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This book is dedicated to Rudolf Arnheim, who has pioneered

the integration of thought and image in research.
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There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,
Than are dreamt of in our philosophy.

Hamlet, Act 1, Scene v
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| Artistic Knowing

An Introduction to the Chinese Edition of Art-Based Research

New professional disciplines like the expressive arts therapies
have applied artistic knowing and communication to the pressing needs
of health, education, and human service professions. Yet when we set
out to examine how art heals, how it solves problems and offers new
insights into experience, and how it moves civilization forward, we have
invariably turned to the domains of psychology and social science even
though it can be argued that throughout history the arts have been the
pre-eminent way of exploring and describing the conditions of the human
psyche.

Artists are aware of how the systematic use of different media
enables them to see, hear, move, feel, and imagine in more complete
ways. Like scientists, innovative artists are always experimenting,
changing, and examining experience. Pablo Picasso said, 1 never made a
painting as a work of art, it's all research. For example, he experimented
throughout his life with different ways of viewing phenomena realizing,
in keeping with classical Chinese landscape painters and advanced
physics, that there is no single and absolute vantage point on reality.

I believe that the current interest in art-based research extends
from the creation of new academic and professional disciplines like
expressive arts therapy which combine the arts with previously separate

domains such as psychology and health. The establishment of disciplines
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that thoroughly integrate art and science in turn generates a need for
approaches to research that that do not subordinate one to other.

In this book I strive to offer many examples of what art-based
research can be. The “research” aspect of this work can be defined as a
systematic and disciplined inquiry utilizing a certain set of procedures
and materials to explore questions, problems, and ideas that art-based
researchers bring to the studio where the arts lend themselves naturally
to this kind of experimentation.

I came to art-based research through the challenges presented by
my graduate students at Lesley University as described in this book.
During the early 1980s the students wanted to use the process of artistic
expression as a primary rather as a secondary mode of inquiry. They
saw artistic experimentation as a method for creating new psychological
insights as contrasted to the more conventional use of psychological
theories and procedures to analyze art. My students were asking me
to reverse the core tenets of the social science enterprise. There was a
cognitive and aesthetic dissonance between the dominant methods of
academic research and what they hoped to do.

In my teaching I conveyed the folly of clinical practices that
translated artistic expressions into words, psychological concepts, and
symbolic systems that were all too often far removed from artistic
expressions. But I had yet to apply this epistemological position to
the lofty academic realm of “research.” In retrospect I see how my
students were a step ahead of me. I resisted at first, but in 1989 I used
my paintings as a mode of research in Depth Psychology of Art rather

than rely on the more distant, second-hand use of case studies. The key
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shift involved the perception of paintings as autonomous phenomena that
lend themselves to examination by the artist-researcher. This approach
departed significantly from the assumption that by researching one's own
art work, the artist is exclusively involved with self-centered inquiry. The
paintings are intimately connected to the artist but yet totally separate.
And even more importantly, the artworks were not simply data to be
studied; they were outcomes that documented psychological insights
generated by the artistic process.

I went even further in Art as Medicine: Creating a Therapy
of the Imagination (1992)* where I used my own artworks and my
experimentation with the process of dialoguing with them as a way of
understanding, documenting, and perfecting the process of creative and
imaginal dialogue. This work helped me to demonstrate how the creative
process in painting, creative writing, dramatic improvisation and other
expressive modalities could be the basis of my research which was
inspired by a desire to explore and present methods that will be useful to
others.

Usefulness has emerged as a key standard that I apply to assessing
the value of art-based research. I urge colleagues in higher education
and the professions to bring research about human experience down to
earth and liberate it from all of the spiraling complexities within the
social sciences used to justify methods outside the comparably simple

and direct methods of physical science. Research needs to be recast as

* Art as Medicine has been translated into Chinese and published by New Road
Publishing Company, Taiwan, 1999.
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something accessible to every person, including artists, trying to learn
about experience and contribute to human understanding.

I have been delighted by the positive reaction to the 1998
publication of Art-Based Research within the academic community inside
and beyond the discipline of expressive arts therapy. I confess that this
was not expected. The response suggests that the world really does want
practical and creative ways of studying human experience that make use
of the different skills, interests, and disciplines that researchers bring to
their tasks.

I am thankful to Wu Ming-Fu for his genuine support of my work
and I am indebted to him for bringing Ar#-Based Research to the Chinese

reading world that I so greatly admire.

Shaun McNiff

University Professor

Lesley University

Cambridge, Massachusetts, USA
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