephemeral, and most important open to 

play. This play is a negotiation of an objeu’s potential meaning and application between 

players. In this play the possibilities for what it is or can become multiplies.  

  

An example of cultural probes becoming objeus and eventually becoming artefacts that 

double again as cultural probes can be found in Shift/Work: Speculations (2017a). In this 

workshop the group I conducted were provided four cards, on each card was the name of a 

speculative practice (including: Probe; Extended Cognition; Licensing; Weird-ing). Each card 

was accompanied by an additional cultural probe (including: a dream catcher; a notebook; a 

recipe template; weird-ing die). The group were then instructed to produce a workshop for 

another group that enacted a speculative process using the objects they were provided as 

the basis for this activity. The players then entered a process of playing with the objects, 

exploring what each one could be in relation to one another and what workshop activities 

they might produce when combined. In this process, each cultural probe extended, shaped 

and guided each player’s cognition as they negotiated the potential uses, combinations and 

application of the objects. The cultural objects became objeus as their potential 

applications were played out, losing aspects of their original definitions and gaining new 

potential contextualisations. The group decided to play with the recipe template combining 
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it with the notions of weird-ing and licensing to produce a workshop that instructed players 

to create the ingredients and directions to make gold.   

  

In such a process, the objects in a workshop are no longer concrete but viscous, this 

plasticity is what gives these objeus vitality and energy. The process of opening up what an 

objeu could be to playful negotiation is one of the most dynamic element of a workshop. 

Once they are reshaped and concrete again they become artefacts of the process of 

interdefinition they underwent (e.g. a new score for a workshop that codifies the objects 

involved for a specific type of interaction). That process opens not only the objeus up but 

also the players into a melange of cognition in which each actor is always reciprocally 

shaping one another. In other words, such a process is a cognitive event (Malafouris, 2013,  

p. 67). Being able to completely account for and describe the twists and turns in the groups 

thinking in such a cognitive event is impossible, but, accommodating and being attendant to 

how the processes of playful interdefinition can be established is an important aspect of 

understanding how a workshop may differ from other forms of artistic learning 

environment.  

1.5.2.3. Cognitive Events  

Both extended and distributed cognition are identifications, and conceptualisations, of how 

we think beyond a mind/body divide, placing focus on how our thinking extends into, and is 

shaped by, things in the world. Lambrose Malfouris’s concept of material engagement 

theory (MET) attempts to bring together extended (Clark & Chalmers, 1998) and distributed 

(Hutchins, 1995) cognition with embodied forms of cognition (Noland, 2009) to explore how 

human and non-human agencies interact to mediate and shape thinking. MET 

Conceptualises and studies attempts to make permeable the relationship between our 

minds, bodies, those of our peers, and the world, is needed to accommodate an 

understanding of “broader cognitive events that include interactions among people, 

artifacts, space, and time” (Malafouris, 2013, p. 67); I understand workshops to be an 

example of such cognitive events.   

Workshops are “cognitive events” where the entanglement of learning between 

participants and material engagements becomes ordered within specific spaces and 

designated times. As such, workshops are environments of artistic learning that can 
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distinguish themselves from others by being highly attentive to what the potential 

relationships between learners, materials and the intentionality of their actions could 

produce within a specific framing. In this sense, workshops are a designated ‘when’ of 

learning in which agency shifts between learners and materials in a dynamic exchange. The 

concept of agency is not a universal ‘what’ to be held consistently only by humans (or a 

singular human) but is “temporally emergent in practice” (Pickering, 1995, p. 17) between 

humans and non-human entities. Workshops are a means to explore and refine ways of 

learning in relation to our experiences of those emergences.   

As theories of distributed cognition propose, the space and time (or site and activity) are 

not passive aspects of cognition (Hutchins, 1995), they are material to be engaged with, as 

are the tools, artifacts, and the people we think with in such an environment. I argue that to 

have a holistic understanding of artistic learning within workshops and the material 

engagements they initiate a consideration of how they can be actively shaped and enacted 

is required to further understand the forms of learning they produce.   

1.5.3. Time & Space  

In section 1.3.3. of this exegesis I discussed the notional workshop as a site and activity 

which roughly maps onto the criteria of space and time. The site of a notional workshop is a 

specific concrete space within which a workshop occurs, and, the workshop-as-activity 

occurs within a designated time at that site. The time of a workshop activity is mapped onto 

the site in which it occurs creating the workshop as a time event, as a thing in space (Núñez, 

1999, p. 46). Within human culture we often use embodied cognitive metaphors to express 

time spatially, for instance the past is behind us, the future is in front of us, etc, as Núñez & 

Malfouris note, this is not merely linguistic but a matter of embodied thought (Malfouris, 

2013, p. 62; Núñez, 1999, p. 45). As Malfouris suggests, the general importance of being 

able to comprehend this spatially is that, within a one-dimensional conception of time, it 

“enables us to understand "time" in terms of "things in a sequence" and "motion in space” 

(Malafouris, 2013, p. 63). Further, it identifies time events as things that we have a spatial 

comprehension of and can alter through how we structure our perception of them, in other 

words it is material to be played with.  

While in the pursuit of rationality, we arrange time in a linear sequence (as a universal 

time). Doing this spatially creates the possibility to move time around, to order and reorder 



59  
  

how it is sequenced and experienced, an example of this would be daylight savings. In this 

sense, time is material that can be crumpled (Serres & Latour, 1995, p. 60) and manipulated 

to produce new opportunities for learning to occur. This form of thinking embraces that 

“every present moment is inhabited by and also inhabits (consciously and unconsciously) 

multiple, heterogeneous temporalities – some at a distant remove and other more 

contiguous” (Joy, 2009). As such, each thing has multiple times it exists in. These differing 

forms of time are contingent material in the present that are traversable and temporally 

polymorphous (Shortland, 1998). This is important for understanding workshops as play 

environment; for workshops to produce potentially new engagements with the matters 

they investigate they require players are open to– and willing to explore –the multiple 

potential temporalities of the matter of concern which has gathered them together.   

An example of this discussed in relation to my practical case study M.V.S.E (2016a; 2016b) 

the portfolio, highlighting how a score from 1960 becomes vitally present as an ordering 

entity for a workshop in the present, where the history of the thing becomes immanent 

with the players and materials it entangles in its enactment. I appreciate this is at first 

disorientating, I am advocating for perceptual time travel but as I will go onto to 

demonstrate through my discussion of Fool Me, Fool Me (2017) in section 3.4.1. such an 

approach is necessary to collectively cognitively map a route through things and their 

associated times in order to learn.   

Within section 1.4.1. I also discussed the interactions between learners in workshops 

through the lens of paragogy and specifically Nonaka & Toyama’s conception of Ba as a 

“shared context in motion” (Nonaka & Toyama, 2003). What combines the conceptions of 

time I have mentioned is the notion of motion. The notional workshop is a cognitive time 

event in which we address the shared context of our learning in motion, this is the zone in 

which the matters of human and non-human agency come to bear upon one another and 

the matter of concern of the workshop truly becomes emergent. The question then 

becomes how do we initiate and sustain that motion? How do we direct its velocity? What 

tempos can we set within its arrangement to achieve these aims?  

1.5.4. Mapping Matter  

Composing, or co-composing, workshops involves organising learning, specifically ordering 

impermanent worlds in which learning can occur. Worlds that overlap, intersect with, and 
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draw from our own. In other words, producing workshops is about world-making (Chia, 

1998; Goodman, 1978; Haraway, 2012). Notional workshops are temporary worlds that 

offer the potential to experience and explore becoming otherwise (Bennett & Connelly, 

2012). These temporary worlds attempt to host processes through which new 

configurations of being can become possible, if only momentarily. They facilitate the 

production of alternatives to the 'actual' world in temporary parallel ones established and 

sustained by the collective cognitive event of the workshop. These worlds are an 

acknowledgement that matter is always in flux, and as such learning is always ongoing, is 

always fluctuating between becoming and being, the known and unknown, the ordered and 

disordered. That learning, and the world are not static, permanent, fixed, or rational.   

Workshops can bring disparate or dissonant materials into a set of relationships with one 

another for us to collectively explore. In this exploration we feel out the “rightness of fit” 

(Eisner, 2002; Goodman, 1978) of these new configurations. The traversal of these 

relationships is a randonn´ee (Clegg, et al., 2005), or journey without a fixed route or 

presumptions about what will (or should) be learnt, but equally it is not an aimless wander. 

It’s purposefulness, and thus intensity, is guided by the enabling constraints (McDonell, 

2011) and instructions (Lely & Saunders, 2012) established by the composer(s) that conduct 

and guide the how learners could traverse this randonn´ee.  

It is this traversing movement that must be explored through the dynamics of play. To 

establish this play it must be co-composed and conducted between peers. These peers 

paragogically organise their learning (Clegg, et al., 2005) through producing a score 

(Halprin, 1969)– via instructions (Lely & Saunders, 2012) –that invent potential ways to 

perform their collective play (and thus move, travel, and learn) with the materials ordered 

together for the purposes of exploring their collective matter of concern.  

The reason play is important is that it is a process of learning that metacognitively 

acknowledges that the world of the workshop, like that of a game, is simultaneously the 

thing and precisely not the thing (Bateson, 1987, p. 186; Salen & Zimmerman, 2004) it is 

creating and investigating. This reflects the tension of learning environments that embody 

the multiplicity of “moving concepts” (Steyaert & Janssens, 1999) that do not freeze reality 

but create and develop it; that are parasitic upon reality and simultaneously supplement it 

(Clegg, et al., 2005). Steyaerts & Janssens see concepts themselves not as static entities but 
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as “creative spaces where reflexive acting can occur” (1999, p. 188), they suggest the 

transitory nature of concepts opens up space for us to move in, to imagine, and ‘feel’ (ibid). 

The idea of using concepts to create and guide opportunities for action in the context of a 

workshop has a similarly useful flexibility to both notation and scoring. ‘Moving concepts’ 

align with the theme of motion in artistic learning as being vital to inciting the making of 

meaning between peers. It is paragogic play within a “shared context in motion” (Corneli & 

Danoff, 2011; Nonaka & Toyama, 2003) that is an “ongoing process of materialization of 

ideas, whereby ideas are turned into objects and actions and again into other ideas” 

(Czarniawska & Joerges, 1995, p. 174), or, of thinging other things (Huybrechts, 2014). This 

play is flux.   

1.5.5. Intent  

Intentionality can proceed activity (or action) but is only meaningful as intention-in-action, 

as this is the state in which intentionality meets other realities and forms of material agency 

that transform the original intention into something else. The differentiation between 

intention and intention-in-action is important to experimental forms of learning as it 

acknowledges that there is a distance between what could be learnt and what is actually 

learnt. This is key to workshops as the thinking, learning, and knowledge produced in 

workshops only appears in the doing, it cannot be achieved otherwise. Further, Learning-

through-doing in workshops is entirely contingent on the material that is engaged within it.   

Artistic learning environments generally have encoded intentions for the learning that will 

occur within them. The lecture presupposes that didactic knowledge will be communicated 

to and be received by the attendees; The tutorial intends to provide a reflective and 

dialogic exchange peers on the development of artistic practices; the seminar supposes that 

an understanding of knowledge will be formed through peeragogical dialogic exchange; the 

critique attempts to encounter and reveal the meaning of artworks through critical 

discussion; The studio has a long-form intention of being an environment for the making 

and development of artworks, and, consideration of artistic knowledge. The notional 

workshop’s intention is to paragogically explore a specific matter of concern through the 

production of experimental means of enquiry. It is not until these intentions are in-action 

that the agency of those learning is mediated by the materials they learn with, and, are 

reciprocally shaped and directed in new ways that may stray from the original intention to 
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produce new ways of knowing and understanding a subject. What differentiates the 

workshop from the other artistic learning environments I have mentioned (apart from the 

studio), is that the intention of learning in-action is more prominently affected by, and 

contingent upon, the dynamic agency between peers and the materials they learn with and 

what this exchange produces.   

All the workshops I have composed throughout the practical elements of my research have 

been preceded by a statement of intent that doubles as an invitation to players by outlining 

the matter of concern the workshop is about. It is this invitation that players respond to in 

their choice to participate in a workshop, by doing so they are investing in the process of 

defining what the intended matter of concern might be with other respondents. The 

difficulty of such invitations is that– due to the nature of the workshops I conduct –they 

must be clear in outlining the matter of concern underpinning the workshop without 

prescribing specifically what will occur in the workshop; as this is dictated by those present 

and the way that the intentions of the workshop evolve in action.   

  

Emma Cocker has noted the invite “always has a quality of ‘futurity’” (Cocker, 2010). In 

relation to workshops, I identify this ‘futurity’ as stemming from the intention that 

underpins the invite. The intention is the collective cognitive event yet-to-come. The 

invitation-as-intention becomes meaningful to those it draws into the “shared context in 

motion” (Nonaka & Toyama, 2003, p. 6) it establishes, it is here that the intention of the 

invite becomes the intention-in-action fuelled by the responses of all those involved. Like 

Nonaka & Toyama’s concept of Ba, Cocker (citing Miwon Kwon, 2004, p.124)  makes a 

distinction between the contested term of community and that of temporary collectivity. 

Cocker notes that the temporary configurations an invite establishes provides the 

collectivities it creates with a criticality that can be performed and reperformed.  

  

It is this notion of performing and reperforming temporary collective forms of criticality that 

underpins my work as part of Shift/Work which forms the basis of section 2. of this thesis.   

  

1.6. Conclusion  

• What is the historical context of workshops as artistic learning environments?  
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• How, if at all, has the role of the workshop within artistic learning shifted?  

• What kinds of learning have and can occur within workshops?  

• What is the current role of workshops within and outwith higher education 

institutions?   

• How can we critically and philosophically communicate the way workshops operate 

as artistic learning environments?  

Throughout this section of the thesis I have attempted to critically and contextually 

establish the following assertions.  

• The workshop as an artistic learning environment has had an essential role in the 

development of artistic knowledge production. This contribution is often 

overlooked in favour of subsuming the workshop into the history of the studio. 

While there are grounds to do so the workshop’s re-emergence as an activity 

indicates that the notion of the workshop offers something necessary within artistic 

learning beyond current function of the studio. My intention is not to advocate for 

one over the other but to highlight that there is a productive tension between the 

two sites that we must acknowledge in order to fully and rigourously understand 

the potential of art education and the practices it produces.  

• The workshop is unique in its ability to host transdisciplinary inquiries into matters 

of concern that underpin artistic research. Its uniqueness is based on its reflexive 

engagement with time and space to host temporary communities in a shared 

context in motion that can operate alongside and feed into more static and 

individualistic sites of learning.  

• The workshop is and has always been a necessary site for producing and 

transforming knowledge practices. It’s history and current re-emergence suggests a 

rich social quality that is necessary to produce and transform artistic practices 

beyond the individual. This sociality is also enhanced by the workshop’s ability to 

host work upon matter by multiple agents, both literally and metaphorically. This 
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process of reification can be liberating and produce new forms of invention within 

artistic knowledge practices.   

• The complexities of organising and structuring such transdisciplinary environments 

requires the establishment of specialist language that is historically attuned to the 

role of the workshop and able to advocate for its experimental capacity to produce 

new forms of knowing that are inclusive of and extend beyond the visual arts.  

The following sections will reflect upon my own and collaborative artistic practices I have 

participated in that focus on the composition of workshops as artistic learning 

environments. My intention is to provide accounts of how such practices can be understood 

within the lineage of visual arts practices, how these practices can be critically developed, 

while also highlighting the potential and necessity of such practices within the ecology of 

arts education and practices.   
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2. Shift/Work  

This chapter will provide an in-depth analysis of collaborative research undertaken as part 

of Shift/Work. I will focus on two workshop examples from Shift/Work’s repertoire, 

Shift/Work: Unlearning (2014; 2016; 2017) and Shift/Work: Speculations (2016a; 2016b). I 

have directly been involved in the participatory action research cycles for these workshops, 

which has involved collaborating with other members of Shift/Work to compose, conduct, 

and hone the workshop scores for each case study.  

Following on from ‘Shift Happens’ (Mulholland, 2013), I will contextualise Shift/Work’s 

paragogic activity since its publication. This will include detailing Shift/Work’s adaptive 

approach to producing open educational resources for experimental workshop learning, 

focusing on how its current repertoire of workshop models has been composed.  

My intention in critically reflecting upon and analysing Shift/Work’s activity is two-fold:  

• To contextualise the matters of concern that underpin Shift/Work’s research 

approach.  

• To detail and unpack how Shift/Work’s paragogical approach interrogating these 

matters can produce and/or transform the artistic learning practices of its members 

and those who participate in its activity.   

My hope is that this section of my research will contribute insights into what the exemplars 

Shift/Work produces and embodies can demonstrate regarding the potential of workshops 

as participatory artistic learning environments.  

2.1. Shifting Gears  

The circumstances from which Shift/Work grew have been detailed at length in ‘Shift 

Happens’ (Mulholland, 2013). As a summary of this article, Mulholland identifies two main 

factors that converged to create Shift/Work.  

The first was a student-led enquiry into radical arts education practices developed by the 

student cohort of the Masters of Fine Art (MFA) Contemporary Art Practice and Theory 

courses at Edinburgh College of Art (ECA) during 2010. This project was established to 
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critically examine the neoliberal concept of professional practice modules in Higher 

Education. In response to this subject the students chose to pursue inquiries into the radical 

pedagogical practices of courses such as Roy Ascott’s ‘Groundcourse’ (Ealing College of Art  

1961-64; Ipswich Civic College 1964-67), St Martin’s ‘Sculpture Course A’ (1969-74) and Art 

& Language’s activity at the Lanchester Polytechnic (now Coventry University). This 

included restaging learning experiments from these courses at ECA on the MFA course 

during the time slots originally allocated for Professional Practice teaching.  

The second stimulus came in the form of an invite from Edinburgh Sculpture Workshop 

(ESW) to Professor Neil Mulholland to contribute to their Edinburgh Art Festival (EAF) 

programme during 2011. In response to this invite and informed by the ongoing research 

on the ECA MFA course, Mulholland initiated working collaboratively with the Curator of 

Research Dan Brown at ESW to devise Shift/Work.  

Shift/Work challenged the corporate rhetoric of the national funding body Creative 

Scotland whose then regurgitation of entrepreneurial vernaculars furthered problematic 

articulations of professional practice modules within art education courses. This rhetoric is 

still widely deployed across the higher education sector in the marketing of arts education; 

its aim is to couch learning within arts studies in relation to economic utility through the 

acquisition of future (potentially) marketable skills. In other words, it encourages the 

commodification (and implicit ownership) of one’s individual learning as a set of marketable 

competencies, seeing this bundling of skills as a necessary element of person formation 

within arts education. Where the individual comes to understand themselves as an 

independent business that sells itself as its product.  

The issue with this approach is that it is “driving students to the market while they are still 

in school” (Gielen, 2012, p. 28). In doing so it diminishes the opportunity for students to 

understand, develop, consider, and question their learning– and the various ways it can be 

valued –while they are still undergoing it. This focus is not limited to professional practice 

teaching within arts education; it is indicative of the structure of institutional arts education 

more broadly which privileges the articulation of competencies over comprehension of 

what has been learnt. Shift/Work was established to create space and time apart from 

these quantifiable processes in favour of more social, in depth, and reflective approach to 

artistic learning.  
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For the Edinburgh Arts Festival (EAF) programme Mulholland & Brown invited artists Keith 

Farquhar, Tobias Sternberg, and Sarah Tripp to supervise three independent workshop 

sessions of Shift/Work at ESW. After this Shift/Work continued to operate the model of 

inviting artists to compose and run workshops as ‘Shift/Supervisors’ based on their artistic 

practices, formally integrating these sessions into the MFA Contemporary Art Practice & 

Theory curriculums at ECA (2012-14). This branch of Shift/Work’s activity has since included 

sessions led by, Bruce Mclean (2011); Peter Hill (2011); Lucy Stein (2012); Susie Green  

(2012); Dave Sherry (2012); Roy Ascott (2016); Tormod Anundsen & Helene Ileris (2018).  

The following section is an attempt to express how Shift/Work has developed during the 

intervening period since ‘Shift Happens’ (2013). Specifically providing an account of how its 

evolution has placed a greater emphasis on the paragogic qualities of the workshop as an 

experimental learning environment and how this has been achieved through a participatory 

action research approach. Accounting for this reorientation is important as it has 

profoundly affected the way I approach composing workshops within my own work, as well 

as making Shift/Work more adaptable as an organism.  

2.2. Shift (Transfer)/Work (Knowledge)  

“Shift/Work has an open engagement with practice (work) as a means of both 

generating and transferring new knowledge (shift). This experiential knowledge 

facilitates new practices and open educational resources for artists and art 

educators to adapt and implement.”  

(Mulholland & Brown, 2015)    

Post 2012, Shift/Work made a concerted move towards focusing on practice-led processes 

of paragogically producing open educational resources. Previously Shift/Work had primarily 

focused on inviting artists to work with them to produce a ‘masterclass’; this had centred 

on the composition of a learning environment around a singular artist’s approach that 

players would participate in. The shift towards a more paragogic learning approach 

demarcates a split within Shift/Work’s repertoire with new strands of enquiry emerging in 

the form of Shift/Work’s composing and playing workshops (see Fig.1). The composing 

workshops embody Shift/Work’s approach as an iterative and practice-led process that can 

be continually re-performed like a musical score. Within the composing element of the 

repertoire are Shift/Work: Workshop Workshop (2012); Shift/Work: Unlearning (2014; 
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2016; 2017); Shift/Work: Speculations (2017a); and Shift/Work: IN/OUT (2018a). The playing 

element of Shift/Work’s repertoire are workshops that have been produced by players of 

the listed composing workshops. Each composing workshop has a written score that is 

openly distributable under a creative commons (Attribution-NonCommercial- 

ShareALike) license for anyone to use for staging their own version.8   

  

Figure 1 Diagram mapping Shift/Work Activity between 2011-2018  

At the core of the composing element of Shift/Work’s repertoire is that learning 

environments can be decentred from a leader/participant, or, teacher/student model, with 

each player co-composing and conducting their learning with one another. For this reason, 

Shift/Work invites participants from across disciplines and communities to co-compose 

paragogical artistic learning environments driven by a shared interest in the matter of 

concern of the workshop. To identify the matters of concern which underpin the workshops 

is done through members of Shift/Work9 reflecting upon their own practices and those of 

                                                           
8 These scores are available from http://shift-work.org.uk/  
9 During my work as part of Shift/Work this has included Dan Brown, Neil Mulholland and I. 

Importantly, anyone can become part of Shift/Work and it can operate beyond any of the individuals 

http://shift-work.org.uk/
http://shift-work.org.uk/
http://shift-work.org.uk/
http://shift-work.org.uk/
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peers to identify and establish shared matters of concern that whilst present within visual 

arts– practices such as unlearning, speculation, decision making, etc. –are often under 

considered, or presumed as inherent and applicable beyond the discipline of art.   

The matters of concern which form the impetus for these composing workshop 

compositions have been identified and decided upon as part of an ongoing composing 

participatory action reflection cycle. Literature on participatory action research (PAR) is 

instructive for making some definitions in how Shift/Work’s research is currently conducted 

and the issue of authorship within it in relation to this PhD research.  

Firstly, there should be a distinction made between participation and involvement 

(McTaggart, 1991, p. 171), McTaggart distinguishes that authentic participation in PAR 

cycles requires those involved to have a share in the way the research is conceptualised, 

practised and understood whereas involvement implies only entanglement and implication 

within that process rather than an agency to define it (ibid). To make this distinction in 

relation to Shift/Work is difficult due to the paragogic nature of the learning within its 

workshops which is fluctuant between those players who are involved and those that 

actively participate in defining the research and that these roles are dynamic and shift. With 

this said, using McTaggart’s criteria, I make the following distinction if you are only a player 

of one of Shift/Work’s playing workshops you have been involved with– but not necessarily 

had agency in –shaping the research produced (this does not preclude said players in the 

playing workshops learning from their experience). However, if you have been a player in 

any of the composing workshops you will have actively shaped the knowledge produced 

through the workshops. Further, there are also differing levels of participation, to make 

another distinction there are those that participate in the ‘Composing Act Phase’ illustrated 

in figure 2 (which is also inclusive of the playing PAR cycle it produces [see Fig.3]) but they 

may not participate beyond this phase of the PAR. The only people that can participate 

across all phases of both the composing and playing PAR cycles are the previously listed 

members of Shift/Work itself (although membership of this group is mutable over time).   

For instance, with Shift/Work’s composing workshops, members of Shift/Work compose, 

conduct, and play the workshops based on collectively reflecting, identifying, discussing, 

                                                           

listed but for the purposes of this PhD report I am focusing on only the research I personally have 

participated in and in relation who I have collaborated with.  
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and deciding upon matters of concern within visual art practices that have emerged as 

requiring further exploration (see Fig.2). The associated term for this process within critical 

participatory action research language is what Kemmis and McTaggart identify as a 

“thematic concern” (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988, pp. 8-10) or more recently a (shared) “felt 

concern” (Kemmis, et al., 2014, p. 149). For Kemmis (et al) the identification of a shared felt 

concern is the basis for the construction of a public sphere (ibid). This resonates with the 

earlier discussion of my choice to use the term thing based on its etymology as a socially 

constituted entity that gathers invested agents to negotiate it.   

  

The shared matter of concern underpinning this workshop is then communicated in the 

form of a public invite to play the composing workshop which in turn creates its own 

playing participatory action reflection cycle (see Fig.3). Across both diagrams I have 

attempted map the phases of Shift/Work’s research onto the phases of a critical 

participatory action research self-reflective cycle structure (Kemmis, et al., 2014, p. 19). The 

extension of invitations to participants of differing disciplinary backgrounds is an active 

attempt to embrace the potential for facilitating ways of learning through a compagnon 

approach to the participant make-up of the composing workshops. The use of the late 

middle ages term compagnon is specific due to its historical connotations, etymologically 

compagnon (see also; compaig, compaignon, companion) arrives in French being derived 

from the Latin ‘with bread’ which invokes community over isolation, inferring comradeship 

with others based on shared values or context. Compagnon was used to denote an 

individual at a stage of learning between those of apprenticeship and mastery, Cynthia 

Truant has noted that its Latin meaning differentiates it from the parallel term from English 

of ‘journeyman’ whose history is that of a rootless wanderer (1994, p. 57). Compagnon is 

also the root of the term compagnonnages which referred to illegally organized 

journeymen (1994, p. 59). This resonates with Shift/Work’s activities, while not illegal - as 

with all workshops– our activity gains agency from the semi-illicit state of being of, but not 

in, a formalized relationship with the communities or institutions that feed into the 

workshops or host them. Our composing workshops are formed of participants from within 

and outwith higher education and from a range of disciplines and communities, we draw 

upon the communities of practice workshop participants are members of. It is essential that 

they can temporarily step out of their membership of their own communities of practice 

during a workshop while still drawing on its practices and history so that they can also 
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potentially transform their practices and those of their peers during a process of learning 

from others from differing disciplinary backgrounds and knowledge.   

In this sense, learning within a Shift/Work composing workshop is not only about raising the 

proficiency of a community in the matter of concern the workshop addresses (although this 

form of surface learning does indirectly occur, i.e. through discussion of the matter). It is 

also about collectively establishing and developing deep learning processes that take “root 

in our apparatus of understanding, in the embedded meanings that define us and that we 

use to define the world” (Tagg, 2003, p. 70). Collective metacognitive consideration of, and 

crucially experimentation with, a matter of concern provides participants with the 

opportunity to fundamentally transform their understanding of it and utilise that 

knowledge to apply their learning, not only within the workshop but beyond it in their own 

work.  Composing workshops are about how to meaningfully understand and integrate the 

knowledge we collectively co-produce into the practices of the individual and their 

communities. In doing so composing workshop produce the means to shape our current 

knowledge practices and future approaches to learning. The intention behind exploring the 

matters of concern identified by Shift/Work through a critical participatory action research 

approach is that PAR focuses enquiry on how practices are produced, reproduced, and 

could potentially be transformed (Kemmis, et al., 2014, p. 21). This is specifically done by 

critically questioning the cultural and discursive arrangements (i.e. specialist language); 

material and economic arrangements (i.e. who, where, what, and how); and the social and 

political arrangements (i.e. how the practice engages with the practitioner’s world) (ibid).   
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Figure 2 Diagram of Shift/Work Composing Participatory Action Reflection Cycle  
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 Figure 

3 Diagram of Shift/Work Playing Participatory Action Reflection Cycle  
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Based upon the above outline of Shift/Work’s critical participatory action research 

approach I wish to make clarifications and distinctions regarding issues of authorship within 

Shift/Work’s activity in relation to this PhD research. Shift/Work as a group is resistant to 

sole authorship for the reasons previously outlined. Due to the collaborative nature of our 

research what I can outline is my role in specific phases of the participatory action research 

cycle for the workshops (based on the cycles illustrated on figures 2&3) that I have 

participated in composing and conducting as part of my PhD research. More detailed 

research of what occurred within each workshop can be found in the portfolio component 

of this submission.  

Shift/Work: Unlearning (2014; 2016; 2017)  

I began working as part of Shift/Work in May of 2014, at this point Shift/Work: Unlearning  

(2014) was in the first act and observe phase of its research cycle. Professor Neil Mulholland 

and Dan Brown had identified the matter of unlearning as a potential concern for the 

workshop and had invited Sean Kaye and Crille Lampa to conduct the composing workshops 

with Shift/Work assisting and observing. After the composing workshops had been played I 

was an active participant in reflecting on the workshops to help with the replanning phase 

that developed the composing workshop score towards Shift/Work: Unlearning (2016). I 

was present along with Professor Neil Mulholland and Dan Brown for the second act and 

observe phase conducting the workshops in person at Listaháskóli Íslands. Further I was 

again an active participant in the reflection phase that followed this composing workshop 

that informed a third cycle of replanning that culminated in Shift/Work: Unlearning (2017) 

for which I was present for the act and observation phases at the Kochi-Muzuris Biennale 

along with Professor Neil Mulholland.   

My participation in these three cycles as a member of Shift/Work that conducted, reflected 

upon, and honed the workshop score for Shift/Work: Unlearning constitutes the practice-

led research that I reflect upon in section 2.3 of this thesis report.  

Shift/Work: Speculations (2017a; 2017b)  
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Based on experiential knowledge gained through conducting cycles of practice-led 

participatory research during Shift/Work: Unlearning (2014; 2016; 2017), I along with Dan 

Brown and Professor Neil Mulholland identified speculation as an emergent matter of 

concern within the workshops and more broadly within visual arts practices and discourse. 

This initiated the planning phase of Shift/Work: Speculations (2017a) participatory research 

cycle of which I was an active participant in. I was then present to conduct the acting and 

observing phase of this workshop, using this experience to reflect upon the playing 

workshops produced and become an active participant in re-planning the playing 

workshops for Shift/Work: Speculations (2017b) which I was present to conduct the acting 

and observing phases of at the Kochi-Muzuris Biennale with Professor Neil Mulholland. 

Beyond this Shift/Work: Speculations (2017a) composing workshop has moved into a 

second cycle which involves reflecting on both the composing and playing workshops from 

the first cycle to help re-plan for future versions. My experiences conducting these activities 

form the basis of my analysis in section 2.4.  

I have prioritised both Shift/Work: Unlearning (2014: 2016: 2017) and Shift/Work: 

Speculations (2017a; 2017b) as primary case studies within my research. For clarity 

regarding additional examples I will further draw on in this thesis report I have participated 

in or been involved with the following Shift/Work participatory research cycles:  

Shift/Work: Decisions, Decisions (2016a; 2016b)  

Shift/Work: Decisions, Decisions (2016a) was initially conceived of as a playing workshops 

composed by participants in Shift/Work: Workshop, Workshop (2012) which was conducted 

in partnership between Shift/Work (Professor Neil Mulholland and Dan Brown) and artists 

Professor Neil Cummings and Dave Rushton. I was not present for these phases of the 

participatory action research cycle, I began participating in the research at the replanning 

phase of playing cycle in 2016. I then participated in conducting the acting and observing 

phases of Shift/Work: Decisions, Decisions (2016a). Based on this experience I was involved 

in the critical reflection phase of the cycle that informed the replanning phase for the 

second cycle of Shift/Work: Decisions, Decisions (2016b) staged in Listaháskóli Íslands which 

I was in turn present to conduct the acting, observing, and reflecting phases of. The 

research cycle for this workshop score remains in its second cycle.  
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Shift/Work: IN/OUT (2018a; 2018b)   

This is the newest composing workshop score developed by Shift/Work. Based on the 

earlier cycles of Shift/Work: Unlearning and Shift/Work: Speculations Professor Neil 

Mulholland, Dan Brown and I identified staging (i.e. the mise en scène of artistic learning) as 

an emergent matter of concern within the previous research cycles and more broadly 

within artistic practices. I participated in the planning phase of the Shift/Work: IN/OUT 

(2018a) composing workshop and was subsequently present to conduct the acting, 

observing, and reflecting phases of the cycle at Basic Mountain in Edinburgh. Based on my 

experiences and knowledge gained through this experience I then participated in a 

replanning phase which led to a new playing cycle Shift/Work: IN/OUT (2018b) of which I 

was present for the acting, observing, and reflecting phases at Sheffield Hallam University 

along with Professor Neil Mulholland. Shift/Work: IN/OUT has completed its first 

participatory action research cycle and will enter a secondary cycle in the future.  

  

Shift/Work: Shift Supervsior Wokshops (2012-2018)  

In addition to the composing workshops outlined above I was also involved as a player in 

the following workshops:  

• Shift/Work: How can we make art that feels like music? (or) Me and You, Us and 

Them (Green, 2012)  

• Shift/Work: Once more, with passion (Sherry, 2012)  

• Shift/Work: Groundcourse (Ascott 2016)  

• Shift/Work: Inhabiting Practice (Anundsen & Illeris, 2018)  

*  

Based on the research process as I have outlined it above and the details provided in the 

portfolio component of this submission, I hope to have made clear the extent and level of 

my participation (and thus authorship) of the research conducted by Shift/Work. I have 

provided accounts from my personal perspective within the workshop descriptions 

contained in the portfolio. My experiences of actively participating in and shaping the 

research also inform the critical contextualisation and analysis I will present in the following 

sections. This analysis is an account but not the account of what occurred within the 

learning environments, other members of Shift/Work will have differing critical 
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perspectives and observations on the activities, as will the participants of the research 

and/or those who played the workshops I attended, or, who may in the future may play the 

scores made available as open educational resources. My unique perspective is as a 

practice-led researcher investigating workshop practices within a visual arts context who as 

an active participant in the PAR cycles of Shift/Work has also used my action reflection 

cycles within my own work to add additional levels of critical reflection on how Shift/Work 

functions and what its actions have revealed through practical engagement with its 

composing and playing processes. What follows are contextualisations of the matters of 

concern underpinning to of the PAR research cycles established and conducted by 

Shift/Work along with reflections on the types of learning and knowledge produced by the 

workshops composed through these cycles.  

2.3. Shift/Work: Unlearning  

“Learning is always paradoxical: even when people try to learn everything, they do 

so in order to know nothing.”   

(Steyaert, 2014)  

Unlearning is a provocative notion. It is easier to say what unlearning is not than it is to 

define what it is. For instance, it is not an antonym of learning (Dunne, 2016, p. 14). Nor is it 

necessarily a negation or rejection of knowledge held or previously established (although it 

is sometimes interpreted as an act of attempting to forget some of these). Instead, 

unlearning requires us to refocus our attention and to question our assumptions about 

explanation-based systems of learning. Unlearning pushes us to challenge and define what 

learning is; when learning is happening and when it is not; what has been learnt (if 

anything); and to ask whether these processes require reconsideration. In this sense 

unlearning is the grain of sand that gets into the machine of institutionalised learning.  

2.3.1. Unlearning Within Learning  

“In order to arrive at what you do not know  

You must go by a way which is the way of ignorance.”  

(Eliot, 1943, p. 29)  
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Jacques Rancière uses the analogy of sand in the machine of learning when referring to the 

work of pedagogue Joseph Jacotot, who is the central case study for his work The Ignorant 

Schoolmaster (1991). The sand analogy refers to an instance when Jacotot provides his 

Flemish ‘Students’ with a book, half of which is in French and the other half in Flemish, 

challenging them to learn French. To his surprise, they do and to a proficient level. In doing 

so Jacotot introduced a grain of sand into the procedural machine of explanation-based 

learning, jamming it. Jacotot realises that he does not have to explain French to them for 

them to learn how to read and write French.   

We might consider Jacotot’s learning experiment as a process of problem-solving as it has a 

deducible aim in mind; but it is not the resolution of having learned French that is of 

importance in the anecdote. Instead it is the journey of learning (or randonn´ee) that 

requires lateral and inventive approaches from the students– those which encourage 

breaking the cycle of explanation –that are of importance.  

Jacotot’s provocation-based approach to learning resonates with the concept of ‘irritants’ 

within arts education, a termed coined by Roy Ascott (2003, p. 144). Ascott was the founder 

of the Groundcourse a two-year long foundation art course taught at Ealing Art  

College in London from 1961 to 1964 and at Ipswich Civic College in Suffolk from 1964 to 

1967. The Groundcourse was predicated on a behaviourist conception of education where 

the intention was “to create an organism which is constantly seeking for irritation” (Ascott, 

2003, p. 155). Here ‘organism’ refers interchangeably to either an individual or the 

Groundcourse as a whole (which would include its students and tutors), which parallels 

with the notion of paragogy as learning processes that are inclusive of students and tutors.  

Ascott has described the need for irritants within arts education as follows:  

"While operant conditioning and play (iO, iP) require contexts for activity that are 
relatively easy to predict and provide, the context for intensifying creativity is less 
straightforward to define. Beyond the draw of a given problem in itself, this will 
depend on the artist’s responses to the irritants he encounters in CAM/L  
(education). The design of irritants of a sensory, intellectual, and social kind will be a 
major task of instructors and catalysts in CAM/L" (2003, p. 144).  

As Ascott suggests, establishing a learning environment and a set of rules for playful 

processes of learning within it is relatively simple to put in place; this is the same in principle 

for workshops that aim to transfer a skill or practice through a playful engagement with it. If 

the environment is established to learn something linear, then if successful by its own 
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criteria it will produce predictable outcomes. What is more complicated is how to create 

learning environments that do not deliver resolutions or predictable outcomes, where the 

learning involved provokes lateral– not linear –processes of learning. If a participatory 

learning environment is propositional and provocative enough it becomes an irritant that 

intensifies a group desire for exploration rather than resolution. This exploration requires 

inventive and unpredictable responses from participants but in doing so can fuel a 

metacognitive interrogation of the matter of concern at the centre of a workshop.  

Unlearning can be a form of metacognitive exploration of learning that attempts to redress  

(or simply avoid reproducing) the inequalities of pedagogy as outlined in Ranciere’s 

Ignorant Schoolmaster. Rancière suggests the inequalities of the teacher-student hierarchy 

are reinforced through the former’s presumption that they are the sujet suppose savoir (the 

subject supposed to know). This hierarchy presumes students need things explained to 

them without acknowledging that this myth of pedagogy is predicated on “the parable of a 

world divided into knowing minds and ignorant ones, ripe minds and immature ones, the 

capable and the incapable, the intelligent and the stupid” (Ranciére, 1991, p. 6). Unlearning 

rejects this parable, suggesting instead that despite anyone’s level of expertise or 

proficiency in a matter there exists a lack within all individuals or communities. Sometimes, 

even often, there is no sujet suppose savoir, and in the absence of such an individual our 

collective ignorance can be negotiated without the need of an authoritative explicator 

delivering sealed units of knowledge which might hinder further or alternative forms of 

exploration and learning from taking flight. This state of ignorance does not need to be 

incapacitating, but instead can be emancipatory.  

If to unlearn acknowledges and embraces ignorance as an emancipatory strategy for future 

learning, unlearning could be understood as a form of “foolosophy” (Dunne, 2016, p. 20; 

Ronell, 2002). Foolosophy is a term coined by Avital Ronell who locates it as a necessary 

part of tearing down the ‘sujet suppose´ savoir’ through the humbling admission of being 

stupid in front of one’s students (2002, p. 55). Ronnell does differentiate between stupidity 

and ignorance noting that ignorance is a corollary of knowing but that ignorance is a blank 

about blanking in which there is a hope that you can get to know its contours and maybe 

move on from it (via Pynchon, 1984, pp. 15-16). She notes ignorance is potentially useful in 

comparison to the crushing uselessness of stupidity. Alternatively, Halberstam does place 

value in the concept of stupidity stating that it “could refer not simply to a lack of 
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knowledge but to the limits of certain forms of knowing and certain ways of inhabiting 

structures of knowing" (Halberstam, 2011, p. 12). Probing where ignorance ends (and with 

it the hope Pynchon suggests it implies) and where stupidity begins is useful when 

considering the notion of unlearning and the epistemological boundaries this muddies.  

Halberstam’s assertions are of specific interest to my approach to workshops as they 

position failure and stupidity as counterintuitive modes that resist the idea of mastery; they 

align mastery with capitalistic notions of success (and thus profit), where failure and 

stupidity resist this quantification and subsequent commodification of knowledge. Within 

higher education this manifests as the mastery of competencies, which many learning 

outcomes are structured around. This valourises skill acquisition and the performance of 

what has been acquired, and the resultant these competencies are often quantified and 

Gradgrindian in nature.  

Halberstam invokes both ignorance (via Ranciere) and stupidity to help establish their 

concept of ‘Low Theory’ which is “knowledge that works at many levels at once” and 

“revels in the detours, twists, and turns through knowing and confusion, and that seeks not 

to explain but to involve” (2011, p. 15). This idea of embracing an oscillating simultaneity 

between knowing and not-knowing, while being involved in negotiating these states, is to 

embrace a foolosophical approach to the doing of our learning. Such an approach 

challenges our collective understanding of practices of knowing, rather than our 

competency within them. It is not about how much you already know about a matter of 

concern but how productive what you do know can become in generating alternative 

understandings and articulations of that matter.  

As Ascott, Rancière, Ronnell, and Halberstam all note, what is complicated in arts education 

is creating learning environments that do not deliver resolvable problems or predictable 

outcomes, but instead encourage and intensify creative collective approaches to learning. 

Composing workshops for pursuing processes of unlearning is a way to make such 

unpredictable– but potentially transformative –processes of learning a realisable aim.  

Shift/Work has identified the workshop as an ideal environment for these explorations as 

workshops currently simultaneously sit within and outwith institutionalized education; they 

are an undercommons that are “in, but not of it [the university]” (Moten & Harney, 2004, p. 

101). They sit peripherally in relation to much of art education’s curricula and its learning 
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outcomes, operating alongside and overlapping with the domains of the studio and the 

humanities, putting each to work upon one another through the act of doing research with 

others.  

2.3.2. Shifting from what to unlearn, to how to unlearn  

In May of 2014 I helped facilitate and observe Shift/Work: Unlearning. The two-day 

workshop was coordinated and facilitated by Shift/Work (Professor Neil Mulholland, 

Curator of Research Dan Brown, and me) as part of the 2014 Annuale festival, the two-day 

event was hosted by Edinburgh Sculpture Workshop. The workshop groups were led by 

Artist Sean Kaye and Designer Crille Lampa.  

During the workshop participants were split into two groups. On the first day, each group 

was tasked with discussing the subject of unlearning with the aim of composing a workshop 

on unlearning that they would then playtest the morning of the second day before the 

groups swapped and performed each other’s workshops in the afternoon.  

The two workshop leaders applied two differing approaches to conducting this discussion.  

Crille Lampa’s group worked through a jigsaw classroom (Aronson, 2002) approach, whilst 

Sean Kaye’s group engaged in a Harkness model of discussion (Williams, 2014). In later 

iterations of Shift/Work: Unlearning staged in Reykjavik (2016) and Kochi (2017), we also 

introduced discussion through the consensus building model H-Frame (Garriock & Watts, 

2016) which is a version of the H-Form (Guy & Inglis, 1999).  

2.3.2.1. Jigsaw  

The jigsaw classroom approach is a model of group work that necessitates each member of 

a group to take a specific element of the subject of study and research into it to report back 

to the rest of the group. The intention is to create a cooperative working atmosphere, each 

member of the group being reliant on one another as they are all “essential for the 

production and full understanding of the final product” (Aronson, 2002, p. 215). Aronson 

developed the model in 1971 as a response to desegregation of high schools in Austin, 

Texas; the aim being to create models for learning that offered equal opportunities to all 

the students involved (Aronson, 2002, p. 216).   
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The jigsaw method aligns with Shift/Work’s principles through its paragogic qualities such 

as “cooperation by design” (ibid) which encourages learners to understand value in peer-to-

peer exchanges. Its emphasis on the collective production of an understanding of a matter 

of concern through the production and sharing of something that the whole group can 

experience also resonates with Shift/Work’s paragogic approach. The jigsaw method’s 

‘cooperation by design’ uses coercion to leverage student participation, it does so by the 

fact that learners who did not contribute would miss out on essential knowledge necessary 

to pass exams. The model is transferable to models of learning that do not relate to 

examination (such as a workshop) but the stakes involved require shifting towards a more 

mutual investment on the terms of the players.   

The intention of Shift/Work’s workshops is to culminate in the co-production of multiple 

new workshops composed by the players present. To hold this intention in-tension (i.e. in 

force) Shift/Work composed the initial workshop score to involve groups composing 

workshops for one another to playtest. If a group does not produce something by the end 

of the composition phase then another group will have nothing to do in the playtesting 

phase of the workshop. We have found this aspect of co-investment and risk to be effective 

for stimulating the production of something by the end of each allotted composition phase 

due to the co-dependent and consequential nature of the activity.  

During Shift/Work: Unlearning (2014) each member of the jigsaw classroom group had to 

spend time individually defining what unlearning was to them. They then contributed this 

articulation of unlearning to develop a collective working definition of the concept. From 

this working definition the group were able to identify characteristics of unlearning that 

could form the basis of an unlearning workshop.  

2.3.2.2. Harkness  

The Harkness method is a North American approach to seminar-style discussion that shifts 

focus away from tutor-to-peer exchanges onto peer-to-peer discussion through the 

introduction of problem setting. Within Shift/Work: Unlearning (2014) this was done 

through asking the group to define “what is unlearning?” the Harkness discussion of which 

was then conducted by Sean Kaye. Guy Williams (2014) places the Harkness method 

historically and philosophically in the lineage of radical American pedagogy. The method 

also meets the criteria of paragogic learning as outlined by Corneli & Danoff (2011) in that it 
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decentres the learning environment and require learners to think about their own learning 

during the process of discussion with peers. It distributes the learning in a non-linear way 

and is dependent on feedback from peers. Furthermore, Williams suggests that the 

Harkness approach is not only a learning method but also a learning culture, one that 

shares a significant overlap of principles with Deweyan pragmatist approaches to 

education. The Harkness method’s progenitor Edward Harkness took influences from 

Socratic dialogue and the Oxbridge model of seminar discussion to create a more 

democratic model of discussion conceived to aid learners to become independent thinkers. 

Like Deweyan approaches to education it attempts to place the pedagogue alongside 

students, to learn with them not to deliver learning unto them (Dewey, 1897; Williams, 

2014, p. 66). Williams goes further to assert that the Harkness method shifts the intentions 

of a learning environment from what is to be learnt, to how it is to be learnt (Williams, 

2014, p. 64).  

Something I have identified in the Harkness method that resonates with my wider research 

into paragogic methods of learning is a trait across many of these approaches, that of 

problem setting. I believe it is paragogic problem setting that performs the ontological shift 

Williams highlights from not only learning what to learning how to learn together. Williams 

provides an example how the problem setting within the Harkness method is a necessary 

form of learning for medical students. This is because they cannot know the whole 

consistently morphing field of knowledge within their discipline and profession so must be 

taught how to independently learn and deductively find answers when confronted with 

problems. The setting of problems and peer-to-peer discussion of how to resolve them 

trains them to think about solving problems more abstractly rather than being taught how 

to solve a single specific problem in only one way. This is similar to the type of problem 

setting Janet McDonnell highlights being deployed by artists and designers that she terms 

“enabling constraints” (2011). McDonnell defines enabling constraints as “devices, 

arbitrary, pragmatic, aesthetic and other which artists or designers impose to create 

coherence in a work or to create a discipline for the working process” (2011, p. 557). 

Enabling constraints are a form of problem setting that constricts the broad field of options 

available to an artist or designer when approaching the production of work, enabling them 

to make decisions from a more manageable and self-selected set of options.  
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Shift/Work: Decisions, Decisions (2016a; 2016b) provides an example of a workshop that 

demonstrates the fine tuning of enabling constraints as McDonnell describes them.  

Shift/Work: Decisions, Decisions (2016) is a playing workshop created during Shift/Work: 

Workshop Workshop (2012) as a workshop that specifically set problems for participants to 

respond to as a means of developing decision-making practices (something the group that 

devised it had coincidently struggled with). I helped conduct the initial version of  

Shift/Work: Decisions, Decisions (2016a) which ran was hosted at Edinburgh Sculpture 

Workshop. It was composed of three decision making activities: Build; Cook; Walk. Two of 

those activities share resonances with verbal notation scores from the 1960s, Alison 

Knowles proposition work ‘Make a salad’ (1962) and Michael Parsons ‘Walk’ (1969). In the 

next section of this thesis report I will more fully explore the shared resonances with, and 

use of, instructive grammar as deployed in Fluxus practices, and the language of structuring 

artistic learning environments such as workshops. Since playtesting the initial version of 

Shift/Work: Decisions, Decisions (2016), I also helped hone and rerun a version of the 

workshop as a singular activity in Reykjavik (2016) wherein participants were in turns 

allowed to select elements from a piece of Ikea flat-pack furniture and then were simply 

instructed to build in groups. What they are presupposed to build is occluded, shifting focus 

onto making decisions about how to build something without a predetermined idea of what 

it should be, this meant they could instead collectively negotiate and decide what it could 

be.  

As McDonnell highlights within her article, within design-thinking practices this form of 

problem setting often occurs via external sources, primarily clients and audiences. Within 

artistic work the enabling constraints must instead be internally devised and set as ordering 

mechanisms, this is the same for independent artistic learning. Both the approaches 

highlighted by Williams and McDonnell have differing intentions. The medical students’ 

approach is deductive, the artists’ and designers’ are abductive, but they share the 

pragmatic commonality of shifting from and moving between the what is to be learnt to the 

how something is to be learnt (Williams, 2014). This provides the learners with the 

independent agency to develop their own approaches to learning for future encounters 

with problems in their work.  

The actions of identifying and setting problems to be learnt from underpins my own 

primary research for this thesis and my collaborative research undertaken as part of 
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Shift/Work. Within my workshop practice and that of Shift/Work, the problem can be set in 

the form of a question; it can be delineated through a set of instructions; it can be 

presented as a game-like structure to be played; or more commonly, as a combination of 

these approaches. Problem setting is potentially a principle that could be added to Corneli 

& Danoff’s list, especially when applying paragogy in an artistic learning context.  

Specifically within workshops I suggest that the problems I, or groups of participants, co-

produce should not be deduced, rather they should be abductive in nature–the 

differentiation being that a deducible problem presumes a knowable ‘truth’ to be sought as 

the answer which will resolve the problem, whereas an abductive problem encourages 

improvisational exploration of the problem that may or may not create a resolution to the 

original concern, but, will necessitate the production of inventive modes of inquiry that 

create alternative ways of apprehending the shared matter of concern which constitutes 

the initial problem. This approach of co-producing problems specifically relates to 

paragogy’s first principle of “changing context to a decentred centre” (2011, p. 3), as 

problem setting is a structuring device that facilitates that principle while simultaneously 

defining the aims of a given paragogic learning environment and the nature of the learning 

that will occur within it. From my experience of doing Shift/Work and in my own workshops 

I suggest that the setting of a problem is the necessary enabling constraint that stimulates 

mutual investment from peers in their co-learning. Ideally if their collective problem is co-

defined and set by themselves this can be an even stronger binding agent. The requirement 

of co-producing a set of problems in the form of an arrangement of workshop activities is a 

commonality across Shift/Work’s composing workshops. Not only does this type of 

coproduction create mutual investment, it also requires a metacognitive engagement from 

those involved with how a shared concern could be collectively explored and learnt from. 

To comprehend and then reify that understanding in the form of a workshop on a specific 

matter of concern requires those setting the problem to have a shared understanding of 

the subject and to have negotiated its meaning. This is what Shift/Work’s composing 

workshops are designed to facilitate.  

In the case of Shift/Work’s composing workshops the problem setting is tripled. The initial 

problem is set by Shift/Work as a group, who identify a matter of concern which is shared 

across visual arts and other disciples, such as unlearning, speculation, or the composition of 

workshops. That problem setting then informs the composing workshop structure, 

Shift/Work produce an arrangement of activities that are composed so players explore the 
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matter of concern through the structures and materials provided; in doing so they compose 

a playing workshop for other participants to playtest. In the process of producing a 

workshop, participants must in turn set further problems for other participants to 

negotiate.   

2.3.2.3. H-Frame  

Having reflected upon the 2014 iterations of Shift/Work: Unlearning when modifying and 

honing the model Shift/Work decided to incorporate and playtest different learning 

approaches to the initial composing phase of the Shift/Work: Unlearning. This included 

deploying the H-Frame (Garriock and Watts, 2016) model in both the Reykjavik (2016) and 

Kochi (2017) iterations of Shift/Work: Unlearning instead of the Jigsaw & Harkness 

methods. H-Frame is a collaborative versioning of the H-Form (Guy & Inglis, 1999) which 

was developed by Andy Inglis of Scottish Participatory Initiatives in 1997. I was made aware 

of this method by my collaborator Naomi Garriock based on her previous work with Andrew 

Inglis. We then adapted it for use in a visual arts context and developed a design identity for 

the workshop.  

The H-form is a method of consensus building that helps players equally contribute to 

discussion, or negotiate the meaning of, a matter of concern. It includes several phases of 

structured writing and discussion activities that collate and map individual perspectives in 

relation to a communal scoring system. The groups involved then collectively aggregate 

their perspectives and agree upon a scale of importance of the factors they have identified 

and deliberated on. When played by multiple groups it offers the opportunity for them to 

display their findings to one another and further identify divergences and overlaps. The H-

Frame model specifically revolves around asking players to draw on their personal 

experiences of workshops to suggest what makes for positive or negative aspects of a 

workshop. The intention being to highlight useful attributes that can be included or avoided 

when translated into a framework for composing future workshops.  

In this sense, the H-Frame approach is a concrete example of the process of reification 

(outlined in section 1.3.3.1.), wherein players negotiate the meaning of an abstract concept 

such as what a workshop is and reify their negotiation as a concrete set of attributes.   
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H-Frame, the Harkness Method, and Jigsaw classroom all make the matter of concern 

underpinning a workshop more tangible. It is these tangible entities that are then 

collectively fed into a calibrator.  

2.3.2.2. Calibrator  

Shift/Work’s use of a calibrator is indebted to Roy Ascott’s design of aleatory devices by the 

same name for students on his Groundcourse. Ascott had his students design calibrators to 

help groups create an “ordered entity out of substances and space in their environment” 

(Ascott, 2003, p. 106) which would equip them with responses to “situations, materials, 

tools, and people” (ibid).   

Within Shift/Work: Unlearning and Shift/Work: Workshop Workshop, calibrators perform a 

similar role to those in Ascott’s Groundcourse; they establish enabling constraints. These 

enabling constraints are produced by dividing into and mapping things from the previous 

activities onto four categories: Helpful, Ideal, Condition, Prohibition. Based on the activities 

preceding the calibrator phase all players from every group are asked to suggest things for 

each of these categories related to a potential unlearning workshop. Everyone playing is 

provided the opportunity to challenge whether that thing should be included or if it should 

be moved to another category. These can be concrete things, such as the unlearning 

workshops should happen inside, or should not involve speaking, that it would benefit from 

having tools, or must have a coffee break. Or they could be abstract qualities, such as the 

unlearning workshops composed should try to be fun, avoid being goal orientated, or 

involve reflection. Once the players finish adding and removing suggestions and agree upon 

what is left in the calibrator the things in the Condition and Prohibition become enabling 

constraints that every group of players must adhere to while composing a workshop for 

another group. They are asked to include consideration of the things from the Helpful and 

Ideal sections to additionally guide their activity.  

The calibrators are effective paragogic devices because they:  

• Aggregate aspects of the learning developed by each group up to that point into a 

shared and agreed upon set of enabling constraints  

• Require all players to negotiate what the nature of their collective learning has 

been and what it will be throughout the rest of the process  
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• Limit the field of options available regarding what an unlearning workshop could 

be by collectively deciding upon what it should involve   

• Make concrete, intensify, and expedite group decision making  

After the calibrator phase of Shift/Work: Unlearning players respond to the collectively 

produced enabling constraints to compose and playtest an unlearning workshop. In the 

next section I will discuss some examples that have resulted from this process.  

2.3.3. Examples of Unlearning  

After Shift/Work: Unlearning (2014), I have assisted in restaging and further playtesting the 

initial Shift/Work: Unlearning composing workshop in Reykjavik (2016) and Kochi (2017), it 

has also been conducted by Professor Neil Mulholland in ITAC (2016), Malmo (2014/16) and 

Kristiansand (2017), and after Sean Kaye supervised its initial iteration he has also 

integrated the unlearning workshop model into Leeds College of Art’s Foundation Diploma 

in Art & Design, staging the unlearning workshops at the beginning of the course for each 

new cohort (2014-16); in turn this means that at the time of writing an estimated 900 

people have participated in the Shift/Work: Unlearning workshop model. I will draw only on 

examples that I have experienced first-hand.  

As outlined previously, when participating in the composing workshop Shift/Work: 

Unlearning, each group of participants produces their own playing workshops that consist 

of processes of unlearning that the other groups playtest. Across the various stagings of 

Shift/Work: Unlearning a couple of themes have become apparent in what types of 

unlearning processes participants devise.  

A common theme is that of inhibiting or restricting the bodies of participants. This has 

included taking selfies while blindfolded (Edinburgh); making a pot of tea while limbs are 

bound to others (Edinburgh); disrupting someone’s ability to complete a simple task, like 

drawing (Reykjavik); and following arbitrary instructions to stage an unfamiliar performative 

engagement with a familiar experience, such as viewing an exhibition (Kochi), etc.  

Such an approach could be an attempt to raise participants’ awareness of their “habitus” of 

“durably installed” gestural routines and “regulated improvisations” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 

78). Elizabeth Grosz highlights (via the work of Félix Ravaisson) that such habits are 
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contractions and compactions of bodily actions, or tendencies and the histories of those 

actions, into present or future potential actions (Grosz, 2013, pp. 221-222). As such, they 

are an “idea in action” (Ravaisson, 2008, p. 59) and are actions by which an “idea becomes 

being” (Ravaisson, 2008, p. 55). Habit is the tendency which shapes how our intentions (or 

ideas) are enacted. Habits also provide us with the ability to negotiate the dynamic agency 

between us and matter in the world which also reciprocally shapes how those intentions-in-

action play out. It is our experience of those processes that allows us to formalise 

tendencies into techniques of action. This aspect of habit offers stability to individuals by 

remaining in potentia and available for application in a world constantly in flux. This 

sentiment resonates with my earlier discussion of intention-in-action, as habit is the 

tendency which shapes how our intentions (or ideas) are enacted. Habits also provide us 

with the ability to negotiate the dynamic agency between us and matter in the world which 

also reciprocally shapes how those intentions-in-action play out. It is our experience of 

those processes that allows us to formalise tendencies into techniques of action. This does 

not mean however that they cannot be actively and critically reflected upon and 

fundamentally transformed. This is a form of learning that workshops provide an 

opportunity for that other forms of artistic learning environments are less likely to host, as 

many of these– such as the seminar, crit, lecture, tutorial, etc. –are engrained with the 

traditional liberal philosophical approach of contemplating abstract possibilities as 

(educational) freedom rather than conducting a learner’s contemplation of these 

possibilities through practical exploration of their capacity to understand them through 

physical acts or experiences that help form the self (Grosz, 2013, p. 226). Practical 

experiences that help cultivate or hone habits of thought and action into techniques and 

approaches to making. The examples I highlighted demonstrate how Shift/Work: 

Unlearning as a workshop encourages players to confront, challenge, and transform their 

habits through acts of unlearning-through-doing. This requires participants to perform tasks 

that necessitate the creation of alternative potential ways of knowing, approaching, or 

acting upon a matter of concern. In other words, the examples I have described suggest 

unlearning could be the critical intervention in and alteration of the habits through which 

we undertake our learning.  

 

A secondary theme of interpreting unlearning has come through playing with the fallibility 

of memory to produce new things, such as: choreographing a new dance to a song by 
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adapting the group’s memory of a dance viewed on YouTube (Reykjavik); simulating a 

journey home from memory whilst sitting in chairs in a car park (Malmö); and taking 

negative experiences to produce resources for the future (Kochi).   

As Jack Halberstam has suggested, learning is “part memorization and part forgetting, part 

accumulation and part erasure.” (2011, p. 83). The outlined unlearning processes exemplify 

attempts to actively engage with forgetting as a strategy for producing contexts “without a 

teleology” (Halberstam, 2011, p. 80); this allows participants to introduce the “chaotic 

potentiality of random action” (ibid) and thus improvisation into (un)learning environments, 

provoking the emergence of alternative ways of engaging with acts of learning.  

2.3.4. Learning While Unlearning  

Whether any participant has ever unlearnt something during Shift/Work: Unlearning is 

negligible. What is of importance is that these sessions have provided the space and time 

for participants to query their own educational practices; to try out ideas about how we 

might (un)learn; to develop new ways of knowing something from peers in this process; and 

potentially transforms aspects of the way they practise their work. In doing so, each staging 

of Shift/Work: Unlearning has provided its participants with the resources and experience 

to restage the workshop independently, or to adapt its approach to their own practices and 

research interests.  

For Shift/Work, each iteration of Shift/Work: Unlearning has contributed to a repertoire of 

playing workshops that illustrate the diverse and inventive ways unlearning can be 

attempted. We restage samples of these playing workshops to give new players in our 

workshop programmes an understanding of how others have approached the challenge of 

composing learning environments for each other.  

Every restaging of the Shift/Work: Unlearning composing workshop has also afforded us the 

opportunity to playtest and hone the workshop’s structure. These reflective refinements 

have been a form of what Bateson would call ‘second-order learning’ which requires “a 

corrective change in the set of alternatives from which choice is made, or it is a change in 

how the sequence of experience is punctuated’.” (Bateson, 1987, p. 298). We have enacted 

this second-order learning by continuing to develop and fine tune how we run Shift/Work: 

Unlearning, altering its structure, incorporating new elements, and experimenting with its 
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arrangement at every opportunity. As such, we are continuing to learn every time we 

attempt to unlearn, with our explorations continuing to influence how we devise our 

composing workshops.  

2.4. Shift/Work: Speculations  

Shift/Work identified speculation as a key element emerging from previous  

Shift/Workshops where it often appeared as an uncritical but unifying ethics and cognitive 

bias within artistic learning and making, one that can be allied with a ‘no-script’ anything 

goes approach to artistic work. Shift/Work: Speculations (2017a) was an opportunity to 

probe the limits of such assumptions. Our aim with Shift/Work: Speculations was to 

formalise and challenge presumptions rooted in art practices being either inherently or 

implicitly speculative; asking instead: what is meant when speculation is invoked? How do 

we speculate? What are its potential benefits and draw backs to researching a subject? It 

was an opportunity for players to learn more about speculation as a matter of concern, 

pushing them to establish when speculation is apt; what constitutes speculation; how to 

generate speculative learning; and what forms of learning this might produce.  

These combinations of concepts and objects within the composing workshop were 

specifically intended to be abductive in nature. As a form of reasoning and cognition, 

speculative thought can be exemplified in – although is not limited to – abduction (Buchler, 

2000; Paavola, 2015; Parisi, 2014). Abduction as a philosophical approach is attuned to the 

“unpredictable nature of fact, thought and experience” (Buchler, 2000, p. 153). It embraces 

our need to be mutated by the journey of working collectively on– and with –objects and 

things. In these processes, we can generate alternative present and potential future forms 

of knowing, allowing us to shape ontologies from which to communicate and mobilize this 

new knowledge as it emerges. As such, abduction is connected to "the irritation of doubt" 

(Paavola, 2015, p. 234). Similar to Ascott’s notion of “irritants” (Ascott, 2003, p. 144), doubt 

can intensify and provoke creative responses to salve the irritation it generates. The 

suggestions produced in this process are not answers, they do not provide certainty; 

instead they provide potential ways of coming to know something more than what we 

already presuppose to know. This active courting of doubt– and in response speculative  

thinking it enables –is an attempt to refuse the rights of specialist thinking (Debaise & 

Stengers, 2017, p. 16), and to side-step the explanations they impose on a matter of 
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concern to open up other possibilities of interpreting and experiencing that matter. 

Opening up possibilities is an intrinsic component of both play and speculation. Like play, 

speculation is highly metacognitive and contingent in nature. Due to this cannot be held or 

completely accounted for and so must be experienced to be understood.  

2.4.1. Shifting Speculations and Expectations  

After the compositions of Ladybird Second Speculations Book, Speculations Board Game, and 

Make Gold were all playtested and finalised as part of Shift/Work: Speculations  

(2017a), Shift/Work then conducted them as Shift/Work: Speculations (2017b) at the 

KochiMuzuris Biennale. Shift/Work (Professor Neil Mulholland & I) conducted these 

sessions and were able to participate in and observe how the new players responded to the 

workshops. Shift/Work: Speculations (2017b) has since been conducted again by Shift/Work 

(only Professor Neil Mulholland) in Kristiansand for students of the Master’s programme in 

Fine Art at the University of Agder. Combining these experiences with the reflections made 

during and after Shift/Work: Speculations (2017a) there are several observations I have 

made regarding speculation.  

 

2.4.1.1. Speculation is Multimodal  

The immanent and varied nature of the materialisms speculation has been reified through 

across the iterations of Shift/Work: Speculations (2017a; 2017b) demonstrates the 

transdisciplinary nature of speculation itself. Some of the workshop compositions have 

highlighted that forms of speculation are broader and more heterogeneous than those that 

inspired Shift/Work to initially investigate speculation. The responses to playing those 

workshops have further exemplified the very different conceptions of matter and 

materialisms between players. This diversity of response provides a rich range of unique 

cadences to each iteration of Shift/Work: Speculations. The initial invite for Shift/Work: 

Speculations (2017a) was aimed at players including and from within and beyond artistic 

contexts for exactly this reason. Shift/Work wanted to explore the limitations and 

potentialities of speculation as a transdisciplinary approach.   

We have noted examples of how this diversity of response has manifested during Make 

Gold within Shift/Work: Speculations (2017a; 2017b) in both Edinburgh and Kochi. The 

groups playing Make Gold returned differing responses to the instructions. In Kochi, one 
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group provided ingredients and directions for rendering a playful proxy for gold out of 

coloured paper, rocks and various other materials. The other group in Kochi used the notion 

of positive memories as the basis for reifying concrete components of those experiences 

which could then be broken down and used as ingredients for producing future positive 

experiences. This contrasted to another group in Edinburgh who listed ingredients for 

making gold as values or adjectives of gold as a concept (e.g. rarity, conductivity, warmth). 

They accompanied these ‘ingredients’ with directions taken from the concrete process of 

acquiring and circulating gold (e.g. prospect, mine, smelt, sell) as metaphors for potential 

interpretations meaning their response to Make Gold consisted of a process of exchanging 

and enacting abstract metaphors. Such use of metaphor is an example of what N. Katherine 

Hayles describes as metaphor’s ability to “connect and contextualize, broadening the space 

of abstract thought by embedding it in physical, sensory, linguistic and cultural contexts.” 

(2001, p. 144). Hayles outlines the relationship between metaphor and enabling 

constraints, noting that metaphor enlarges the domain of possibilities whilst enabling 

constraints restricts them, so the most viable models can emerge. This push and pull 

dynamic makes each more effective (Hayles, 2001, pp. 145-146). Metaphor is a 

predominant mode of artistic making and essential to the philosophical exploration of the 

world otherwise, of a world always in the becoming, of being something else, of flux 

(Bennett & Connelly, 2012, p. 153). Metaphor is essential to the metaphysics of matter, of 

thinking things as they are and as they could become. As such metaphor plays a vital role in 

metacognitive learning processes such as paragogy-as-play; in which what is being played is 

always in a state of becoming and metaphor (both linguistic and material) becomes a mode 

of communication for collectively exploring its emergent potentialities.  

  

2.4.1.2. Scores Aid Speculation  

One of the potential reasons for the diversity of interpretations of the Shift/Work: 

Speculations (2017a; 2017b) workshops is the score’s role in providing consistency and 

coherence to which a range of speculation can be grounded. Whitehead highlights that the 

“character [of speculation] is coherence” (Whitehead, 1978, p. 3). Coherence establishes 

consistency which gives speculative philosophy its logical schema. No abstraction can occur 

without first being tethered to the world it is a part of. In this sense, we can understand the 

scores composed for Shift/Work: Speculations (2017a; 2017b) as the logical schemes which 

provides a basis for abstraction, and thus imagination (of a speculative nature), to take off 
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from and to which they must return. For Whitehead this process is the “true method of 

discovery” (Whitehead, 1978, p. 5). Scores provide the ground from which an aeroplane of 

imagination takes flight and to which it may return transformed for renewed observation.  

2.4.1.3. Meditation as Contemplation  

Another characteristic of the playing workshops composed during Shift/Work: Speculations 

(2017a) was that of meditation. This theme independently– but coincidentally –emerged in 

both Speculations (Board Game) and Make Gold. Meditation, or creating focused periods of 

contemplation, has quickly become a method in workshops and thus risks becoming 

ritualised or habitualised in workshops, making it a prime matter of concern for a future 

Shift/Workshop. My suspicion regarding its emergence (aside from the current prevalence 

of mindfulness practices) is that it signals a need that learners are keen to have fulfilled. 

That need is of creating time and space for contemplation as this requirement is no longer 

being fulfilled elsewhere. As noted in section 1.3.2., the emergence of the artist studio is 

predicated on this same need of time and space for contemplation and the emergence of 

meditative methods in workshops potentially highlights that artist studios are no longer 

accommodating this need. Or alternatively, that individual contemplation of a matter also 

needs to be augmented by collective forms of contemplation. As a “shared context in 

motion” (Nonaka & Toyama, 2003, p. 6), workshop have an ability to offer a collective 

experience of time that is alongside, overlapping with, but separate from the flow of 

standard time. The unique quality of that motion is to be collectively agreed upon by its 

constituents (the players) but this can involve the intensification of experiencing time either 

by slowing it down and expanding it in the form of meditation, or, speeding it up by 

compressing activities into short timeframes to necessitate and stimulate responses.   

2.5. Conclusion: Shift Happened  

My description (within the portfolio) and analysis throughout section 2 of this report has 

provided an in-depth account of Shift/Work’s critical participatory action research 

approach. Specifically, how the introduction of composing workshops into our repertoire 

has signalled a significant shift and evolution in the way Shift/Work operates; how and what 

matters of concern are identified and engaged with within Shift/Work’s PAR approach; the 
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results of such activity and how they exemplify a paragogic model of collaborative research 

and learning.  

  

Shift/Work itself has become more paragogical as an organism; it now embodies the 

principle of decentralisation in the way it is organised and operates. Through this move  

Shift/Work has opened itself up to greater range of potential players, and thus outcomes. 

This in turn has also generated more routes of potential inquiry for us to follow. Shift/Work 

does not claim to represent ‘best practice’ within artistic learning but it has explored what 

this might be; in this process we have produced an array of OERs that can be used, adapted 

and versioned, by anyone to assist or develop their own inquiries.  

  

From a personal perspective and in the broader context of my PhD research, membership 

of Shift/Work (beyond the enjoyment of the practice itself) has provided me with a greater 

understanding of the potential of paragogic learning environments in relation to my own 

individual work, highlighting the capacity for workshops to be the learning environments 

that can host and embody these principles. Being part of Shift/Work has directly influenced 

the critical language and thinking I am developing to communicate how workshops can 

operate, most specifically the use of the terms ‘score’ and ‘composition’. These matters will 

be the focus of the following section, where I will continue to unpack how co-composition 

through notation and specifically scoring of artistic learning environments provide 

exemplative models for paragogic artistic learning environments.  
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3. Models, Notation, and Scoring: The 

Importance of Composing Constraints 

That Enable Artistic Learning   

Within this section of my thesis I will provide a short critical contextualisation of precedents 

relating to the potential of workshops as experimental artistic learning environments. This 

will involve charting the transmission of artistic knowledge in the premodern era in relation 

to more experimental arts pedagogy that lead to the Fluxus movement and the scoring 

practices of artists within this movement.   

  

I will directly reflect upon workshops composed within my own practice, specifically 

Rightness of Fit (2015; 2016); M.V.S.E (2016a; 2016b); and Fool Me, Fool Me (2017). I will 

provide contextualisations of the ideas that informed their production and use my 

reflections on these exemplars to demonstrate what aspects of composing workshops as a 

practice can entail. In doing so I intend to build a case for the matters we should be 

attendant to when developing a workshops practice, specifically the language (as a mode of 

transmission) and identifying materials (in my case scores as cards) that can structure 

learning environment. Specifically attempting to answer:  

  

• How can we critically contextualise the role of workshops in the production, 

transmission and transformation of artistic knowledge?  

• What techniques and practices are important to consider in the production of 

workshops as artistic learning environments?  

• What knowledge has my action-reflection research yielded into honing such 

practices?   

• What value to does this research hold for others intended to critically examine their 

own workshop practices?  
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3.1. M.V.S.E (2016a; 2016b)  

To introduce this section I will now discuss my first individual practical case study. M.V.S.E 

(2016a; 2016b). This workshops score was iteratively developed over two cycles of action-

reflection and its pertinence to the themes of this section is that it is the workshop which 

initiated my interest in Fluxus scores and experimental composition practices as ways to 

structure artistic learning environments. For an account of what occurred within these 

action reflection cycles please consult the portfolio component of this submission.  

I initially became aware of the work Motor Vehicle Sundown (Event) (1960) by George  

Brecht when reviewing Tim Stott’s book ‘Play and Participation in Contemporary Art 

Practices’ (2015) for the Visual Culture in Britain journal. Stott discusses two of Brecht’s 

works within a chapter on “Precursors to Ludic Participation” a chapter which primarily 

discusses the work of artists affiliated with Fluxus, of which Brecht is one. Motor Vehicle 

Sundown (Event) (1960) is a score originally written by Brecht for composer John Cage. The 

score provides a series of 44 performance instructions regarding how to play a motor 

vehicle as an instrument that are to be distributed via cards amongst performers. The score 

also prescribes that it be performed at sundown in a location selected individually by the 

players, meaning that the score can be played simultaneously by multiple players 

distributed across a range of locations, rendering the work unobservable from an “all 

knowing, all seeing” position (Stott, 2015, p. 26).  

3.1.1. M.V.S.E (2016a)  

The impetus for developing the Motor Vehicle Sundown Event (M.V.S.E) workshop came 

through an invitation from MANY Studio’s Graduate Residency Coordinator to compose a 

workshop for a group of three artists on residency at MANY Studios as part of their 

graduate residency scheme. They requested that I produce a workshop that would help the 

three artists become familiar with one another’s way of working prior to a joint exhibition 

they would be having at the end of the residency. This issue provided an irritant that 

needed salving, one that I could identify a matter of concern to explore indirectly. Despite 

sharing a studio space for the duration of the residency, due to the nature of work 

schedules the artists had rarely occupied the space at the same time. I was asked to 

consider how they might learn to work together and get to better understand one 

another’s ways of working during the workshop.  



100  
  

With this criteria in mind, I decided that a workshop located in a car would bring the three 

artists together and intensify their familiarity with one another by altering the nature of the 

time they spent with one another and differentiating it from time shared in the studios, 

with the intention that the workshop would offer the opportunity to alter the collective 

modality of time in order to instigate learning between peers. Based on my research into 

Fluxus artists and experimental composers I decided to version George Brecht’s Motor 

Vehicle Sundown (Event) (1960) score for the workshop. I combined this with posing the 

problem of the players needing to co-compose new performances of the score. While 

Brecht’s original score was intended to be distributed across single performers, each using 

their own vehicle, I chose to invert this aspect and distribute the instruction cards between 

the three players but using a single vehicle. This is one of several adaptations I made to 

Brecht’s score to version it into a workshop, all of which involved opening up the score to 

generative interpretation by its players.  

In Tim Stott’s discussion of Brecht’s original score for Motor Vehicle Sundown (Event) (1960) 

he notes an important point of differentiation between it and another of Brecht’s later 

instruction-based works Universal Machine (1976), which includes generative instructions - 

such as adding, subtracting, extending, contracting, inventing (Stott, 2015: 27). Stott 

suggests that the complexity of Motor Vehicle Sundown (Event) (1960), as indicative of 

other Flux-games, builds from “the application of simple rules and the operation of 

constraints - the instructions cards and the number and characteristics of the cars.” (2015) 

While this account of how complexity builds from a simple proposition is by no means 

comprehensive it does offer a key guiding principle that underpins my own approach to 

composing learning environments; rules, instruction, and simple materials can– when 

articulated effectively –construct complex cognitive events that facilitate play that is 

generative, and potentially transformative, within which instances for paragogical learning 

can occur. Stott suggests that while playing Motor Vehicle Sundown Event involves a 

complex system of play, it does not necessitate what Dick Higgins’ has called a 

‘postcognitive’ (Higgins, 1984, p. 77; Saper, 1998, p. 148; Stott, 2015, p. 27) engagement 

with the human or non-human material entangled in playing the score. Higgins asserts that 

while cognition attempts to describe moves, postcognition generates novel moves, or what 

Craig Sapper calls “novel realities” (1998, p. 148). As such, postcognition necessitates play, 

and as Stott has identified, Higgins specifically outlined that this play should draw the 

individual out of “private consciousness” and instead emphasise “fusing horizons” with 
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others (Higgins, 1984, p. 9; Stott, 2015, p. 27). In other words, for something to be 

postcognitive, it must generate novel and shared realities, in which alternative ways of 

experiencing, considering, and producing something can be made possible through play 

with others. Higgins’s ideas of fusing horizons and moving beyond private consciousness are 

aims that underpin not only my M.V.S.E (2016a; 2016b) workshops but all the workshops I 

produce. Workshops can be (post)cognitive events where intersubjective engagements with 

a matter of concern allows players to move beyond their own cognition, extending and 

sharing their processes of thinking through playing with other human and non-human 

entities. In this process horizons are not only fused but novel realities are coproduced. It is 

in these novel realities (or worlds) that a workshop can become exemplative, facilitating the 

co-production of alternative possibilities for each player to pursue beyond their experience 

in the workshop.  

3.1.2. Unobservable Whole  

Since its inception I have continued to hone the M.V.S.E workshop score (detailed in 

portfolio). The primary aim in doing so is to move the score beyond the initial irritant for 

the workshop (gathering disparate peoples to spend time within one another) and to 

instead focus on the co-composition of a performance as a matter of concern. Acting upon 

critical reflections and observations in tandem with needing to re-plan the workshop for 

new contexts, I tweaked the instructions and distribution mechanics within the score the 

workshop can now be played as an unobservable whole while also remaining generative of 

new novel and shared realities.  

  

3.2. From Model Books to Scores  

Based on my engagement with Brecht’s Motor Vehicle Sundown (Event) (1960) score and 

versioning it into a workshop it is pertinent to explore how we can understand the learning 

generated by such artistic practices in relation to the transition of the premodern workshop 

to the current notional workshop. I situate the link between these two conceptions of the 

workshop in practices of producing, transmitting, and transforming artistic forms of 

knowing through experiential instruction. Specifically, the overlaps of model books from 

premodern workshops to the instructional scores of Fluxus Artists in the 1960s.  
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Until the 1960’s model books themselves had evaded academic scrutiny due to being 

relegated to the status of functional, seemingly banal tools, treated as akin to recipes for 

mixing paint pigments or pattern books used for replicating specific motifs. More recent 

art-historical focus on the objects suggests that they exceed these earlier conceptions, 

instead they can provide a convenient deductive hypothesis regarding how the transmission 

of artistic knowledge occurred within the medieval era (Scheller, 1995, p. 27).   

  

Model books embody and supplement the emergence of artistic ideas and knowledge, 

moving beyond copying and onto the communication of ideas both as an explicit description 

of practices and techniques but also as a companion to supplement the tacit knowledge of 

crafts people of the premodern era. In this sense, model books as a form of manuals, ones 

that notated, codified and externalised the techniques and practices necessary to bring 

artistic ideas into material being [exterius] (Scheller, 1995, p. 16); they were intermediates, 

or exemplars (models) that were a sample of an artist’s work and the knowledge of how to 

others could produce it. Scheller has highlighted how the model book hypothesis has been 

used to explain how similarities in art works separated by time or distance occur (1995, p. 

27); suggesting that the hypothesis must be taken in consideration of itinerant crafts people 

and artists moving around territories taking their model books with them as intermediary 

vehicles of knowledge transmission and circulation (Scheller, 1995, p. 28).   

  

Scheller also suggests via the writings of Robert Grosseteste (1168?-1253) that while 

language usage relating to model books during the pre-modern era was varied there are 

useful clarifications that were made regarding the role of model books in relation to the 

production and performance of artistic ideas. This specifically hinges on Grosseteste’s 

unpacking of the term forma to designate what we would now call a model, he terms such 

models as exemplars (Scheller, 1995, p. 13). The first two definitions Grosseteste provides 

address forma as techniques of artistic reproduction (i.e. copying) but the third is premised 

on the Platonic notion of an idea (Scheller, 1995, p. 15). The Platonic notion of Idea had 

predominantly been subsumed in theological discourse of creation but as Erwin Panofsky 

demonstrates medieval conceptions of artistic ideas arose instead from the projection of 

inner images into matter (Panofsky, 1968, p. 43). While this concept couldn’t be given the 

name ‘idea’ as this term had been pre-empted by theology it can be productively compared 
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to the term (ibid) to help us understand that craftsmen and proto-artists were reifying their 

ideas (i.e. abstract concepts) and processes into descriptions [descriptio] (i.e. instructions) 

that could extend their knowledge beyond themselves (Scheller, 1995, p. 17). It is this 

notion of artistic production that prefaces the Renaissance era shift from discussing how 

the artist makes work to contemplating what gives artists their innate ability to produce 

works (Panofsky, 1968, p. 50), and ultimately to the rise of Art Theory. This shift is 

representative of the emergence and contemplation of concepts of art in 15th century Italy, 

the same one noted earlier as being key to the retrospective sealing over of the role of 

studio over that of the workshop. As I have attempted to outline in earlier sections of this 

thesis, within current visual art practices it is not an either/or dichotomy between these 

two approaches but the exploration of the holistic and integrated zone of where practice 

and theory overlap that is that is of value with regards to the workshop’s current role as an 

artistic learning environment. There is a productive tension in revisiting the relationship 

between conceptions of the workshop and the studio to unpick how the relationship 

between these zones informs current artistic knowledge practices. The return of the 

workshop as an activity upholds this tension, being a site in which the medieval questions 

of how with the renaissance’s questioning of what can be collectively negotiated. Model 

books provide an early exemplar for how such knowledge was be reified and transmitted 

through or beyond the artist, these models are ones that have persisted and changed over 

time.  

  

For clarification, when I use the term instruction in relation to artistic learning I am not 

referring to instruction in the lineage of the South Kensington System which was about 

instructing learners to achieve a standard pegged to an existing range of practices which 

would go onto constitute the national curriculum for art after 1853 (Rawson, 1999) up until 

the Coldstream report and subsequent reforms after 1960. This lineage is tethered to the 

two other artistic models of reproduction Grosseteste identified. Instead, an alternative 

trajectory of thought is to understand how the third conception of model books as the 

communication of ideas (not information) operated as a transmission of artistic knowledge 

through description of potential artistic actions (i.e. practices). This can be best understood 

in a more contemporary sense in relation to the works of Fluxus artists, especially those 

who studied under John Cage on his [Experimental] Composition course which ran at the 

New School for Social Research from 1956 (Kuhn, 2014; Muller, 2015; Krstich, 2016). This 
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course included students (but was not limited to) George Brecht, Dick Higgins, and Allan 

Kaprow, who would all play significant roles in the Fluxus art movement. While the course 

was intended to be musicological it was interdisciplinary and played a key role in 

developing the score-based practices of the visual artists studying on the course and those 

within their peer group. The course historically provides a notable pivot point from which 

Fluxus and Happenings and the “instructional aesthetic” (Krstich, 2016) of artistic practices 

complementary to educational play and experiential learning emerged.   

  

Muller has provided a post-rationalisation of Cage’s pedagogical approach that highlights 

how Cage’s [Experimental] Composition course aligns with Freire’s principles of dialogic and 

co-intentional problem-posing (Muller, 2015, p. 135). These principles are those that aim to 

liberate learners through acts of cognition rather than the transformation of information 

(Freire, 2005, p. 80). While Freire wrote Pedagogy of the Oppressed after Cage’s course had 

run at the New School, it nevertheless provides a useful lens for identifying how artistic 

practices of learning were at the time providing a foundational basis for educational models 

that utilised modes of composing and playing to “balance autonomy with instruction”  

(Krstich, 2016). Combined with Anna Dezeuze’s suggestion that Fluxus scores open up a 

“field of possibilities” (2008, p. 25), we can begin to understand the trajectory of artistic 

practices of instruction returning to aid the transmission of ideas regarding how things 

could be, explored through processes of playing scores to instigate (post)cognitive (and 

potentially collective) acts of learning.  

  

In other words, Fluxus artists–specifically those who produced scores– made works with the 

same intentions as the exemplars of medieval model books. Their scores provide guides to 

transmitting artistic ideas and practices through notation intended to be played by 

individuals or groups. What both the model books and Fluxus scores share is their 

communication of artistic knowledge through instruction that requires practical experience 

of its contents to be fully understood. While Fluxus practices were directly influenced by 

experimental composing practices of the same era, the intentions underpinning their scores 

can be understood in this longer lineage. Further, such instructions don’t necessarily 

prescribe how they are to be followed (i.e. copied), instead they allow for styles of doing 

(i.e. skills, techniques, and habits) to emerge through practical exploration (i.e. playing) of 

the artistic thinking they embody. This is what I consider to be the production of enabling 
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constraints that guide but do not prescribe how artistic learning environments should 

function but are instead open to how artistic knowing could be produced or communicated.  

  

It is this notion of notating artistic knowledge by composing scores that underpins my 

discussion of my own workshop practices in this section of the thesis. I will detail the 

philosophical concepts and learning theories that have provided a critical framework for my 

own work, those that have been generated through practice or as a post-rationalisation of 

it, which I hope can provide an exemplar for how such practices can be established and 

developed.  

  

3.3. Notation   

“It is a mode perhaps more than a practice since it is never truly autonomous; there 

must be a ground of other activity for it to mark, notation designates an experience 

other than itself.”   

(Gansterer, et al., 2017, p. 148)  

Notation is all around us, from recipes we follow or the maps we use, to the scores from 

which the music we listen to are played from. Notation is also the basis of the coding which 

runs your smartphone to display a map to the shop to purchase the items for a recipe while 

it plays some music to accompany your journey. In 2008 Simon Yuill wrote the prescient 

article ‘All the Problems of Notation Will Be Solved By The Masses’ for Mute Magazine. This 

article highlights the links between the experimental music notation practices of groups 

such as Scratch Orchestra and those of open source computing communities. This first drew 

my attention to Scratch Orchestra and to the potential of the collective co-composition, 

notation, and performance of scores within groups.   

Notation is also an enabling constraint, it uses or creates specific vocabularies to 

communicate a specific subject rather than communicating in a vocabulary applicable to all 

subjects. While it is a form of communication, notation is not as broad as communication or 

language. Notation adds restrictions for “the purpose of communicating about something 

specific while intentionally not communicating about something connected.” (Boria, et al., 

2012, p. 8) As such, notation implements abstractions related to the thing(s) it notates, 

rather than the thing itself, this means that notation is open to interpretation. The 
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interpretation of the “semantic content” (Boria, et al., 2012, p. 7) of a system of notation is 

integral to its potential for collective activation. Collective interpretation of a piece of 

notation requires a ‘negotiation of its meaning’ (see section 1.3.3.1), or its potential 

interpretations. In other words, this is the process by which the abstractions of the notation 

are concretised into actions; this process of collective participation in reifying and enacting 

its potential interpretations. This idea is central to my use of notation in producing 

workshops; each instruction within the scores of my workshops guides players regarding 

what to do but not necessarily how to do it. If the how was described in detail the score for 

a workshop would shift from instruction to explanation, from producing potential 

interpretations to requiring the performance of prescribed specific responses.   

Within musical composition and performance, notation that strayed too far towards 

prescription of performance is the reason during the 1960s & 70s experimental composers 

such as Cornelius Cardew, Scratch Orchestra, Morton Feldman, John Cage, Pauline Oliveros, 

and George Brecht, began to explore the potential of open forms of notation, specifically 

interpretative scores. I first became aware of the potential of Cardew’s work in relation to 

artistic learning via the ‘Unknown Outcomes’ workshops of Debi Banerjee & Kirsty Hendry 

initiated in 2015. This series of workshops expanded out of research conducted by Banerjee 

as part of ‘The New Wave: Materials, Method and Media 1970-1986’ research project which 

ran from October 2014 to September 2015 and culminated in an exhibition, workshop, and 

a series of podcasts (Banerjee & Hendry, 2017, p. 3). The workshops responded to archival 

material detailing Ted Odling’s Section V course which was part of first year studies at 

Glasgow School of Art from 1965 to the mid-1970s (ibid.). This element of Odling’s 

pedagogy embodied his interest in lateral thinking and the fields of perception (Banerjee & 

Hendry, 2017, p. 8). Banerjee & Hendry re-enacted and versioned activities from Section V 

into workshops that involved image making, scoring, and movement in response archival 

material. Banerjee & Hendry’s efforts to shift the terms of engagement between archive 

materials and learners were similar to the experimental composers listed, the intention was 

to shift the relationship between player and composer, between player and the material, to 

a more equitable dynamic. On the history of composition and performance during the 

1950s and early 60s John Tilbury (who is a pianist and is a member of free improvisation 

group AMM, as was Cornelius Cardew) said when in discussion with Beatrice Gibson & Will 

Holder “the performers were carrying out orders, carrying out a sequence of commands. 

He– or she – was told precisely what do to and when to do it. So the performer had 
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basically become a technocrat with no (or very little) artistic input.” (Gibson, et al., 2011, p. 

338). He goes on to suggest that the precedent for prescriptive composition practices 

emerged in the 19th Century with composers like Mahler and reached their extremity with 

composers like Stockhausen and Boulez (2011, p. 339). It is the archaic authority of 

prescription, its presumed knowingness, and power over the player the composers wished 

to loosen; it is the practice architecture the experimental composers wished to transform. 

They wanted to shift compositions and their notation towards a flatter, more collective, and 

interpretative relationship, intended to open out the possibilities for how the score for a 

work might be played.  

 

3.3.1. Notation as Worldmaking  

Careful consideration of the grammar of instruction assists in developing a system of 

notation that is nuanced enough to be open to a range of interpretations while remaining 

clear in the intentions it articulates. Such notation is capable of guiding players without 

prescribing the enactment of the processes it invites them to conduct. Producing this 

notation, their clauses, their registers, be it their modes, tenor, or field, be it the processes 

they stimulate, or moods they convey, they involve developing what Boria (et al) refer to as 

a working set of “inner logic” (2012: 9). The inner logic of a system of notation need not be 

‘logical’, it can be eclectic or even absurdist if it is consistent, echoing Whitehead’s 

assertions regarding speculative philosophy (1978), which leads me to assert that systems 

of notation are a useful foil for speculative practices. Notation can host or account for a 

range of entities being a part of the world it builds. This can also be inversely reciprocated, 

if a system of notation remains consistent it can produce eclectic performances. Therefore, 

the workshops I run always produce variable outcomes even though the notation remains 

(relatively) consistent. The inner logic of notation is a form of worldmaking, as the reality of 

the notation is not that of the entire world only a section of it that is abstracted in the 

context of the workshop. This world is a Ba (Nonaka & Toyama, 2003), it is a shared context 

in motion, and the notation is what establishes the world/Ba by allowing for multiple 

players to collectively shape its nature.  

The importance of world making is highlighted in Nelson Goodman’s ‘Ways of  

Worldmaking’ (1978), notation-as-worldmaking is about composing relationships that feel 

‘right’. I consider such notation in a workshop to be successful if, when played, it makes a 
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world in which the players, in their collective play, produce things (e.g. produces new 

arrangements of practices that transform our understanding of a matter of concern). Ideally 

these things will be exemplative and projectible and, in turn, can influence the world 

beyond the world of the workshop i.e. potentially change their practice and/or the practice 

architecture it sits within. It is here that the world which instructional notation makes leads 

to its own end. It ends, as Michel Serres suggested, in invention (Serres, 1997, p. 92).  

Invention is all that the notation I have produced for this research is intended to energise. 

Whether these intentions are meaningful in action only becomes emergent in playing the 

scores with others. Further my intentions as the composer of these workshop scores is not 

the only intention that is in-play when a workshop is being conducted. The intentions of the 

other players and materials of the workshop also shape and potentially change the nature 

of the workshop from its original intentions; reciprocally (and ultimately) it is the players 

who co-define the outcomes of the workshop not me as the composer/conductor. 

Regarding the outcomes of my workshops, this is the difference between something ‘being 

right’ and ‘feeling right’ - as related to Goodman’s “rightness of fit” (1978). ‘Being right’ 

would involve criteria being imposed by the composer and whether something ‘feels right’ 

is gauged by the individual and group of players. Within my practice, each workshop score 

is intended to guide paragogic production of ways of doing and thinking; of more 

workshops or activities for learning; to make more worlds in which to explore how things 

could be otherwise. My system of notation– in the form of scores, constituted by sequences 

of instructions, communicated via the medium of cards – is what holds these activities 

together within my practice, it is what is consistent. It is this consistency that I have honed 

through action-reflection cycles, playtests, discussions, contemplation and most 

importantly learning through a paragogical approach with others.   

3.3.2. Scoring   

Individual instructions on their own may not make a world unless understood in relation to 

a broader inner logic, as such an instruction is sometimes only meaningful as part of a 

sequence, this sequence can be understood as culminating as a score, this score is the 

macro system the micro grammar of instruction operates within it. A score runs a thread 

through each clause of grammar, each instruction, and suspends their intentions 
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“intension” (Cooper & Law, 1995). It is this tensile energy that remains in potentia held 

together until the score has finishing being played.   

My consideration of workshops-as-scores is primarily informed by Lawrence Halprin’s work 

‘The RSVP Cycles: Creative Processes in the Human Environment’ (1969). Halprin asserts that 

the essential quality of a score is a system of symbols (linguistic, graphic, or otherwise) 

which can convey, guide, or control “the interactions between elements such as space, 

time, rhythm, and sequences, people and their activities and the combinations that result 

from them.” (1969, p. 7). Halprin suggests an important function of scores is to release 

ourselves from preconceptions which block creativity and “make possible and accepted 

non-rational means of “getting at” a problem.” (1969, p. 26). Halprin made this point in 

relation to discussion Tarot & I-Ching, both are divination methods but Halprin identifies 

them as being forms of scoring.10 He notes that both Pauline Olivieros & John Cage have 

deployed use of the I-Ching as an agent of chance and control for both the composition and 

playing of scores within their own work (Cage, 1969; Halprin, 1969: 26). For these reasons, 

within my own work– as discussed in my analysis of the workshop Fool Me, Fool Me (2017) 

–I have also been attracted to the attitudes of divination practices such as Tarot and its 

symbolism for its balance of chance, control, and openness to accommodating the world. 

This is partly due to a score’s non-judgemental ability to balance chance and control, to 

require and value play and being played. Halprin also aligns the types of open generative 

scores he advocates for, and those which I understand my own workshop score to be, with 

the role of the “artist-as-scorer” (Halprin, 1969, p. 19). Halprin suggests that the score shifts 

the artist from being a “solitary “hero”” (ibid.) to one who becomes “part of a total 

configuration of all the people involved [in their score]” (ibid.) allowing for the creativity of 

others as well as themselves in the experience and production of art.  

In ‘Number 4’ of Halprin’s twelve characteristics of scores, he also identifies that scores 

oscillate between the past and future, suggesting that “The element of time, is always 

present in score. Scores are not static; they extend over time.” (Halprin, 1969, p. 190). The 

scores I have submitted as part of this PhD are not static, nor are they the final form the 

                                                           
10 A notable recent example of someone using this approach to great effect is Shelia Heti in her 

autofictive novel Motherhood (2018). Within the novel she uses an I-Ching as a scoring device to 

guide her stream of consciousness, establishing a dialogic relationship between it and her in order to 

make meaning of herself in relation to the world.  
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scores will take as they have no final form. These scores will always be in the making and 

forever extending over time. This is because they emerged out of, and continue to be a part 

of, action-cycle reflections and this reflective mode of making and analysing has been 

integrated into their production due to their metacognitive nature. They are intended to 

always enable and guide some form of future action, aligning with ‘Number 11’ of Halprin’s 

characteristics of scores, in that those in my portfolio can “energize and describe or control 

processes.” (Halprin, 1969, p. 191).   

As Beatrice Gibson has asserted, experimental forms of scoring are “models of action”  

(Gibson, 2013, p. 13), or more simply “Notation is a way to make people move” (Tilbury, 

2008; Yuill, 2008; Gibson, et al., 2011; Gibson, 2013). This notion of movement or motion 

resurfaces repeatedly throughout this thesis, being perhaps its leitmotif. But what of this 

movement? How does it manifest? What is the importance of movement in artistic 

learning? I submit that within my research this movement is characterised by play. The 

nature of the score implies itself being played. This play is dynamic and always in action, 

and thus in motion. Within workshops such play can be collective, inter-subjective, and it 

produces things; it is therefore paragogic.   

3.4. Constraints that Enable: On Instruction   

The question that arises is how can such scores be composed? What is it within their 

composition that encourages, or even demands, to be played? How can we set in motion 

the actions of artistic learning? I believe the answers to these questions lies in how a score’s 

“semantic content” (Boria, et al., 2012, p. 7) is communicated. Specifically, how this content 

is composed to be open to interpretation by the players while still encouraging and guiding 

action. This tension between guiding while remaining open is to construct constraints that 

enable rather than hinder. Enabling constraints is a concept from complexity studies, I 

believe the concept is particularly useful when attempting to understand the practice of 

composing artistic learning environments.  

  

Prior to discussing enabling constraints in more depth I am introducing my second 

individual practical case study Fool Me, Fool Me (2017). This workshop score was composed 

as part of an ongoing action-reflection cycles. It’s relevance to the matter of enabling 
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constraints is that the process of producing this workshop made me highly attuned to the 

language of instruction and this practice operates to constrain action in order to enable it.   

  

3.4.1. Fool Me, Fool Me (2017)  

Learning broke my </3 (2017) was the title of a programme of activity, conceived, 

coordinated, and undertaken by the committee of Rhubaba Studios & Gallery, instigated to 

explore their artist-led organisation as a context for learning and knowledge production. As 

part of this programme they invited me to compose a workshop specifically for members of 

their committee to help investigate what constitutes this learning context, and to assist 

them in exploring how they might articulate this through the production of learning 

environments that could further develop and share the knowledge they have and produce 

as an organisation.  

In response to this invitation I composed a programme of workshops that required the 

committee to identify and cognitively map the resources they have at their disposal, or that 

they have created, or those they overlap with. ‘Cognitive Mapping’ is a concept first put 

forward by Fredric Jameson (Jameson, 1988) and revisited by Toscano & Kinkle (2015), who 

both assert that the lack of mapping of social structures hinders political experience and 

action in the same way that a lack of a map inhibits the navigation of a city. (Jameson, 1988, 

p. 353; Toscano & Kinkle, 2015, p. 7). I propose this rationale can be extended to culture 

and the entities, structures, and systems it is produced by or experienced within, or what I 

have previously identified as the arrangements constituting practice architectures. Without 

developing strategies for mapping these entities it is difficult for individuals and/or groups 

to get their bearings, let alone purposefully discover or create new paths for exploring said 

entities. In attempting to map them out we make concrete what otherwise remains 

abstract. Such mapping is topological and essential for artistic learning to occur. Learning 

within workshops requires collectively feeling out and agreeing upon the boundaries 

(however porous, temporary, or ill-defined) of a matter of concern; in doing so players 

demarcate what is the matter (as material for play) and what is not. The value of this is that 

play, as a metacognitive process, requires one to be able to step into and out of 

‘playgrounds’ to allow critical consideration or observation of what is occurring and thus 

adaptions and development in one’s play. As such, it requires constraints (in the form of 

boundaries) that enable (i.e. sanction) exploration of a collective matter of concern, while 



112  
  

also allowing all players to step out of this process at any point. Adopting this approach was 

done with the intention of mobilising the knowledge these resources embody, testing how 

they could be reified and pulled together to form further potential learning environments.  

To facilitate these aims I produced a set of cards predicated on the MAP-it system (Dreesen 

et al, 2012). I first became aware of this approach when reading Liesbeth Huybrecht’s book 

Participation is Risky: Joint Approaches to Creative Processes (2014), and Huybrecht herself 

was part of the group that developed the MAP-it (2012). MAP-it is “the result of a 

collaborative project between research group Social Spaces (Media, Arts & Design Faculty), 

Cultural Studies (University of Leuven), Z33 - house for contemporary art, the Expertise  

Center for Digital Media (UHasselt) and BAM.” (Map-it, 2012). Map-it is a self-described 

“tool for cartography and conversation” (MAP-it, N.D). Map-it was devised to be applicable 

for mapping and exploring both literal and abstract scenarios; most of the community 

examples circulated online, and in the MAP-it group’s documentation, suggest it is primarily 

used for design-based projects, in particular urban planning. Applied in the manner of a 

literal design thinking activity, Map-it has a clear route for applying the ideas and consensus 

that is mapped out and developed during the session. What was less clear was how a more 

abstract act of mapping could inform further activity beyond providing exploration and 

discussion of a set of abstract concepts and relations. What I saw in the Map-it process is a 

concordance with elements of my own approach to developing learning environments, such 

as scenario creation, timed activities guided by instruction, a game-like structure, and the 

extension of player cognition through designed materials. As mentioned before, the 

workshop differentiates itself from other environments of artistic learning by going beyond 

dialogue to produce material things, it is a thing for thinging other things. I wanted to 

explore the potential of Map-it as an approach for cognitively mapping the topology of a 

potential learning context, examining the usefulness of this activity with regards to how it 

could contribute to the composition of further learning environments.  

3.4.1.1. Scenario-Setting  

Map-it is predicated on scenario-setting, Map-it identifies that this scenario-setting is 

preceded by the formation of a research question. The scenario brings components of the 

research question to the fore through scheduling and structuring activities that require 
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participants to engage with the background map and mapping materials they have been 

provided, which in turn correspond to the research question.   

I align Map-it’s scenario-setting with establishing a participatory artistic learning 

environment in that it assists in identifying something as a matter of concern (Latour, 2004) 

and then develops instructions for exploring this concern. The combination of the research 

question and instructions become a set of enabling constraints (McDonell, 2011) that help 

groups of players reify, map, and explore their shared knowledge relating to the matter of 

concern. In this sense, the scenario-setting of Map-it is similar, but not equal to, creating a 

score for a workshop.   

I suspected a Map-it style activity would be of use to Rhubaba as it would bring together 

two concepts of organisational learning to more explicitly address the topics around which 

Learning Broke my </3 (2017) had been programmed. Firstly, it would allow the players to 

negotiate, define, and co-create a “shared context in motion” (Nonaka & Toyama, 2003) 

that would structure their discussion beyond the loose grouping their organisation 

provides, requiring them to focus on how they learn as an organisation and identifying what 

they do, or do not, learn. Secondly, it would enact deutero-learning (Argyris, 2003; Tosey et 

al 2011) by requiring them to identify, metacognitively reflect upon, and creatively select 

and codify the materials implicated in this learning to change how they perceive them and 

potentially transform the way they enact their processes of learning. Doing this was 

intended to help them activate this material to implement a SECI (Socialise Externalise 

Codify and Internalise) model (Nonaka, et al., 2000) of knowledge creation and 

synthetisation in the form of paragogically producing workshops for one another.  

3.4.1.2. The Fool and their Bindle  

To cohere the scenario, I decided to again use playing cards as the mechanism through 

which the scenario would be established and played out. As with the previous case studies, 

my intention was to playtest how clear and adaptable the instructions could be made to be 

applied outwith the initial context of Rhubaba. With these aims in mind I decided to 

develop a stylised set of cards that apply the matters of concern underpinning the 

workshop but in a more general and adaptable manner beyond the context of Rhubaba.   
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I chose to return to the concept of the fool as an agent of ulterior knowledge (Bogost, 2016; 

Dunne, 2013; Gregory, 2012; Ronnell, 2002), specifically an articulation of the fool that joins 

their mythos with the functionality of cards–The Fool of tarot. This choice was partly 

influenced by wanting to produce a visual register of material outwith the context of 

Rhubaba, but mainly because the fool aligns with elements of the activity MAP-It creates 

but speaks beyond the activity.   

Within tarot The Fool is the only card with no numerical value, while also being the only 

card able to learn as it moves (Gregory, 2014, p. 22), the fool is always in perpetual motion 

connecting beginning to end (Nichols, 1974, p. 101). The depiction of The Fool within the 

Rider-Waite-Smith tarot presents The Fool upon a precipice about the step into the 

unknown, simultaneously in and outside of the world and fantasy. They are “stopped at a 

pivotal point on the edge between knowledge and ignorance” (Semetsky, 2009, p. 113), 

armed only with their bindle – said to represent untapped collective knowledge (Gray, 

1960). I produced the instruction cards to the dimension of tarot cards and adapted 

symbolism of The Fool from the Rider-Waite-Smith tarot to adorn the backs of the cards 

and the background map. Additionally, I produced the background map in two parts (one 

for each group), one with The Fool, the other with their bindle, both symbols were 

encircled by half an ouroboros. The ouroboros is the depiction of a snake eating itself, this 

image is part of the symbol that makes up The Universe card in the Rider-Waite-Smith Tarot 

deck intended to depict a unified world and the card which is numerically as far from The 

Fool in the major arcana as possible (XXI). Based on this internal logic the groups were 

asked to rejoin the halves of the ouroboros which when both elements of the maps were 

connected formed a full circle, symbolically demarcating the boundary of terrain being 

mapped by the players, and thus the world they are making.  

Importantly, the fool is a character that is constantly on a journey of encountering, 

apprehending, and traversing the unknown. The question of what the terrain of such an 

unknown could be to co-produce ways to traverse it is what underpins Fool Me, Fool Me 

(2017).   

3.4.1.3. Always in Motion  

One of the key elements I have altered within Fool Me, Fool Me (2017) is to install a stage 

wherein players must agree upon a shared matter of concern which they wish to 
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collectively investigate. This is because in the first instance the initial matter of concern 

(understanding Rhubaba Gallery & Studios as a learning context) needed to be made more 

adaptive. Secondly, it is important for players to negotiate their shared investment in a 

matter of concern that will constrain their field of options and simultaneously focus and 

guide their collective learning.  I have continued to hone the instructions, timings of the 

activities, and visual identity of the workshop. What needs closer attention is how the 

instructions guide players to collectively identify a matter of concern. This is an integral first 

step, if it has not already been defined from the outset, as it is a generative instruction but 

one that requires collective negotiation. What follows is a discussion of how it is possible to 

understand the nuances of honing the practice of creating scores using the grammar of 

instruction in workshops as enabling constraints for learning.  

3.4.2. Enabling Constraints  

Generic constraints that may be perceived as factors that inform production include 

budget, timeframe, and the materials available (Biskjaer & Halskov, 2014). These external 

factors indirectly inform, rather than actively enable, processes of making and learning. 

Within institutionalised arts education, generic constraints frequently appear in the form of 

curricula, timetabling, assessment, and learning outcomes; such factors coalesce to shape 

and guide students’ learning experience. Often these constraints are designed by 

individuals or committees and prescribed by an institution’s agreed regulations, i.e. they 

are externally imposed upon the learner.  

I argue that there is no artistic learning without constraints of some description, at a basic 

level artistic learning is contingent and thus requires context (a constraint) to have 

meaning. This is particularly true of post-Duchampian Art education, in which context itself 

has become a key component of how art is produced and understood. In art education a 

common call that is contra to this assertion is that which is like McHugh’s (2014) advocacy 

for more open-ended time and space for individual exploration not impinged by the 

constraints of neoliberalised higher education. I am not advocating on behalf of such 

neoliberal constraints, instead I suggest we must author our own, lest we have less 

desirable ones imposed upon us. If we can provide a more rigorous account of the 

constraints necessary to produce artistic knowledge we can make more effective 

arguments that advocate for retaining and expanding upon the sites of production and 
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learning within higher education.  Models of arts education that express McHugh’s mindset 

are those which misconstrue constraints as negative impingements not as neutral and 

intrinsic elements of the process of making and learning. Such an approach is fallacious; the 

privilege of operating without constraint does not reflect the profession of making art 

outwith higher education, nor the making of art in any sense.  

Such factors similarly affect artistic processes of production outwith institutional education; 

often in the form of commissions, funding opportunities, project proposals or residencies. 

All the systems which help to shape artistic work are laden with criteria that form the 

shared context, or environment, within which an artist works. This is, in part, why teaching 

art prescribes the arbitrary constraints mentioned above; they are an attempt to prepare 

students for the constraints of ‘the profession’. These constraints attempt to 

rehearse/reconstruct/perform the conditions of production students may encounter 

outwith the institution. This opportunity to play with what the profession might be is 

productive for ‘the profession’ itself as it maintains a critical dialogue which allows those 

studying the subject to have an active role in defining and co-constituting what the 

profession could be, helping the profession evolve and remain dynamic.11  

The broader question such an approach raises for me is: does a learning outcome-based 

approach to artistic learning enable and encourage students to be independent and active 

learners, and thus critical contributors to their prospective profession?   

Learning outcomes are conclusive, they exist at the end of a learning process. They are like 

funnels that learners and their learning are poured through to be decanted into predefined 

receptacles. Instead, we need to consider what constraints enable learners to do, rather 

than consider what they require them to do. The idea of enabling constraints flip the 

process of learning, they come at the start not the end. They are like threading a needle 

before you can sew; they enable you to sew but they do not define what it will be sewn.  

’Enabling constraint’ is a productive oxymoron12, they are predicated on counter-balancing 

ambiguity and precision, on structuring openness (Moreno Bustamante, 2016); in this sense 

                                                           
11 Art is a profession in a way that not all disciplines of education are i.e. English Literature or History.  
12 The term oxymoron itself derives etymologically from oxys (sharp) + moros (foolish). Oxymoron, 

rather than being a mere unintentional contradiction, emerged as the conjunction of contradictions 
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they are pragmatic (McDonell, 2011), as they are principled and deliberate in their fuzziness 

(Rorty, 1999). This specific phrase comes from Rorty being influenced by educational 

philosopher John Dewey in stressing the difference between the philosophies of American 

pragmatism and European metaphysics. He suggests American pragmatism treats theory as 

an “aid to practice rather than seeing practice as a degradation of theory” (Rorty, 1999, p. 

30). This is the sentiment by which I understand McDonnell to be terming enabling 

constraints as pragmatic, enabling constraints attempt to move individuals beyond only 

metaphysical contemplation and into active (i.e. practical) exploration of a subject through 

the fuzziness of the provocation they communicate. It is the lack of precision in the 

provocation that invites and incites investigation. This does not mean that the language of 

enabling constraints is not precise in and of itself, rather the tension expressed by the 

precision of the language establishes and holds open space for collective and 

intersubjective enquiry of the matter of concern an enabling constraint is intended to 

address. They balance prescription and proscription to order complex social systems– such 

as a collective group of learners within a workshop –disposing them towards action and 

providing direction for that action, while providing enough flexibility for varied responses 

(to randomness, i.e. improvisation) which allows and encourages learners to constantly 

change and adapt (Davis & Sumara, 2006, p. 148).    

Constraints, decisive (Biskjaer and Halskov, 2014) or enabling (McDonell, 2011; Moreno 

Bustamante, 2016), deployed as the imposition of order on complex situations to facilitate 

creative or innovative solutions, have been extensively discussed in design studies for the 

past forty years (McDonnell, 2011). Such attention to how processes of production can be 

conditioned and intensified is not as explicit in discussions of art making and education, 

wherein such factors remain implied or assumed. However, this does not mean they are not 

considerations that impact on the processes of making and learning. What differs between 

visual art and design-based understandings of enabling constraints– especially when it 

comes to producing knowledge and learning from this process –is that within design, this is 

often ‘problem-solving’ to produce a solution that can operate within, and affect, the logic 

of the market through innovation. This is not wholly applicable to the discipline of Design, 

Critical Design contests this approach. Nonetheless, design as a discipline also poses 

                                                           

to make a point. It is the balancing of contradictions, specifically purposeful foolishness, that 

punctuate this thesis report.  
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inadvertent problems in the form of what Paul Virilio names ‘integral accidents’ which are 

incidental inventions of design e.g. the design of a ship invents a shipwreck, the design of a 

train invents the trainwreck (2007, p. 10). These problems are self-proliferating, keeping 

design in business as they always require solving, and the solutions often proliferate more 

problems. For art, I suggest enabling constraints are about intentional ‘problem-posing’ 

rather than ‘problem-solving’. In this sense, enabling constraints, specifically within artistic 

learning, assist and guide the exploration of a matter of concern towards the production of 

alternative ways or techniques of encountering and negotiating it for those involved. As 

noted in my discussion of John Cage’s pedagogical approach the notion of problem-posing 

aligns with Paulo Freire’s pedagogical philosophy, Freire suggests that problem-posing 

involves learners critically understanding the world not as static but as being in process 

(2005, p. 83). With regard to my earlier observations regarding notation-as-worldmaking, 

the worlds created by notation are not abstracted from reality (or the world at large) rather 

they are worlds within worlds (or Ba’s) that stage critical and alternative encounters with 

matters relating to the world (at large) and to potentially transform the way we understand 

them. In the process of participating in these alternative encounters, techniques and 

practices are shared to inventively navigate the obstructions that enabling constraints 

produce. In this sense, enabling constraints share overlaps with Roy Ascott’s concept of 

irritants (2003), specifically that they attempt to intensify creativity through obstructing 

ingrained routines and actions of thought, necessitating exploration, and production, of 

alternatives. It is these skills and techniques, gained through the potentially transformative 

experiences from paragogically learning with one another how to navigate such 

proposition, that individuals take onwards with them and can deploy when confronted with 

obstructions that arise within their own practices.  

The process of identifying what could be the enabling constraints that facilitate and 

intensify artistic learning within a workshop, and co-producing them with others, is in and 

of itself an enriching paragogic process. It is one that underpins many of the workshop 

examples discussed within this thesis report, especially in Shift/Work and the workshops 

discussed within this chapter, where peers are asked to co-produce the constraints (in the 

form of instructions or rules) that will enable them, or another group of peers, to play with 

one another and thus explore a pre-agreed matter of concern. Co-producing these enabling 

constraints conditions the “cognitive event” (Malafouris, 2013) of artistic learning within 

workshops, providing it with the necessary coherency and temporary order learners require 
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to understand the materiality of a cognitive event itself as something that can be played 

with.   

Such conditioning of the event of learning is acutely present in Manning and Massumi’s 

discussion of enabling constraints within their project ‘Dancing the Virtual’ in Thought in 

the Act (2014). It is their discussion of enabling constraints that comes closest to my own 

interpretation and use of them within workshops. Specifically when they state that enabling 

constraints are:  

“[..]“enabling” because in and of itself a constraint does not necessarily provoke 

techniques for process, and “constraint” because in and of itself openness does not 

create the conditions for collaborative exploration.”  (Manning & Massumi, 2014, p. 

94).  

They place an emphasis on conditioning (through enabling constraints) to encourage the 

enactment of structured improvisation. Further, they differentiate between stimulating 

emergent processes and programming organisation:  

“Emergent process, dedicated to the singular occurrence of the new, agitates 

inventively in an open field. Programmed organization, on the other hand, 

functions predictably in a bounded frame and lends itself to reproduction.”  

(Manning & Massumi, 2014, p. 93)  

Their acknowledgement of programmed organisation vs. emergent process parallels my 

own differentiation between communities of practice and Ba. Both programmed 

organisation and communities of practice are about the development and preservation of 

existing practices, whereas Ba as an emergent process is attendant to stimulating 

opportunities for new practices or techniques to emerge. Manning and Massumi note that 

their efforts as part of ‘Dance the Virtual’ were to “catalyse movement” (2014, p. 92) 

specifically passages between ways of thinking and doing, similar to Ba as a “shared context 

in motion” (Nonaka & Toyama, 2003), or the randonn´ee (Clegg, et al., 2005) of learners. 

Importantly, Manning and Massumi identify the nature of this passage between peers as 

occurring through technique not necessarily through the content of a practice. It is 

technique that manifests through repetition and exchange, it is consistently emergent and 

able to move across modalities of practice. Similar to habit it is a form of cultural 

improvisation that is emergent, malleable (Grosz, 2013), and multimodal, but additionally 

as a term is specifically etymologically rooted in tekhné– art, craft, skill –making it apt for 
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discussions of how processes of artistic learning are opened up in order to generate new 

ways of thinking and doing that can transgress disciplinary boundaries.  

What all three of these approaches imply, or actively state in the case of Manning and 

Massumi, is that the motion/movement/passage/journey of learners does not occur 

through removing constraints. A lack of constraints often reciprocally results in a lack of 

rigor, intensity, and interest (Manning & Massumi, 2014, p. 93), these components are 

essential if the dynamics within a workshop are intended to establish co-investment 

between peers and develop the momentum of this self-organisation into the production of 

new ways of knowing. Manning and Massumi’s assertions regarding the need for enabling 

constraints echo my advocacy for the purposefulness of the workshop as a learning 

environment, and necessary to balance other modalities of artistic learning environments 

that do not provide the same intensification of thinking and learning. The key to harnessing 

this purposefulness (as a momentum that allows peers to self-organise and co-produce their 

learning) is players in a workshop learning how to co-create enabling constraints that will 

define the rhythm of their collective learning and the modalities through which it will occur.  

The key distinction of discussing how to harness enabling constraints within the context of 

workshops is twofold:  

Firstly, within a workshop (that provides the opportunity for the co-production of enabling 

constraints through which players learn) the intentionality of the enabling constraints used 

are internally agreed upon by the players present; in this sense they are paragogically 

established rather than externally imposed by an organisation or institution of learning. In 

doing so, learners are provided with the agency to self-organise how their, or their peers, 

learning is shaped.  This co-production of a space-time of learning and the materials that 

populate it alongside, but apart, from conventional demands upon the learners allows the 

co-production of enabling constraints to stimulate further reciprocal co-production and 

exploration of novel responses to ‘problem-posing’, mitigating some of the risks these 

responses would ordinarily carry. In this sense, they make worlds within which the problem 

can be played with to facilitate different ways of understanding, exploring, and learning 

from a matter of concern.  

Secondly, for what I have outlined in the first point to occur, a workshop within which this 

happens needs to also be established by a set of initial enabling constraints that demarcate, 
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structure, and initiate the learning environment. These enabling constraints need to be 

composed with the intention of enabling further improvisational co-production of enabling 

constraints. Within my own practice, this initial set of enabling constraints are produced as 

scores that symbolically and linguistically notate processes for co-producing enabling 

constraints (in response to a pre-outlined matter of concern). I articulate these scores as a 

sequence of instructions and suggested accompanying objects and materials, which are 

delivered through the mechanism of cards.   

3.4.3. The Grammar of Instruction  

"The goal of instruction is the end of instruction, that is to say invention.”  

(Serres, 1997, p. 92)  

Something that struck me when I first started composing workshops was the importance of 

being attentive to the language used to shape potential learning environments and the 

processes within them. Instructions have the potential to be not only prescriptive but also 

descriptive, in that they describe what could be done and how it could be done. I noted the 

importance of composing instructions not only in my independent work but also in 

workshops where peers were co-composing activities for one another. Specifically, if the 

language of the instructions being composed was overly prescriptive or too vague, then the 

learners receiving this information behaved as if executing a task to order or were unable to 

follow the instructions in a meaningful way. This often meant that the intended end of the 

activity was predetermined and deducible early on or had no end, this resulted in activities 

that were unsatisfying and had their own internal logic (or lack thereof) which hampered 

the agency of learners to be guided towards improvising and exploring the potential of how 

their learning could develop through their collective actions.   

An example of this within a Shift/Work workshop came during Shift/Work: Decisions, 

Decisions (2016a; 2016b). The first time we staged the workshop we provided participants 

with the components of a flat-pack bench from Ikea without the instructions of how to 

assemble the item. We then provided the group with only the single instruction ‘Build’. Due 

to the items being discernible as constituent of a bench (deducible) the group decided to 

build the bench; while it allowed for improvisation in their play, it did not stimulate it. As 

the name of the workshop suggests they could have made a different decision and chosen 
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to use the materials to build anything, or nothing at all, but the implication of its 

assemblage led them to adhere to the codified nature of the object. The next time we ran 

the workshop in Reykjavik (2016b), we selected a different item of furniture that was less 

discernible. We then distributed the components between groups and provided them with 

the same instruction ‘Build’. This time, the context and materials did not provide a 

knowable whole, the prescriptive nature of the activity was minimised, and the players had 

to improvise and adapt to the randomness of the materials entangled within their activity 

to produce something. In this instance, many produced sculptural assemblages rather than 

anything recognisable as the original intended object of the flat pack. They ‘made art’ 

revealing their own constraints upon their activities and reflecting the context they were 

performing their learning in. Although the grammar of the instruction didn’t alter the 

context and way it was applied, the material it was related to did.   

Striking the balance of a constraint that enables is deceptively nuanced. When attention is 

paid to the language used to generate events of artistic learning, its effectiveness– and 

what it has the potential to facilitate or stimulate –rests (in part) upon the functionality of 

the grammar of instruction. I view my use of this language within the production of my 

portfolio as a practice unto itself, one that I have reflectively honed over the course of the 

PhD and only became aware of as it emerged through the action-reflection cycle of 

consistently composing, conducting, and playing workshops. By discussing the building 

blocks of this material (the clauses that make up this grammar) I aim to highlight the craft 

and techniques necessary to compose scores that initiate the complex cognitive events of 

artistic learning that are workshops.   

John Lely and James Saunders’ 2012 book ‘Word Events: Perspectives on Verbal Notation’ 

provides the most extensive and applicable analysis of the grammar of instruction I have 

found. Their research is based on a corpus of over 2,500 scores, these scores were 

predominantly drawn from compositional practices, especially the work of Fluxus artists 

and experimental composers. This aligns with my own identification of the workshops I am 

producing as overlap and intersecting with the ethos and lineage of Fluxus practices. This 

intersection of examples also overlaps with Moreno Bustamante (2016, pp. 31-33) who also 

identifies the practice of Fluxus artists as embodying the idea of enabling constraints, and 

Tim Stott (2015) identifies the work of Fluxus artists as being precursors to current artistic 

practices that utilise play dynamics within their work. My interest in these practices is 
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explicitly exemplified in my case study M.V.S.E (2016a; 2016b), but as Emma Cocker 

outlines about the lineage of such practices in her discussion of the work of Open City in 

‘R.S.V.P.: Choreographing Collectivity through Invitation and Response’ (2010) the intention 

of such instructional approaches is not to rework or appropriate Fluxus works of the past– 

although there is plenty of material to draw from –it is instead to produce new ways of 

exploring the potential of collectivity through art practice as it is now, which is heavily 

influenced by, and indebted to, the intermedia works of the Fluxus movement and the 

fields they overlapped with or were actively a part of.   

In Lely & Saunders opinion, the most useful form of grammatical analysis for considering 

how verbal notation operates as demonstrated in their corpus was SFG (Systemic  

Functional Grammar). SFG was established by Michael Halliday (Halliday & Matthiessen, 

2004) and focuses on breaking down and examining the function of each clause within a 

sentence to examine how we “interpret language, make choices, and enact social 

relationships” (Lely & Saunders, 2012: 4).   

Using some of the grammatical domains of relevance Lely & Saunders have identified and 

described via SFG– context, register, processes, tense, modality, mood, voice, and 

circumstances –I will highlight how elements of these SFG domains relate to instructions I 

have produced as enabling constraints for my own workshops. While this approach may at 

first appear overly analytical, my intention is to draw attention to– and demonstrate how – 

the nuances and considerations required to create constraints that truly enable paragogic 

learning through instruction.  

3.4.3.1. Register  

The register of the language used in my enabling constraints, and more broadly my scores, 

is a configuration of linguistic choices that give them a 'style'. This 'style' is influenced by, 

and draws from, a range of established genres of instruction that have their own recurring 

grammatical features, such as recipe formats, rule books, wikihows, game rules, classroom 

instruction, etc. This ‘style’ is codified by the grammatical features it deploys that are 

intended to resonate with the prior experience players may have had of similar registers, 

this provides a form of contextual conditioning to their experience.   
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Register is composed of three primary dimensions - field, tenor, and mode. Within the 

instructional grammar of my scores:  

● The Field (purpose of interaction) - is from the composer of the score to its players.  

● The Tenor (nature of relationship between participants) - As the composer can also be 

both a player, and/or conductor, within the workshop the language of the instructions 

has the tenor of instructor. The cards communicating the instructions have the agency 

to direct and affect the players from a position of power (How this is instilled and 

reinforced materially will be discussed in the next section).  

● The Mode (medium of communication) - The instructions are always written, with the 

intention of being read aloud, communicated and structured via playing cards. There is 

an additional range of domains that further affect the grammar of these instructions 

and contribute to their register, I will unpack these and apply them to my own 

instructions.  

3.4.3.2. Processes   

There are three primary forms of process SFG identifies - material, mental, and relational, 

and three secondary forms produced by the primary ones - behavioural, verbal, and 

existential. I will be focusing on the importance of material, mental and behavioural 

processes in my scores. Processes are of importance to the grammar of instruction as they 

order the way events are articulated, representing the event as something located in, and 

unfolding in time (Lely & Saunders, 2012, p. 10).   

Many of the enabling constraints I produce focus on clauses that stimulate creative and 

transformative material processes, these are clauses that instigate actions and changes to 

the world, for example, compose, build, play, write, draw, prepare. Transformative clauses 

change something that has already been created or exists, such clauses can be both 

transformative and creative - such as alter, change, adapt, adjust. This duality between the 

grammars of material processes reflects the ordering of many of the paragogic workshops I 

have composed, in that players must create in order to transform towards refinement of 

how those processes operate and are communicated, following an action-reflection cycle.  

These same enabling constraints within workshops often also imbricate mental processes 

with the material ones. Mental processes focus on forms of cognition and feeling, clauses 
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such as–consider, imagine, forget, think. Such mental processes direct how we might 

apprehend and perceive materials within a workshop in an expansive sense. This is the 

vitality of behavioural processes clauses, to make mental processes more “material-like” 

(Lely, 2012: 20). Instructions that imbricate mental and material processes as behavioural 

ones are those that are attempting to stimulate reification of the abstract into thingness. 

Instructions that employ these types of processes are more experimental as they 

accommodate, legitimise, and enable players to harness a multimodal understanding of 

what can be material in their learning, and as material is open to play. In other words, 

‘material-like’ processes are particularly important to instructions based on creative clauses 

as they allow things to be drawn into the world of the workshop to become material to 

learn through, with, or from. This means the creative instructions can produce materials for 

players to then potentially transform.  

3.4.3.3. Moods  

Within SFG there several types and sub-types of mood, these include imperative, 

interrogative, declarative, and ‘no mood’.  

3.4.3.3.1. Imperative  

My use of creative and transformative material processes in enabling constraints is 

predominantly in the mood of intransitive imperative commands with unnamed agents. 

Transitive clauses include both an actor (the player) and a goal within the process; this 

results in more definition of the ‘what’ a process requires and should culminate in. 

Balancing how much is predefined can determine how enabling or constricting an 

instruction is. Therefore, many of the imperative commands I compose are intransitive, as 

clauses of this nature only include one agent within the process and thus have less 

definition regarding the nature of how specifically a process should be enacted leaving 

room for interpretation and improvisation on behalf of the players. An example of this 

would be the earlier discussion of Shift/Work using the single word 'Build' which is an 

intransitive verb in the imperative mood that proposes, guides, and invites action to 

unknown agents.  

Specifically, I use this approach when providing direct instruction for actions within a 

workshop. Additionally, these instructions are nearly always in the active voice. This is to 
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avoid obliqueness regarding who is the agent of the instruction. In the active voice this 

remains the unnamed agent(s) ‘You’. Lely notes that most of the scores in the corpus of 

their research are of this ilk (2012, p. 20). Lely suggest this is because the implied unnamed 

agent of such scores are 'You', and who that ‘You’ is remains open and could potentially be 

any player(s) that encounters the score (ibid). Within my own work this openness is 

necessary, especially when composing scores that must be able to be played by any 

unknown number of future players.   

3.4.3.3.2. Interrogative  

I utilise the interrogative mood in instructions to generate content, often during the initial 

phases of a workshop. These are commands that request information or knowledge in 

response to the questions they pose. This is especially present in the case study Fool Me, 

Fool Me (2017); within this example initial instructions request players to identify and 

create lists of materials, while other instructions imperatively command the players to 

transform these materials in some way, until eventually the players have assembled new 

sets of relationships between the materials they created in the form of new potential 

workshops.  

Another example of such an approach is exemplified in ‘Make Gold’ (2017) composed by 

Group 3 during Shift/Work: Speculations (2017). The questions are intended to get players 

to create imaginary abstractions or literal versions of gold. Once created the rest of the 

workshop uses imperative commands to get them to collectively unify and transform their 

envisioned gold into a recipe for others to attempt to make. This is also an example of how 

my discussion of ‘material-like’ processes might be enacted to create materials that can 

then be transformed.  

3.4.4.3.3. Declarative  

My use of the declarative mood is rarer than the imperative or interrogative, as this mood is 

used to describe procedure rather than give commands (although they can realise 

commands) (Lely, 2012: 32). I primarily use this mood when providing an initial description 

of how a workshop should be set up and the instructions/actions sequenced. In this sense, 

instructions of the declarative mood are often an element of scene/scenario setting and 

clarification.  



127  
  

3.4.4.3.4. No Mood  

The only mood I do not use within the grammar of my instructions is that of ‘no mood’. The 

reason I mention it here is to highlight a point of contrast. Lely uses Lawrence Weiner’s  

‘MANY COLORED OBJECTS PLACED SIDE BY SIDE TO FORM A ROW OF MANY COLOURED  

OBJECTS’ (1979) as a case study for ‘No Mood’ mood, highlighting that if mood is applied to 

the propositional score then its possible interpretations become limited. Weiner has stated 

that he finds the imperative mood of command to be fascistic and to be “the tone of 

tyranny” (Alberro & Zimmerman, 1998, p. 49). The strength of no mood is its 

indeterminacy, which for conceptual art works is fine, but for enabling constraints to work 

they must constrain in order to enable, for there is also tyranny in structurelessness 

(Freeman, 2002) when it comes to working in groups. Further, for play to be enabled order 

must be imposed (Huizinga, 1949, p. 10). While my scores, and the instructions within 

them, often deploy the imperative mood, it is precisely because they impose order– acting 

as a conductor –that they provide a point of friction that can invite and produce playful, 

contestable, and agonistic engagement with the activities they structure.  

3.5. Playing Cards/Cards for Playing   

Over the course of researching into workshops during this PhD I became intrigued by the 

potential of cards to be mechanisms for ordering and conducting play within workshops. 

Before going onto discuss what may initially seem an idiosyncratic decision pertaining to my 

artistic practice, I will introduce my third individual practical case study Rightness of Fit 

(2015; 2016). This workshop was the first I produced using cards as a structuring device, the 

choice for which I will explore in a wider context after discussing the matters of concern 

underpinning the workshop and the knowledge gained through the action-reflection cycle 

of developing the workshop score.  

3.5.1. Rightness of Fit (2015; 2016)  

I took the title for this workshop from an assertion Elliot Eisner made in his book The Arts 

and The Creation of Mind (2002) regarding how composing qualitative relationships is 

fundamental to the production of art. Eisner suggests, via Nelson Goodman and his book 

Ways of Worldmaking (1978), that the effectiveness of composing these relationships is to 
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be evaluated through somatic interactions with the materials brought into relationship with 

one another. In other words, how they feel, specifically the ‘rightness’ of this feeling from a 

human perspective. Eisner notes that his use of somatic is interchangeable with notion of 

the embodied mind which he draws on from Matthews (1987; 1994) to support. While 

Eisner acknowledges and discusses the impact of artistic perception beyond merely the 

visual, it remains an under-explored and under-theorised aspect of his thesis. Eisner does 

suggest that the pursuit and experience of a ‘rightness’ of a set of relationships is essential 

to improvisation and, drawing from John Dewey, the ability to flexibly purpose oneself.  

Eisner states that flexible purposing is an anti-rationalist approach which necessitates the 

“ability to shift direction, even to redefine one’s aims when better options emerge in the 

course of one’s work.” (Eisner, 2002, p. 77). By any other name Eisner is describing artistic 

improvisation. Eisner suggests that this is a quality of artistic learning that education (as a 

discipline) can learn from; specifically the ability to sustain ambiguity, embrace uncertainty, 

and follow emergent phenomena as a productive position from which to develop one’s 

understanding of a matter of concern and produce responses to it. One point I wish to 

contest in relation to Eisner’s discussion of the merits of artistic attention to relationships is 

that he suggests this form of thinking is based on “judgement in the absence of rules” 

(2002, p. 77). This assertion is predicated on the idea that the making of art is an open-

ended ongoing enquiry that doesn’t have external aims imposed upon it. It also presumes 

that the artist (as a completely autonomous individual) decides when, or has a choice if, 

“it’s done” (ibid). This misrepresents the conditions under which most art is currently 

produced and taught within the context of Europe and the Global North, which is often 

highly project driven (and thus timeline dependent) and funded by criteria-driven funding 

bodies or institutions. Artworks are inflected by the conditions under which they are 

produced, these conditions are socially determined. A more practical consideration of these 

issues is for artists to generate more agency for themselves by defining the constraints 

under which they work or learn to utilise constraints to inform and enable production 

rather than impinging upon it. As described above, constraints– often in the form of rules 

and instructions –are incredibly useful, if not necessary, within artistic learning and work. 

Rules themselves are not inherently negative, it depends on who writes the rules and to 

what end, rules can be enabling constraints when established by an artist and their peers.  

This is something that the workshops as a learning environment allows for a collective 

exploration of. As Goodman asserts, the “rightness” of these how these relationships’ “fit”, 
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especially in terms of a “rightness of design” (1978, p. 133) – which he aligns with the 

production of art –exceeds merely deductive or inductive pursuits of rightness as truth, 

morality, or ethics. Instead, it relates to the composition of relationships that produce (or 

discover) and apply new versions of organising experience. In this sense, testing the success 

of a set of relations is judged based on its rightness of fit within its world, if it feels right (on 

a spectrum of rightness and wrongness) it can become projectible and exemplative, thus 

progressively modifying our habits to face new encounters and proposals, or in other words 

critically produce, reproduce or transform our practices. I intentionally use the term 

exemplative due to its association with Fluxus movement, specifically Dick Higgins’s (1984, 

p. 7) assertions regarding how Flux-games could become exemplative models for 

experiencing the world. This form of exemplative rightness can become key to our capacity 

for cultural improvisation, echoing the points made in Section 2 regarding Elizabeth Grosz’s 

assertions on habit formation as a productive rather than reproductive endeavour. My use 

of projectible is as the specialist term coined by Goodman himself (Bunnin & Yu, 2004, p. 

214) which relates to defining the most valid projection of an inductive inference made 

from the known to the unknown. Whether the practices produced and/or transformed are 

sprojectible does not necessarily infer that they must also be generalised, in most instances 

the developments can be extremely specialist to the point of being idiosyncratic to the 

players occupying the specific shared context in motion which constitutes the workshop. 

Similarly, such specificity does not mean it does not have value beyond the group of specific 

players; for instance, there can be value in the learning players co-create to the wider 

“practice architectures” (Kemmis, et al., 2014, pp. 55-56). Such architectures are 

constituted by the cultural-discursive/material-economic/socio-political arrangements that 

hold a practice in place. Knowing more about practice is not enough to change it, it is 

necessary to have a critical understanding of the conditions (the arrangements) that enable 

and constrain it in order to transform it.  As suggested previously it is the co-composition 

and thus paragogic production of enabling constraints that produce new arrangements that 

step outside of but overlap with these architectures that create the sites and activities 

(workshops) and opportunity to propose and explore alternative arrangements and 

critically reflect upon existing ones.   

 

While Eisner explores the pursuit of ‘rightness’ in his description of how art teaches 

attention to relationships, I suggest there is something to be said for the importance of the 



130  
  

wrongness of fit within this spectrum of experience. I perceive a wrongness between 

relations to be equally useful for stimulating enquiry and artistic learning, the exploration of 

this spectrum articulates the sensation of identifying or composing problems in order to 

stimulate a productive engagement with the feeling of wrongness they produce. An 

example of this would be Roy Ascott’s concept of “irritants” (Ascott, 2003, p. 144). Here the 

discomfort of something not fitting with the world of the learners provokes enquiry that 

requires the learner to play with the relationships presented to them to salve the irritant.  

Ascott describes irritants as being intended to intensify creativity, within the Groundcourse 

– and as I have within Shift/Work –the irritants themselves become models for social 

interactions composed of sets of relationships intended to feel wrong to provoke 

exploration of a potential ‘rightness’. The production of this salve of ‘rightness’ provides an 

exemplative and projectible means for transferring the knowledge produced in this process.  

The composition of the Rightness of Fit (2015) workshop was predicated by the invitation to 

compose a workshop for students on the Masters of Contemporary Art programme at 

Edinburgh College of Art, who were specifically studying a module on curatorial practices 

which provided in a broad sense the matter of concern for the workshop along with a pre-

existing set of practices (i.e. curation) to be critically explored. I decided to apply an 

exploration of the ‘rightness of fit’ of curatorial practice architectures through stylised 

reading activities and discussion structured through game activities. While the notion of 

‘rightness of fit’ is applicable to any artistic discipline it felt particularly apt for composing a 

learning environment for exploring curatorial practices, as these practices are predicated on 

the effects of composing sets of relationships between art objects and subjects to elicit a 

range of intended and unintended experiences and responses.  

With this in mind, I decided to compose activities that allowed the players to use their 

“guessing instinct” (Paavola, 2015, p. 233) to guide their enquiry and allow them to 

experience the ‘rightness’ or ‘wrongness’ of a range of curatorial approaches, positions, or 

ideologies through play with one another.  

Participants from both iterations of Rightness of Fit expressed enjoyment at being able to 

playfully explore contra positions within the structure of the game. Some found the 

discussions with peers useful, some found them eye-opening, and others were occasionally 

unnerved when their peers expressed or asserted critical positions they found to be 
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problematic–whether delivered performatively as part of the game, or, as a result of 

querying their peers after play had ceased to uncover their ‘actual’ beliefs or thoughts on 

the matters discussed within the game.   

What I found questionable across both iterations of the workshop was its potential to 

support ongoing learning and/or produce some form of artistic knowledge. The game 

lacked the production of a concrete outcomes beyond a nominal ‘winner’, whose victory 

was somewhat pyrrhic, primarily only demonstrating a player’s ability to out manoeuvre 

their peers, predicated on the luck of the cards. This issue echoes Krstich’s recounting of 

Allan Kaprow’s distinctions between playing and gaming, in which the latter is predicated 

on victory and defeat, something that ‘hard work’ narratives within schooling reinforces 

(Krstich, 2016). At best the exercise within Rightness of Fit (2015) allowed players to inhabit 

ways of thinking that they might not otherwise experience. While it required them to create 

positions, they were not required to sustain and transform these positions to produce 

something else that could be learnt from or crystallise the discussions into an artefact. The 

activity remained discursive, and combined with its structure as a zero-sum game, the 

negotiations and explorations it facilitated were a subtractive process rather than a 

generative one.   

To improve this element of the ‘Rightness of Fit’ workshop– and provide it with some form 

of usefulness beyond the experiential component of the debates –the activity would need 

to be tweaked towards collective resolution and reification of the discussions to produce an 

actionable outcome, ones that ideally feeds into part one of the workshop to create 

content that could serve as a prompt for further contemplation and action. An example 

would be that across both activities (and potentially additional ones) a consensus is reached 

regarding the methods, principles, and (potentially) content a group would agree to use to 

curate a project. In effect, creating a set of collectively authored enabling constraints which 

could facilitate the production of collectively authored curatorial project.  

My reflection upon what had been unsuccessful within the workshop fed into how I went 

onto compose further workshop models. Within the Rightness of Fit (2015; 2016) scores  

(and the concepts represented within them) were recursively Socratic. In and of themselves 

they are capable of structuring complex exchanges and negotiations but considering how this 

structure can additionally produce materials which facilitate further learning experiences, 
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rather than resolving a winner/loser logic, is essential. To do so requires consideration of how 

the cards could remain instructional while opening up interpretations of how they could be 

concluded.   

The development I made to my practice in response to this reflection was to retain cards 

and their inherent ability to structure time and space into playgrounds (Stott, 2015, p. 140). 

Stott defines ‘playgrounds’ as spaces “necessarily constrained so that different forms of 

play are possible” (2015, p. 140). Workshops as I have discussed them so far are artistic 

learning environments that perform the same role as ‘playgrounds’ within cybernetic 

parlance.  In this sense, developing the Rightness of Fit (2016) workshops helped me move 

towards considering cards as embodying an “exemplative” approach to structuring artistic 

learning (Higgins, 1984, p. 7), meaning the cards and instructions they communicate should 

not prescribe an ideal form, but imply alternatives (Stott, 2015).  

 3.5.2. Cards as Conductors  

The cards reproduced in the portfolio component of this submission contain the 

instructions and concretise the potential of these instructions to be enabling constraints 

through which play is conducted. While cards are in and of themselves meaningless, their 

meaning comes from the signs they carry (Connor, 2011, p. 61); in the case of my 

workshops these meanings are the instructions they contain and deliver. Each card with a 

single instruction remains meaningless by itself, it gains vitality only from the contingency 

and adjacency that occurs when laid next to another card (ibid) and to the players playing 

them in the sequence of the workshop.  

I have chosen cards as the object form of my workshops for specific reasons. Firstly, within 

a visual arts lineage my cards echo the works of Fluxus artists such as Ben Vautier’s Theatre 

d’Art Total (1963), George Brecht’s Water Yam (1963), Yoko Ono’s Grapefruit (1964), or the 

later work Oblique Strategies (1975) by Brian Eno and Peter Schmidt.13   

                                                           
13 Eno and Schmidt were not Fluxus artists but Eno was a notable alumni of Roy Ascott’s 

Groundcourse.  
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Secondly, cards have a cultural history as a form of aleatory technology (Gregory, 2014). 

Cards are sorting machines; our agency can be deferred to them, so we can participate in, 

and adhere to, the play they create.   

Steven Connor states the magical characteristics of cards are due to two key qualities, their 

flatness and stiffness. Their flatness is an act of thinning out a thick world; he attributes 

flattening as an act of making sense of the world (Connor, 2011, p. 49). Just as with painting 

onto a canvas, flattening as an act of thinning-out the world onto a card holds the intended 

world that is flattened onto its 2-D surface in-tension, charging it with potential. Cards 

ability to flatten the world can also be understood as form of flat ontology (Gregory, 2014, 

p. 101). Drawing on Latourian Actor Network Theory, Gregory asserts that cards are not 

relegated as things humans merely use but as actors (objects) that mediate or become tools 

we ally with. Within my own terminology I understand this process to be them conducting. 

They conduct like a conductor conducts an ensemble of musicians, they conduct the energy 

they hold in-tension to the players of the workshop.  

The cards that sequence and communicate the instructions which score my workshops have 

a duality of being objects that bring together or create worlds that they are simultaneously 

both outside of which are outside of them (Connor, 2011, p. 51). They conduct the play and 

are a part of it but are also necessarily outside of it. This allows them to guide but not 

dictate the play of players in a workshop; they are withdrawn entities and so can never 

occupy the role of a ‘subject supposed to know’ which may a human conductor might. 

Gregory (2014, p. 101) cites Timothy Morton (Morton, 2011, p. 165) on the withdrawn 

nature of objects to further demonstrate their agency within a flat ontology. Morton 

deploys the example of how when a coin is flipped it immediately creates an underside that 

cannot be experienced until it is flipped again to highlight the irreducible dark side of 

objects that always remain withdrawn from human experience. This example holds 

especially true of cards and is partly why the card flip as a gesture retains such power. This 

oscillation between accessibility and withdrawnness allows them to order the unordered, 

marshalling the complexity of a cognitive event of artistic learning such as a workshop with 

deceptive simplicity.   

While cards order and instruct, they also embody the capacity for chance encounters. Each 

card in a set delivers a single instruction; combining this with the tradition of cards being 
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dealt and/or sequentially flipped means that rather than the totality of the workshop’s 

score being revealed from the outset, each phase must be responded to in turn as it 

appears. This prevents an outcome of the score being predetermined or worked backwards 

from. It is these characteristics that make cards ideal for artistic learning predicated on 

performing a collective form of play without an intended outcome.   

The stiffness of cards upholds their codification as authoritative entities that should be 

adhered to, and thus are able to structure complex processes of play and learning. As 

Connor notes, “where paper merely receives and carries an inscription, a card announces 

it.” (2011, p. 56). The difference between an instruction that is read and one that is 

followed can be as simple as grams per square inch. The stiffness of cards also gives them 

their playability; their resilience and ability to move and be mobile objects is bound up in 

their thinness and flatness and complemented by their stiffness. The firmness of cards in 

the hand is reassuring and adds to their an objecthood; it prevents them from crumpling or 

being easily bent when distributed or on their journey.   

While the cards I produce are not the sum of the knowledge I have accumulated or 

produced over the course of this research my choice to use them has emerged through 

reflecting on the practice of conducting workshops. For my work they perform an important 

role in structuring the workshops as play environments while allowing me to participate 

more fully in the sessions as they can partially step into the role of conductor. The process 

of designing and producing the workshops scores as sets of cards has been an iterative 

process indicative of my action-reflection approach to this research. Each time I have 

composed and conducted a workshop I have used it as an opportunity to observe their 

effectiveness, reflect on how to make changes to them and then hone, modify, and 

redesign not only the aesthetics of the cards but also the content and sequences of the 

instructions they carry. The cards will never be final objects, they will always be in-the-

making developing and changing with each action and reflection cycle I conduct in relation 

to them. In this way they reflect this thesis as not a being a final or definitive grammar for 

describing workshops, only a version of what it could be.  

3.6. Conclusion  

Through this section of the thesis I have attempted to provide an in-depth consideration of 

the practice of composing workshops. In doing so I have attempted to assert the following:  
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• Workshops practices of knowledge production, transmission, and transformation 

have a long lineage that remains pertinent to our current understanding of what 

the potential for workshops as artistic learning environments could be. Namely that 

they have been, and continue to be, a dynamic site for the dialogic and experiential 

exploration of knowledge. Specifically, these explorations can be experimental and 

generative, producing new inventive forms of knowing-through-doing that can 

potentially transform an individual’s understanding of their practices and the 

practice architecture they exist within.   

• Composing workshops sit within a longer lineage of artistic practices and when 

considered critically can be understood as one in its own right that. Like any other 

practice, composing workshops can be honed and developed. Doing so requires an 

active and reflective engagement with how compose the constraints that enable 

our collective creativity.  

• Based on my own practice-led exploration of composing, conducting, and playing 

workshops during this research, I suggest some of the most integral practices and 

techniques within producing workshops is how we use the language of instruction 

to shape and guide them. Full consideration of this can unlock the workshops 

paragogic and generative qualities as an artistic learning environment. Scores 

provide an ideal medium through which to transmit these efforts. The language of 

instruction and practices of scoring are not unique to workshops but they provide a 

context within which composing workshops can be understood as productive and 

generative of creative social dynamics for artistic learning and forms of knowledge 

production.  
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4. Conclusion  

4.1. Contribution to Knowledge  

In response to the introductory research questions in section 0 of this thesis, the following 

claims can be located for its contribution to knowledge:  

• Through its theoretical methodology this research has brought a range of 

transdisciplinary theoretical perspectives into dialogue with one other to establish a 

critical vocabulary for understanding the historical and current paragogical artistic 

practices of knowledge co-production, transformation, and transmission the 

workshop embodies as an environment of artistic learning.  

• Through the practice itself I have honed approaches to composing, conducting, and 

playing workshops. In doing so, I have produced exemplars– both individually and 

collaboratively as a member of Shift/Work –for how others can also approach this 

practice. Specifically, how to generate paragogic and reflexive modes of collective 

learning, that place emphasis on a transdisciplinary exploration of matters of 

concern, those either identified through reflective practice or through communal 

dialogue with peers.  

  

4.2. A Caution  

I wish to be explicitly clear that while I have critiqued certain discussions of the studio in 

arts education (McHugh, 2014), this research is not intended to advocate against the studio 

in art education and practice. There are useful qualitative studies of the value of the studio 

(Fraser, 2016) that are framed to counter the encroachment of neoliberal space policies 

into the art academy (Gielen, 2012). My intention by producing this thesis was to challenge 

articulations of the artist studio that were not robust or rigorous enough to advocate 

effectively on its behalf. Strengthening this argument means understanding the studio 

without the history of the workshop is like a car without an engine. The workshop has 

always pulled the what of studio contemplation into tension with how of practising. In this 

sense, I place my discussion of the relationship between the studio and workshop in the 

‘poststudio’ tradition (Buren & Repensek, 1979), not as a rejection of the studio but as 
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critical questioning of how it functions. This can be understood in the legacy of courses such 

as John Baldessari’s ‘Post-Studio’ course at CalArts which ultimately involved students 

returning to studio practice but with a greater understanding for the need for collective 

processes of exchange between peers in producing artistic identities, practices, and 

knowledge (Tumlir, 2012, p. 61) .  

4.3. Limits to, and Futures For, This Research   

Despite my best efforts, due to nature of practice-led research I have followed emergent 

paths of research to primarily focus on the practice of structuring artistic learning 

environments. There are thematics identified in section 1 of this thesis exegesis that remain 

under-interrogated. While frustrating these matters of concern indicate potential paths for 

future development of the research. I identify them as follows:  

4.3.1. New Materialisms and Play Dynamics  

I understand these two areas of learning within workshops to be interdependent and 

requiring further investigation. While I have advocated for a critical vocabulary for 

workshops that is mindful of the material relationship between human and non-human 

subjects this matter requires closer consideration (Heidegger, 1971; Latour, 2004; A.telier, 

2011; Storni, 2012; Malafouris, 2013). I understand this relationship to be predicated on the 

paragogic (Corneli & Danoff, 2011) play dynamic (Sicart, 2014; Bogost, 2016) that entangles 

players with the materials of their learning (Huybrechts, 2014) and that this practical 

engagement shapes tacit doing and thinking (Pickering, 1995). More research can be done 

into how the dynamic between human and non-human agents impacts upon one another 

and contributes to the learning that occurs within workshops and the types of knowledge it 

can produce. Evening out our understanding of this dynamic by flattening the ontology 

(Bennett, 2010; Bryant, 2011; Bogost, 2012) between us and the material we learn with and 

through will help make for even more robust advocacy for the role of workshops in artistic 

research and learning as it responds to a gap in current learning theories that privilege 

human subjectivity. It is also a under-scrutinised aspect of arts education more broadly, 

exploring the capacity of the workshop to support learning that supplements the purely 

didactic or dialogic is important to realising and communicating the full potential of artistic 

learning and knowledge.  
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4.3.2. Documentation  

The final shortcoming of this research that I wish to address as a potential route of further 

creative inquiry is the issue of documentation. As Berger & Santone note the 1960s was a 

pivotal era in which important groundwork was laid by artists regarding the shifting 

epistemologies of ‘the document’ or documentation (2016, p. 202). This reconsideration of 

the role of documentation coincides with many of the artist and pedagogical examples I 

have drawn from in this thesis, including pointedly Fluxus (Santone, 2016, p. 266). A 

particularly important shift regarding the practices and theories of documentation during 

this period is understanding it as a “cultural technique” (Day, 2006) that involves the 

creative act of gathering a complex ecology of documents into proximity with one another 

and simultaneously understanding the relationship between them (Santone, 2016, p. 268).   

This is something I have struggled to reconcile during my research. At points I have 

presumed to overburden certain documents with the responsibility of embodying and 

providing access to the sum of the knowledge produced through my practice-led inquiry, 

namely my scores-as-cards. This is an unfair expectation on singular artefacts of my 

practice, which creates a problem I am yet to fully resolve. As this inquiry is practice-led the 

practice is in a continual process of renewal and development and as such cannot be 

expressed by a singular object. Instead for the portfolio component of this submission I 

have gathered ephemera of the workshops that are the case studies from this research (e.g. 

photographic documentation, written descriptions of the activities, diagrams and scores) 

and scaffolded them onto an action-reflection cycle to illustrate their connections to one 

another. This is not the most aesthetic documentation of the practice, nor is it the most 

creative. While I have tasked other players in my workshop scores to explore creative or 

generative forms of documentation, it is something I have failed to fully pursue myself. 

Attempting more experimental forms of documentation and document creation is an 

aspect of my practice that requires further exploration beyond this PhD.  
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Appendices  
A (brief) Glossary  

There are terms I deploy within this thesis that require unpacking and foregrounding before 

you read on. Some are general terms that have specific applications within my research, 

others are specialist terms I am applying in new contexts. They are as follows:  

Learning  

In section 2.3. I devote a large portion of time to discussing the matter of ‘unlearning’ 

(Dunne, 2016). While unlearning is not an antonym of learning it is still worth attempting to 

provide a working definition of what I mean when I use the term learning in relation to 

workshops.  

  

Within this thesis I will discuss the process of learning (specifically within workshops) as a 

potentially transformative experience (Dirkx, 2001; Dirkx & Mezirow, 2006; Mezirow, 1991). 

This transformation is an accentuation of what Gregory Bateson identifies as the basic 

principle of learning–change (1987, p. 287). The type of change learning creates is more 

variable and difficult to pin down. Bateson identifies “motion” (1987, p. 288) as the simplest 

form of this change. He equivocates– on a basic level –learning as being ‘in motion’ and not 

learning as equalling zero movement. The question of what is learning becomes what is the 

nature of this motion? Is it accelerating or slowing down? How does one form of motion 

differ from others (i.e. experiences of learning)? How can we instigate this movement? How 

can we be attentive to this motion to create transformative experiences in learning?  

   

These questions are a recurrent theme within this thesis, especially in relation to the 

sensation of motion when learning is occurring paragogically between peers. Workshops 

are a space-time (or site and activity) or “cognitive event” (Malafouris, 2013, p. 67) of 

learning in which the sensation of motion can be intensified, accelerated, or slowed down 

depending on intentions and dynamic between the composer, conductor, players, and the 

score they are playing.    

  

One of the vital aspects of learning in workshops is the flexibility of being able to experience 

and collectively guide this motion. This distinguishes it from forms of institutionalised 
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learning environment whose motion is dictated by more fixed notions of best practice.14 

Best practice dictates goals to be achieved, or ways of doing to be replicated or adhered to. 

These mandates are supposed to provide the most direct path to what is best for, and what 

is best of, a practice. The examples of workshops I will discuss may also seem goal-

orientated, these goals are merely MacGuffins intended to new winding paths of 

exploration. As Lawrence Halprin cautioned, when matters are complicated or difficult we 

set goals, we then attempt to achieve these goals post-haste through the most direct 

method possible (1969, p. 4).  By doing so we avoid sitting in and finding ways to move 

through the initial difficulty. We trade-in the enjoyment and enrichment found in the doing 

(or invention) of a process which unpicks the complexity of something in favour of a short-

term and false reward that does not resolve or deepen our understanding of the initial 

matter. In other words, we do not learn.   

Artistic Learning  

In addition to the working definition of learning above I will additionally specifically refer to 

workshops as artistic learning environments. By artistic learning I mean a holistic form of 

learning in which learners develop their understanding of artistic matters (both materials 

and concepts) via material processes which augment dialogic or verbal processes of 

learning. Within workshops as artistic learning environments, this holisitic approach is 

intended be experiential and paragogic, integrating head (cognitive), heart (affective), and 

hands (practical) as forms of learning (Gazibara, 2013, p. 74) through the collective 

production of something with others.  

Composer  

When I initially began producing and running workshops as part of my artistic work I used 

conventional terms associated with such sites and activities (including: producing or 

devising, and running, leading, or facilitating). These terms are commonly used but I argue 

there is a lack of critical grounding for why they have become ubiquitously linked to 

workshops. As my research has developed these terms have become inadequate for 

                                                           
14 I am not attempting to establish a binary which suggests that, for instance lectures, crits, or 

seminars, are all rigid in how they feel and the types of learning they produce. Instead, I am 

interested in situating workshops on a spectrum of approaches to learning within which they have 

the potential to be more fluid than most with the types of learning they can host.  
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expressing the essence of my approach, nor are they able to accommodate the fluid 

interchange of roles that can occur within workshops. I choose instead to use the terms 

‘composer’, ‘conductor’, and ‘player’, for the following reasons:  

  

I deploy the term ‘composer’ for human subjects who compose a score for a workshop. A 

score can include an arrangement of instructions, timings, playing directions, and 

suggestions or directions regarding the possible materials/objects (i.e. instruments) to be 

played in conjunction with the score. The composer (or composers) can also designate the 

where and when of the workshop taking place. The composer is responsible for identifying 

the matter of concern a workshop investigates and composing the components of the score 

in relation to that matter. This establishes the context and tonality of the activities that will 

occur within the workshop (i.e. the world of the workshop).  

  

While I have drawn the act of composition from musicological terminology it also has a dual 

application in the visual arts. This is composition as the arrangement of a set of qualitative 

relations (Eisner, 2002, p. 121). This often describes the configuration of figure and ground 

(and other visual components) within a painting, photograph, or image. Within workshop 

compositions, the score has a grounding quality upon which the figure of collective play 

unfolds.  

  

Composers can become conductors of their own scores or play along with the other players. 

In the context of the workshops, I will describe that the role of composer (or composers) 

does not dictate the nature of how a score should be played, instead they compose scores 

that invite players to collectively interpret how they might be played.   

Conductor  

‘Conductors’ within workshops can be human, non-human, or more-than-human. 

Workshops can be conducted by either the original composer of the workshop score or by a 

player who takes responsibility for conducting the other players. They can also be 

conducted by a non-human actor (i.e. the score itself), this is often dependent of the 

materialism of the score. Or, they can be conducted by a human in tandem with the score.  
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At any point a human conductor can also be a player of the score, they need not be passive 

actors.   

  

There are several reasons for my choice of conductor. Firstly, it also initially stems from the 

field of musicological practice, referring to the agent who guides the performance of an 

ensemble of players. This guiding role applies for a conductor of a workshop as someone– 

or something –that guides the play of others. Secondly, conductors are something that 

allows energy to pass through them. In the context of workshops this is the energy that 

runs from the score to the players and back again. And thirdly, it is also intended to invoke 

the conducting of research.   

Player  

My discussion of artistic learning in workshop environments is predicated on this learning 

being a form of paragogy-as-play. Following this, everyone who might otherwise been 

referred to as a learner, participant, or attendee, is instead named a player. Players are 

active in choosing to play, their play constitutes the workshops happening; this choice is a 

response to the invite of the score and the intentions in embodies. Within a workshop 

established as a paragogic context for artistic learning everyone involved can be a player, a 

conductor, or composer.  

  


