Bella Kerr: The Wrong Room (lecture dissertation symposium UWTSD 2014)
Thanks you for asking me to talk this morning - you are very lucky to have events of this sort; for those who are confident and committed to the idea of writing the dissertation and for those who are worried.

The title came from discussion, from questioning the idea that we should simply accept the situation, accept that the rules are immutable, unchangeable - from the idea that that what YOU do will and does change things.

In the studio you are encouraged to experiment, to create, to make visual knowledge that moves forward - it may itself have rules, more particularly in design areas, and less so in fine art practice - but your job is to innovate; reframe the problem; to approach from another angle.

In the studios the arrangements for teaching, whether spatial or conceptual, suggest rather more an exchange of ideas, than a handing down of knowledge - the workshop and tutorial should allow for dialogue, and should be places where the knowledge, the work that you produce is considered as central to the learning process. 

This will also apply when you are discussing your contextual or written research - but here in this room, the lecture theatre, the spatial arrangement tells a different story. Here you sit passively and somewhat anonymously, listening and looking to the expert, the holder of knowledge. This is important - the great stretch of art history and the increasing spread of theory and criticism need to be presented to you. They are consumed and digested by your hardworking lecturers and then fed to you in bite-sized chunks. But somewhere this tide of knowledge meets your visual work and your writing, and a dialogue, a valid exchange of possibilities must be negotiated. 

Even as I am writing this, new forums are being created - today is an example – and I’m glad that I’m on that curve – not ahead or way behind – that those around us are constantly opening up possibilities. And maybe a sense of the dissertation being a little in peril has sharpened the purpose of all involved?
But still at this point it may seem that the rules tower over you - academic modes of writing, referencing, research methods, word counts, structure, purpose… The flow, the working method, the creation of new forms or innovation within set forms that you have achieved, or hope to achieve in your visual work may seem to be challenged and compromised by these things. The stories you will hear today should help with this process; they will reveal paths, strategies and possibilities.

I will briefly add some of my story to those stories. I have written 3 dissertations - one for a Fine Art BA - the dissertation was about architecture; the next, for post-graduate study in film practice was about literature; the most recent, for an MPhil pursued through practice and written research, considered visual art, literature and architecture. It's been a long journey. 

I returned to the Preface for my MPhil when thinking about what I wanted to say to you - to consider what I wished to say and how it could be said - here's how it started:

While the Introduction will outline the plan of the written research and explore 
research paradigms with particular reference to the relationship between practice 
and written research, this Preface is a brief history of the development of this 
project.

The issue of an appropriate ‘voice’ has been recurrent while writing. It is hoped that 
whilst an appropriate, but not overly academic, mode of writing has been achieved 
for the main body of the text, this preface has retained a first person voice, in line 
with the notion of the relevance of personal experience and autobiography to the 
visual and written examples used. 

(Kerr 2008: xix)
So here it is - words - how do we use them - as artists and designers? We are usually at the centre of our own visual practices - it is our voice that must be seen, must assert itself within the work - and yet to write we are often required to adopt the anonymity of the objective 3rd person and a language that is not the one we use in the studio. 
It is a negotiation - an ongoing negotiation - these things are not set in stone - you are writing and I have written in particular moments in time. The questions of voice, structure, presentation and approaches should be discussed here (or not here, but in a different room…) and in and through your written work.

I exploited my 'moments in time' mainly  as a result of my ignorance of the rules, and by the knowledge I was developing within my visual practice. I was fortunate, I now realise, to write my BA dissertation just prior to the arrival of digital means, in a period of education that was so much less regulated than the present one. I studied on a course that had no structure beyond term times, intermittent tutorials and a report written by a personal tutor at the end of each term - no modules! We were encouraged to present the dissertation as visually as we wished and to approach any subject. I saw it as an opportunity to turn at an angle to my visual work and satisfy a particular interest by writing a predominantly historical and anthropological study of the housing estate on which I lived. 

I interviewed other residents and added a picture chapter, in line with John Berger's Ways of Seeing. Hand written and then typed up on a non-electric portable typewriter, and written in the context of a very liberal course, we were not bogged down by academic standards of presentation. We literally made, constructed the dissertations by hand, word by word, adding photographs and photocopies, cutting and pasting with glue and scissors.
Art and Design courses have had degree status for less than 40 years of their hundred and sixty three-year history. Edward Bird wrote in a paper in 2000:


For the last twenty five years you might say that Art and Design Education has been 
coming to terms with its undergraduate provision... it was as late as the 1960s when 
there was an attempt to introduce degree equivalent status to Art and Design 
courses with … the introduction of the Diploma in Art and Design, a degree 
equivalent qualification…The DipAD was to continue until the mid-1970s, when (it) 
was upgraded to full honours degree status… This is a very short period compared 
with other academic disciplines, some of which have offered degrees for over a 
century.

(Bird 2000:1)
I wrote my first dissertation in within 10 years of the change to BA status. The written element had been added to courses to provide the academic validity required, but what the art and design dissertation could be had not really been formulated - it was up for discussion and we were permitted, mainly unknowingly, to take ownership and make it what we could. As I studied, art schools were losing independence and being eaten up by polytechnics, which then became or were merged with universities. It is in recent history that this place has become Swansea Metropolitan University (and again UWTSD in the last 2 months!), from being Swansea Institute of Higher Education, and previously 'the tech' and Swansea College of Art. I studied first at Central School of Art, at present still an art school, though merged with St Martins and into the 'University' of the Arts London, then at Hornsey College of Art, famous for its radicalism in the 60s, by my time almost eaten up by Middlesex Poly, which became Middlesexx University. I then studied at Goldsmiths - its status permitting it to remain a distinct college of London University. I studied in periods of constant change - you are doing the same.

I started my MPhil here as a piece of written research, but presented it as both practice-based and written research - writing this in the Preface:

As the writing progressed, the ideas that grew with it needed to be answered not 
only through writing, but also through the making of visual work: something I had 
intended, but had not known how to plan. I had, in part, initiated the project to 
develop my writing and research skills, but found that a response to the 
investigation was becoming evident in the drawings I was making; this in turn 
suggesting one or more large-scale 3D constructions for each of the chapters.

My coy phrase 'did not know how to plan this' was code for 'I was given a hard time about making practice-based research'. My supervisor came to me afterwards with the news that he had had to rewrite the guidelines for research as a result of what I had done - and at the request of my very sympathetic external examiners. By just doing it I had pushed forward, within this institution, the validity of practice-based research - in the last 10 years the wider acceptance of visual or practice-led research, beyond certain select institutions has and is being fought for at post-graduate level. This should - must - impact on undergraduate study - what you do now will change the argument, the practice, the rules, if you wish it to.

But how?  To return my Preface - issues such as 'voice' have been wound through discussions of research for a long time - and here it gets a bit technical - but only with the intention de-mystify! In the Introduction I was required to have a section entitled ‘Paradigms of Qualitative Research’, I wrote:
The initial question indicates from the outset that the relationship between the 
written word and visual artefacts was central to the investigation and (should) 
therefore be mirrored in the methodology of the research.

I was writing about visual art, architecture and literature - words and objects - it seems sensible I that I could consider making with words and objects in response - but what I was about to do in both arenas had to be validated with the context of research… 

The design of this thesis was devised with reference to qualitative research 
paradigms... 

Denzin and Lincoln provide a general definition of qualitative research, which 
explicitly acknowledges the validity of an arts-based inquiry adopting the methods, 
materials and processes of areas of visual art practice as a form of research, making 
it possible to place the combined manifestations of this research within an 
appropriate paradigm. 

In other words if anthropologists and others were willing to use art to investigate and express their research - surely artists could, too? Denzin and Lincoln wrote:

Three interconnected, generic activities define the qualitative research process. They go by a variety of different labels, including theory, analysis, ontology, epistemology and methodology. 

(Oh dear! but read on…)

Behind these terms stands the personal biography of the researcher, who speaks from a particular class, gender, racial, cultural and ethnic community perspective. The gendered, multiculturally situated researcher approaches the world with a set of ideas, a framework (theory, ontology) that specifies a set of questions (epistemology) that he or she then examines in specific ways (methodology, analysis). That is, the researcher collects empirical materials bearing on the question and then analyzes and writes about those materials.

(Denzin & Lincoln 2005: 21)

I wrote:


Art has long been associated with individual or personal ontological inquiry. 
(ontology - the nature of being - how we are in the world). 

Two and three-dimensional artefacts of all sorts from painting to ceramics or 
architecture carry ideas about the nature of being through form, image, scale, 
texture, etc., addressing the viewer physically and visually, with proposals about the 
nature of the artist’s experience of the world. The role of the artist as an individual 
seeking and creating knowledge ensures a subjective epistemological viewpoint 
(Epistemology is the theory of knowledge, esp. with regard to its methods, validity, and scope. Epistemology is the investigation of what distinguishes justified belief from opinion - so using 'I', the first person is not an excuse to lapse into unsubstantiated opinion - 'I like it because it's good' - but to build a picture, an argument from a personal perspective.)

In terms of methodology the visual artist’s practice may be seen to be  
hermeneutical 
and dialectical, (that is) concerned with interpretation and 
discussion, and it may be seen, therefore, that many practices fit the characteristics 
of constructivist research. As Denzin & Lincoln (2005: 209) note: “In former eras, the 
only appropriate ‘voice’ was the ‘voice from nowhere’ – the ‘pure presence’ of 
representation…” Borrowing from creative activities, amongst other strategies, has 
reversed this viewpoint almost entirely, so that without the authenticating voice and 
presence of the writer or maker the work, research or art, lacks a required validity. 
This idea is central to much of contemporary art and has in one way or another been 
present in evaluation of art and artefacts over a much longer period (think of the 
artist’s signature and the efforts made to authenticate paintings).

(Kerr 2008:2-5)

I chose not to write in the first person, but could have used this argument to do so: I am an artist - the artist as situated individual has a valid and authentic voice - I will use it. You probably already know what you want to write about - or you might not think that you do - but nevertheless you probably have it in front of you - within your practice or elsewhere - look around … I wrote in my Preface that:


The writing of this study started at my bookshelf, and the parallels and connections 
that became increasingly evident between the novels it contains and the work of 
visual artists, seen in exhibition and then stored and discussed in the catalogues on 
my shelves.

(Kerr 2008: xix)

What I saw was that the things that interested me were already there - I actually owned them, or representations of them - I just had to dig up the half visible evidence - not dust off too much soil, as that was an essential element - the context - and then draw the lines between and around the evidence - while explaining how and why I was doing what I doing. Denzin and Lincoln use the metaphor of quilt maker to describe the qualitative researcher, or possibly they are using the term literally, meaning that the quilt maker can be the researcher, the quilt the research.

The qualitative researcher may be described using multiple and gendered images: scientist, naturalist, field-worker, journalist, social critic, artist, performer, jazz musician, filmmaker, quiltmaker, essayist. The many methodological practices of qualitative research may be viewed as soft science, journalism, ethnography, bricolage, quilt making or montage. The researcher, in turn, may be seen as a bricoleur, as a maker of quilts, or, as in filmmaking, a person who assembles images into montages.

(Denzin & Lincoln 2005: 4)

If you can make films, textiles, paintings you can make writing - you can cross reference the subject of your investigations and the methods if you wish - all artists and designers are bricoleurs - in French literally - 'handymen' - handy people!

So maybe we are in the wrong room - if we are to make things - we need a desk, a workbench - discussion, experimentation and innovation - you need to assert your voice in the way that you choose. Here, now, in this place, there are discussions about whether you should write a dissertation at all - I think the speakers today will provide the evidence that you should - but join the debate - with an informed opinion, a 'justified belief' that may reshape the rules here and beyond.
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