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Abstract 
 

This research was informed by my personal experience of what I have come to call creative 

“stuckness.” After graduating in 2004 with a Bachelor of Visual Arts, I struggled to find my 

way in the art world. I discovered I was not alone but part of a disenchanted community of 

“stuck” artists. Despite this being a common experience, I found there was a significant gap in 

the research and literature about what life is like for visual and fine art graduates and the 

challenges they may face. 

 

This project inquired into the experiences around creative “stuckness” of three visual and fine 

art graduates. The MIECAT form of inquiry was adapted in a series of companioning 

sessions. An emergent, multi-modal and arts-based research approach informed all aspects of 

data generation and meaning making. Collaborative and participatory ways of knowing 

underpin how this research was conducted. As I was part of the same community as the 

participants, my experience began to impact on the research. I used art to make sense of this 

experience and eventually reflexivity became an important tool that enabled me to insert my 

own voice into the project. The MIECAT procedure of intersubjective responding became pivotal 

as I negotiated my role as a researcher who was also a creatively “stuck” artist.  

 

The study found that the participants were dissatisfied with the lack of or type of art making 

in their lives. The sheer practicalities of earning a living impacted upon their abilities to make 

both the time and space needed to develop arts practices. However the notion of developing 

an arts practice and an artist identity was also important. Cultural perceptions and education 

about art in relation to aesthetics, value and quality also seemed to lead to unrealistic 

expectations about much of the artwork they produced, both before and during this project. 

The MIECAT form of inquiry assisted the participants in identifying patterns of behaviour 

around their “stuckness” and in developing choices for preferred ways of being creative in 

their lives. 

 

This research project demonstrates the importance of inquiring into creative “stuckness.” 

It highlights the value of collaboration in art making and the role of intersubjective 

responding. It also reinforces the benefit of art making for personal wellbeing and as a way of 

knowing.  
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 Art is a Road Back; and, like all roads back, it is a road forward, for it leads not to a 

 past, accomplished somewhere back there, but to the past within us. It offers a road 

 back to experiencing, to a quickening of the senses, to a fuller realization of our 

 humanity, and to a wholeness which is our real heritage (Dudley, Faricy & Rice, 1978, 

 p. 476).
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Introduction 
 

The Research Topic  

The research topic emerged out of experiential learning scenarios that were undertaken as a 

part of the MIECAT Masters Program. In mid-2012 as I was discussing ethics applications 

and potential projects with the Masters Program Coordinator, Dr Jan Allen, I talked about 

researching doll making with people who had dementia or with those who had experienced 

the 2009 Victorian bushfires. During this discussion, my attention was diverted by my recently 

exhibited artwork “Creative Self Emerging” (see Fig. 1) that hung on the wall next to us. The 

words in the image were beckoning me: “Come here, come here, you whisper. Come with me 

on this journey, I have been waiting for you to hold my hand and draw me out.” 

 

Figure 1.   Natalya Garden, Creative Self Emerging, etching,  
28.5 x 39 cm 
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Dr Allen referred to the artwork on the wall, indicating that in making this work I had already 

begun inquiring into my own creative “stuckness.” Here I located the possibility of inquiring 

into this experience with others.  

Discussions with friends, family and colleagues confirmed for me that this topic was worthy 

of research. Many people expressed how they identified with the topic and shared their own 

experiences of being creatively stuck and their struggles to develop arts practices after 

graduating from universities with degrees in fine or visual arts. My search for a topic ceased 

— I was indeed located in a community of arts graduates interested in participating in an 

inquiry about the experience of creative “stuckness.”  

 

What is Creative “Stuckness”? 

“Stuckness” is a term often used at MIECAT to describe the inability and/or uncertainty of 

how to be or how to respond in a relational situation. De Stefano, D'Iuso, Blake, Fitzpatrick, 

Drapeau, and Chamodraka (2007) describe, “being stuck” as when “counselors perceive a lack 

of progress in the work or when they reach a point in the session where they become stuck 

and uncertain of how to proceed (i.e. experience an impasse)” (p. 42). Beaudoin (2008) says 

“stuckness can be defined as an absence of movement or as a movement towards an unhelpful 

direction. For therapists it can be an inability to foster change” (p. 78). Harding (2010) refers 

to “stuckness” as a “stagnation or limbo state” which reflects in every aspect of your life from 

relationships to beliefs and ways of viewing life as something that is “self created.” Bella 

(2011) offers an in-depth inquiry into the many facets of “stuckness”:  

 During the course of an individual’s life, there may come moments when a lack of 
 personal progress and an inability to move forward occurs. This lack or absence of 
 forward motion can impede their growth and development, resulting in feelings of 
 stagnation or “stuckness” (p. 2).  

Bella (2011) defines “stuckness” as “a sense of cognitive and emotional immovability coupled 

with a lack of personal growth and development that limits potential” (p. 8). This term is an 

apt way of describing my own experiences of struggling to make art and to develop an arts 

practice as a visual art graduate. Rather than being a “creative block” or “artistic block”, 

creative “stuckness” encompasses the whole lived experience of feeling stuck as an artist.  
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In this research project I defined creative “stuckness” as relating to fine and visual arts 

graduates who: 

 
a. Have a disinterest in making art  

b. Are not making art at all but would like to be  

c. Are making art but are not feeling positive about it  

d. Are experiencing “artist’s block” or are lacking inspiration  

e. Are finding it difficult to establish a practice 

 

The Wounded Artist’s Heart  

In 2005 after graduating from Southern Cross University with a Bachelor of Visual Arts, I 

moved from Lismore, New South Wales, to Melbourne, Victoria, to begin my “career” as an 

emerging artist. But this never happened. I struggled to earn a living and to find time to make 

art. Plagued by guilt and disappointment that I was not the artist that myself and other people 

anticipated I would become, my days working in mediocre jobs left me feeling unsatisfied.  

For years I began many artworks but did not finish them. My university lecturers had told us 

that a concept was needed before starting an artwork. Research about the concept was 

undertaken, a series of support works made, critiques were given and after the artwork was 

finally created, written statements were made about what the work meant. This training 

informed the way I went about art making post-graduation. I often struggled to put pencil to 

paper — fearful that I did not have a good enough concept. Sometimes I made it past the 

hurdle of beginning, only to meet my inner critic at the other end who questioned the product 

created. Many “failed” attempts to make art led to me developing a huge “hang up” about not 

being a real artist, measuring my worth against fellow graduates who had achieved some level 

of success as artists and/or arts workers. This sense of failure was kept hidden. “Failure hurts. 

Failure haunts. It comes laced with shame, anger, despair, abjection, guilt, frustration – affects 

we usually wish away or hide” (O’Gorman & Werry, 2012, p. 4). 
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Figure 2.   Natalya Garden, The Wounded Artist’s Heart, chalk pastel on paper, 29.7 x 42 cm 
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Becoming a Creative Arts Practitioner 

I arrived at MIECAT in 2011 with a wounded artist’s heart, holding big hopes that through 

learning to become an art therapist I would heal myself and begin a purposeful art-filled life 

and career.  

 

Excerpt  f rom my MIECAT Graduate Diploma Appli cat ion, 2010  

 
 Q: What are your main reasons in applying for this course? 

 A: To develop personal creative and emotional awareness and to find ways in which to share 
 my understandings of these elements with others. To reconnect with and understand my own 
 art  practice. I have always made artwork which draws from personal experience and have 
 then found ways to represent it collectively (the common or familiar). The very act of making 
 artwork about loss, memory and childhood has served as a cathartic way to overcome personal 
 trauma, wounds and pain. Art making has also served as a way to bring play into my life. 
 Since graduating from art school six years ago I have gotten bogged down in banalities of 
 “work.” I am now at a stage where I am reassessing what is important to me in life as well as 
 what skills I can build upon.  

 

Feelings of guilt, jealousy, failure and dissatisfaction related to “not being an artist” resurfaced 

again and again over the two years of the Graduate Diploma. I did not predict how much this 

would continue to affect me in my first year of Masters as I stepped out into the world, armed 

with a toolbox of MIECAT procedures and art materials. I felt inadequate to facilitate art with 

others because I was not a “real” artist — exhibiting and practising art professionally. I felt 

pressured by the expectations of others as to what both the community art and art therapy 

sessions I facilitate should “look” like. One of my challenges was that participants and 

administration wanted me to teach technique and skill when my focus was on facilitating 

process and adapting arts-based inquiry. Process versus product became a recurring theme in 

both my professional practice and personal art making. 
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Art Collaboration  

One of the ways I attempted to develop discipline in my arts practice involved exchanging 

artwork with fellow graduates. I became dependent on collaboration to give me the impetus 

to make art. For various reasons the collaborations ceased and hence, so did my art making. 

The MIECAT form of inquiry — in particular the concept of the inter-subjective response 

(ISR) described in the MIECAT Procedures (see p. 34) — shifted my perception about 

collaboration. For my final assessment in the Graduate Diploma during 2011, I set up a blog 

(see Fig. 3) and invited a friend with whom I studied visual arts at university to co-inquire into 

whatever was present in the space between us. What emerged was my friend’s experience of 

being at a crossroad with her arts practice. In this collaborative project, art became a way of 

being together – relating and responding to each other through conversation and artistic 

representation (see Figs. 4 & 5) to make sense of our experiences. Arts-based inquiry was used 

to both create art and then to make meaning from the content that emerged. This became an 

entry point for my research project on co-inquiring into creative “stuckness” with another 

visual art graduate.  

 

 

Figure 3.     Screenshot of blog page 
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Figure 4.     Natalya Garden, Intersubjective Responses, modelling clay sculptures, 2 x 7 x 10 cm  
 

 

 
Figure 5.   Natalya Garden, Intersubjective Response, collage on paper, 12 x 25 cm  
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The Research Project 

The aim of the research project was to inquire into why art graduates stop making art after 

three or more years of study. In addition, I wanted to provide participants with an 

opportunity to: 

• Explore collaborative art making 

• Inquire into their values around creative expression 

• Develop new meanings, which might open up other avenues for creativity 

Following MIECAT guidelines I set off with a back pack full of procedures and creative arts 

tools on my research journey.  

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 6.   Arriving at MIECAT with a back pack of “tools” for the Masters journey 
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Methodology 
 

The MIECAT Form of Inquiry 

The MIECAT form of inquiry is an experiential and multimodal approach informed by 

expressive and creative arts therapies. “It is a collage of coherent procedures, to be used 

creatively in the emergent search for the meanings of human experiencing and potential of 

these meanings to be used reflectively in preferred ways of being” (Lett, 2011, xii - xiii). 

Grounded in phenomenology and arts-based research, this is a postmodern approach either 

undertaken heuristically as a form of “self-study” (McIntyre & Cole, 2001; Hyland Moon, 

2002) or collaboratively between companion and inquirer (see definitions of these terms on  

p. 14). With a focus on the relational space between, this is truly a participatory inquiry.  

A small group previously involved with La Trobe University established MIECAT in 1997. 

Since then MIECAT has grown into an independent institute offering a unique form of 

inquiry that is applicable to many different contexts as defined in their mission statement: 

 MIECAT is a not-for-profit higher education provider that offers accredited post- 
 graduate courses in, and conducts research through, experiential and creative  arts. Our 
 approach seeks congruence between what is taught and how it is taught. The dynamic 
 process of inquiry invites you to be curious, challenged and immersed in a community 
 of co-learners. MIECAT creates opportunities for you to reconstruct understandings 
 of experience, values and meanings, to enrich professional practice and to contribute 
 creatively to society (MIECAT, 2013). 

The inquiry can be adapted in arts therapy, education, community arts, arts practice and 

research. A focus on the integrated flow of epistemology (how we come to know), ontology 

(what is perceived and believed to be real in relation to being) and axiology (values) is inherent 

in all aspects of the inquiry and procedures. 

 

Locating MIECAT in the Paradigm Landscape 

As an emergent inquiry, MIECAT continues to draw upon postmodern thought. It seeks to 

embrace, rather than reject, difference and incorporates many methodologies.  
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 As time has passed and our connections have developed to the postmodern culture of 
 research inquiry, recognition of parallel and therefore overlapping ideas and methods 
 of inquiry into meaning making has occurred. This has, again, involved the adaptation 
 to language from other methodologies, and recognition of belonging to the wider 
 culture of qualitative inquiry (Lett, 2011, X11). 

The MIECAT form of inquiry is actively involved in a growing field of arts-based research 

(McNiff, 2011, 2013; Finley, 2008). Other strands of the MIECAT inquiry can be located in 

the following approaches: phenomenology (Stern, 2004; Spinelli, 2005; Abram, 1996; 

Moustakas, 1994), participatory inquiry (Heron & Reason, 1997), heuristic inquiry (Moustakas, 

1994; Fenner, 1996), reflexivity (Allen, 2004; Cherry, 2004) and auto-ethnography (Ellis, 2007; 

Ronai, 1992; Poulos, 2010).  

This project adopted postmodern methodologies and qualitative methods in an emergent 

process. This meant I could be a “bricoleur” who “spontaneously adapts to the unique 

circumstances of the situation” (Maxwell, 2011, pp. 28 – 29). I had access to a “broader 

toolbox that contains many items collected over time (e.g. ideas, theories, methods, life 

experiences, skills, social connections)” (Klag & Langley, 2013, p. 161). At the base of this 

toolbox were my values, which informed my ontological and epistemological stance and thus 

my methodology.  

 

Ontology 

Postmodern paradigms advocate the validity of each person’s perception of reality – there is 

no single truth. This in turn affects the ways in which knowledge can be obtained. Anderson 

(2005) finds one consistent trait in the many differing branches of postmodernism: 

 Knowledge (what we think we know or might know) is linguistically constructed, its 
 development and transformation is a communal process, and the knower and 
 knowledge are interdependent. Knowledge therefore is not static or out there waiting 
 to be discovered; rather, it is fluid and created (p. 2). 

Relational ways of being and knowing are core values of the MIECAT inquiry. Participatory 

inquiry (Heron & Reason, 1997) embraces “a multiplicity of ways of knowing that start from 

relationship between self and other, through participation and intuition” (Seeley and Reason, 

2008, p. 28). We come to know ourselves in relation to each other.  

 The participatory paradigm holds that there is a given reality and it is co-created by the 
 individuals and that which they encounter, through their experiential encounters with 
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 its presence. All inquiry needs to be participatory. There are no “subjects”, only 
 co-researchers (Carolan, 2001, p. 192). 

Kapitan, Litell and Torres (2011) advocate “co-researchers” to be “both the subjects of the 

research and the principal investigators into their own problems and solutions” (p. 66). This 

participatory perspective is echoed in MIECAT’s terminology:  

The participant is called the inquirer 

The researcher is called the companion 

The process of inquiring is called companioning 

Meaning is co-constructed by the inquirer and the companion, in relation to each other and 

the world. I have used the terms inquirer and companion when describing the companioning 

sessions. participant and researcher are used in relation to the overall project. 

 

A Multi-modal Epistemology 

At MIECAT students develop attentiveness to embodied felt sensing in experiential learning 

scenarios. Students inquire into their personal life experiences using the MIECAT procedures 

in a safe and supportive environment. All creative media are utilised as forms of expression 

making it a multimodal approach, including movement, dramatic enactment, sound, visual arts 

making and writing.  

 

Heron and Reason’s (1997) extended epistemology informs the MIECAT approach and 

consists of four interrelated ways of knowing: experiential, presentational, propositional and 

practical. “Experiential knowing means direct encounter, face-to-face meeting: feeling and 

imagining the presence of some energy, entity, person, place, process or thing” (Heron & 

Reason, 1997, pp. 280-281). Presentational knowing requires the suspension of the intellect 

and the emergence of a “sensuous encounter” (Seeley & Reason, 2008, p. 32) with the world 

and medium used to represent experience, such as in art making. Propositional knowing 

involves presenting concepts, theories or statements, as demonstrated in this thesis. Practical 

knowing is applied through actions demonstrated as a “skill or competence” (Heron & 

Reason, 1997, p. 281) and enacting preferred ways of being in the world. 
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Axiology  

MIECAT places significant emphasis on practitioners coming to know their values. Values 

inform beliefs, behaviours and choices we make in life and the way in which research and 

practice are conducted. In 2005 Guba and Lincoln shifted their view about placing values as 

an “issue” on their seminal tables summarising their positions on paradigms. Instead they 

grouped “axiology” with “basic beliefs” stating that values feed into the inquiry process 

informing the: 

 choice of the problem, choice of paradigm to guide the problem, choice of theoretical 
 framework, choice of major data gathering and data-analytic methods, choice of  
 context, treatment of values already resident within the context of format(s) for 
 presenting findings (Guba & Lincoln, 2005, pp. 197-200). 

This statement encouraged me to locate my own values before commencing research. In my 

researcher’s backpack, I brought along aspects of my multi-faceted life. Reflexive researcher 

Adrianne Reis (2011) speaks of not being able to “strip” her different selves during her 

research saying, “these are all part of who I am and how I see the world” (p. 5). Culture, 

beliefs, social class, and geographical location all impact on who/how we are in the world and 

inevitably the research that we do. As a researcher I am also a young Australian woman from 

a middle-class, western community with a tertiary education in visual arts. My undergraduate 

training focused on contemporary art theory particularly postmodern and feminist paradigms. 

These continue to inform both my art practice and personal values in terms of such things as 

inclusivity, creativity and social justice. This research brings together the different aspects of 

my artistic self in both professional and personal contexts. At a moment when his 

professional (academic) life and personal life collided, Arthur Bochner (1997) reflected, “How 

were the different parts of my life connected? What values shaped the life I wanted to live? 

What would my academic life be if I could bring those values into play? What would it feel 

like?” (p. 423). He further questioned if it is possible to “create and inhabit a different world 

of inquiry, one better suited to integrating the academic and the personal selves, which are so 

alienated from each other by traditional academic practices?” (p. 424).  

Before I began writing this thesis I created a series of postcard collages representing my 

personal values. Through inquiring into these collage representations (Figs. 7-10) with a group 

of peers I identified my values as embodying:  

 

Creative Expression, Relationship, Openness & Honesty 
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 Figure 7.   Creative Expression                                    Figure 8.   Relationship   

   

 

               

 Figure 9.   Openness                          Figure 10.   Honesty 
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These personal values were congruent with my professional values as a creative arts 

practitioner, community artist, creative arts therapist and as a researcher. I created another 

representation (Fig. 11) to assist in making sense of how my values informed the different 

aspects of my life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      Figure 11.   Natalya Garden, Interconnected Values, pen on paper, journal spread 

 

From this representation I selected five key values that related to both my research approach 

and to my practice. These values are:  

 

Emergence, Multi-modality, Collaboration, Trustworthiness & Rigour 
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Research Approach 
 

The more general methodological approaches (such as emergence, multi-modality, arts-based 

research and collaboration) and the actual methods used in this research are informed by my 

values. Although this research is not heuristic or auto-ethnographic, these ways of working 

influenced my project. Reflexivity provided a way to include my own voice as researcher and 

to present the data in a rigorous and “trustworthy” way. This was particularly important as I 

was working with participants I already knew and also inquiring into a culture of which I was 

a part. These approaches are expanded upon later in this section.    

The project was undertaken in three phases: 

• Phase One: A series of companioning sessions were conducted with participants to 

collect data.  

• Phase Two: Art-based research conducted into the effect the research had on myself as 

a researcher and a visual art graduate.  

• Phase Three: Re-attended to the data and developed the literature review. 

The MIECAT form of inquiry and procedures were adapted in all phases. 

Data consisted of: 

• Participants’ artworks: representations of their experience of creative “stuckness.” 

• My artworks: made during Phases One and Two. 

• Participants’ journals: used in between sessions to reflect upon their experiences. 

• My journal: used in between sessions to reflect upon making the ISRs and the research 

experience. 

Modes of data collection included: 

• Audio recordings.  

• Film (documenting the creation of ISRs for participants). 

• Written notes.  

• Note books of reflexive journal entries made post-companioning sessions and 

throughout the research. 
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• Photographs of artworks, of the hands of participants as they made their art works 

and the set up of the research space. 

In the following section I will expand upon the general methodological approaches that have 

informed my research approach under several subheadings. I have also introduced a third 

heading level, which is distinguished from the other headings by using grey font, for example:  

Intersubjectivity on p. 22, Ethics of participation on p. 23 and Reflexivity & voice on  

p. 24. 

 

Emergence  

An emergent approach underpinned this inquiry throughout project inception, data collection 

and writing. As a qualitative researcher I had to be open to “not knowing” (Anderson and 

Goolishian, 1992; Allen, 2004).  

 If we can bear with the uncertainty, we can all be artists using different symbols, texts 
 and materials, which suggest possibilities, invite inquiry and don’t readily collude with 
 us to put unhelpful boundaries around our “knowing” (Cherry, 2008, p. 28). 

I had to wait for the inquirers to arrive at their own meaning and to try not to impose upon, 

interpret or analyse the content that was emerging. Thorburn and Hibbard (2008) share their 

experience of this: 

 We held off on assuming we know how to shape a meaning that is still shaping itself. 
 This is a vital part of our therapeutic process and it takes time to become practised in 
 holding off and waiting for meaning to announce itself (p. 148). 

The notion of “holding off” is informed by the phenomenological process of “bracketing 

out.” In her research Allen (2004) valued “being open to not knowing” describing openness 

as the capacity and willingness to be open to new possibilities and “to bracket out and put 

aside what is known and to allow what might become known to enter” (p. 22).  For Crotty 

(1996) “bracketing constitutes the starting point of research.” He sees this as: 

 a sincere endeavour not to allow one’s beliefs and assumptions to shape the data 
 collection process and a persistent effort not to impose one’s own understandings and 
 constructions on the data. Instead, the data must be allowed to emerge in their own 
 form and [to] “speak for themselves” (p. 20).  

Margaret Somerville (2007) describes emergence as a process of wondering, becoming and 

generating. The quality of wondering leads back to the concept of openness and curiosity. 
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Through the quality of becoming one enters into the liminal space in a process of becoming 

other to self. The liminal provides a “critical time and space for emergence” (p. 232). Finley 

(2008) states that, “arts-based inquiry creates and inhabits contented, liminal spaces” (p.72). It 

is during these moments of just being and noticing that unexpected forms of data can emerge. 

Sommerville adds “this becoming-other, born in the space in-between, is, I believe, the 

condition for generating new knowledge” (p. 234). At times, as a researcher, it has been 

unnerving waiting at the edge of the liminal for meaning to emerge from the murky waters of 

the unknown. The waiting process has frequently allowed new knowings to present 

themselves in the most unexpected ways.  

Although I had a basic research plan, by adhering to my value of emergence, a flexible, arts-

based approach allowed for unknown and unpredictable data outcomes. I was able to follow 

emergent paths of inquiry rather than to follow a set of prescribed methods or attempt to 

prove a hypothesis.  

 

Multi-modality & Arts-based Research  

The MIECAT Inquiry is a unique form of arts-based research, embracing multi-modality as a 

way of knowing and representing experience. Arts-based research (ABR) provided me with a 

way to inquire into experience using qualitative and creative methods. Knowles and Cole 

(2008) state that to “conduct research infused by the arts is to break out of the conventional 

(as defined by each qualitative research tradition or orientation). It is also to be inspired by the 

arts, especially, with regard to process and representation” (p. 13). This approach encourages 

researchers to create engaging and accessible “arts-based forms” that convey meanings to 

“ever-broadening, non-academic audience” (Finley, 2008, p. 73).  

 

McNiff (2011) defines art-based research as “involving the researcher in some form of direct 

art making as a primary mode of systematic inquiry” (p. 5). In this research I used the arts to 

respond to participants both during sessions and also in between sessions. I incorporated my 

“felt sense” (Gendlin, 2012) when making my responses. Gathering the data I called upon my 

memories of the research experience and also my emotional landscape to create art works for 

the participants. “Arts-based research makes use of emotive, affective experiences, senses, and 

bodies, and imagination and emotion as well as intellect, as ways of knowing and responding 

to the world” (Finley, 2008, p. 72).  
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The concept of “art therapist as artist” (Moon, 1999; Hyland-Moon, 2002; McNiff, 2004; 

Allen, 1995) also informed my role as researcher/companion.  

 Art-based enquiry is at the heart of what we do as arts-based therapists. It includes 
 multiple ways of knowing, including affective, sensory, creative, observational, as well 
 as the use of risk taking, discovery and meaning making through art making” (Kossak, 
 2013, p. 22). 

Art therapists who incorporate art making into their practice do so in varied ways. Fish (2013) 

makes “response art” post session to “contain, explore and express” her art therapy work, 

whereas Moon (1999) creates artworks during sessions as a form of therapeutic intervention 

in response to his clients and their images. This helps to establish empathetic relationships 

with clients and is also an expressive outlet. Moon (1999) advocates, “it is imperative that an 

art therapist first be an artist” (p. 78). McNiff (2013) extends this concept declaring that art 

practitioners and therapists should use art in their research.  He states, “It is paradoxical how 

professions advocating for the arts as primary ways of knowing and serving society have 

disconnected from their epistemological base and have not widely adopted artistic enquiry to 

research what art does” (p. xiii). I approached this research as both a visual artist and as an 

emerging art therapist.  The arts were utilised in all stages from data collection through to co-

construction of meaning with the participants. 

  

Collaboration  

In my role as companion, I held the space, provided the materials and gently guided the 

participants, adapting MIECAT procedures where appropriate. I informed them about their 

rights and responsibilities: potential risks, personal safety and withdrawal from the project. I 

explained that we would be co-researchers and encouraged them to contribute to the 

emergent process. In the companioning sessions participants used art to represent their 

experiences.     

 Through creating art work, poems and short films, participants are able to construct 
 their stories for themselves: a very different practice from that of the researcher 
 selecting (methodically or otherwise) snippets from various interviews and piecing 
 them together to tell a particular tale from his or her own perspective (Foster, 2007, 
 p. 361). 

Rather than making meaning or arriving at themes as researcher, this was done collaboratively. 

Participants had the opportunity to read and agree to my telling of their stories. This enabled 
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them to provide feedback on how I had presented their data, which further included them as 

co-researchers.  

Intersubjectivity 

The MIECAT procedure of intersubjective responding was pivotal in the collaborative 

companioning sessions. Intersubjectivity is based on an existential-phenomenological tradition 

in psychotherapy. The focus is on “being with” the client in the present moment, on bringing 

together the “story” which is told by the client and the content that emerges from the 

therapeutic relationship.  

 The therapist in this mode of being is thus responsible for participating in story-
 telling in a way that has both freedoms and limits. The flights of imaginative 
 possibilities require a form that binds the central experiential issues the client has 
 expressed (Todres, 2007, p. 87).  

Intersubjective responding has unshackled me from the role of “expert” and placed me in the 

role of collaborator — enabling me to respond using the same medium the participants used 

in representing their experiences. Dr. Warren Lett, the founding member of MIECAT, 

developed the procedure as a way for therapists to utilise their creativity in the therapeutic 

relationship. He describes it as a phenomenological alternative to diagnosis in the form of an 

artistic representation of what the companion has felt, understood and responded to, in the 

other’s story. For Lett (1997), it is also a collaboration that says, “I think this is what I heard 

you say” (p. 18). He further describes how:  

 The quality of the intersubjective response lies between the pre-reflective and the 
 conscious awareness of emergent possibilities. Some such responses are reflective and 
 considered, whilst others are spontaneous and intuitive; but however they are formed, 
 they are delivered as a felt resonance to the form of the interaction that lies between 
 participants (p. 278). 

Like a conversation, art presents an interactive picture — an interaction between what is 

remembered, the art materials and the content-in-process arising in the therapeutic 

relationship. 

 As in a conversation between people, what is made has come from the between, 
 rather than just from the 'inside' of the artist, or a representation of the world out 
 there, and has taken place over time in its own rhythm, like the verbal conversation 
 between members of the group (Skaife, 2001, pp. 47 – 48). 

Although there are risks involved in responding to others in this way, I am reassured by 

Thornburn and Hibbard (2008) who say “we may never really know at all if our response is 
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appropriate — we simply enter into the phenomenological stream of emergent material that is 

gathered around the individual’s experience and use an expressive modality to externally 

represent it” (p. 155).   

Ethics of participation  

During the recruitment process I only received interest from three people (see details: 

Participants, p. 27). I recruited them without considering the implications of working with 

people that I already knew. It was not until I commenced the research that I started to 

question my choice. Surprisingly I found myself being more “professional” (distanced, rigid 

and systematic) with the participant I was closest to personally than with the other two 

participants, whom I knew through association. I felt that I could be neither a distanced, 

objective “researcher” nor an empathic, genuine “friend”; rather I inhabited a space in 

between with pre-existing knowledge of some of the participants’ relational patterns.  

This raised issues of “bracketing in” with regards to the “content in process.” This term is 

used to describe the relational qualities of the companioning relationship. Lett (2011) suggests, 

“the relational qualities that emerge in companioning will suggest how the client co-inquirer 

will be present in other relationships” (p. 271). Declaring the content with “compassionate 

confrontation” can lead to other possibilities. I was conscious that two of the participants, 

who were unfamiliar with the MIECAT form of inquiry, might have thought I was setting 

myself up as “therapist.” Rather I imagined myself as a researcher adapting the MIECAT 

form of inquiry as a tool for meaning making. 

Doing research with friends can have significant implications on the research as well as pre-

existing friendships. From a traditional, positivist, paradigm perspective Douglas and Carless 

(2012) state that any personal involvement between the researcher and participant would “(1) 

bias the research, (2) disturb the natural setting, and/or (3) contaminate the results” (cited in 

Owton and Allen-Collinson, 2013, p. 2). However, many postmodern researchers have 

conducted research with friends or become friends with their participants.  Ownton and 

Allen-Collinson (2013) documented their research conducted with friends, providing 

“confessional tales” that describe the benefits and hurdles of using “friendship as method” 

(Tillmann-Healy, 2003). These include ethics, presumptions about confidentiality and what 

will or will not be included in the write up of data. These tales spoke to me about some of the 

dilemmas I was experiencing but also set a model. For example, there were many “off the 

record” conversations that occurred outside of the companioning sessions that related to the 



Life After Art School  Natalya Garden-Thompson 
 

 24  

research that I chose not to include because of my ethical responsibilities. In order to bracket 

out what I already knew about the personal lives of my participants, I endeavoured to stay in 

the present moment with what emerged.  

 

Trustworthiness 

This qualitative research project resulted in many value-laden dilemmas. My artist-self 

searched for a place in the write up while another part of me questioned the legitimacy of 

including my voice and my art. As a self-proclaimed postmodernist, I was confronted by how 

many of my values were actually post-positivist (this is described in detail: see Documentation,  

p. 32).  Questions regarding validity, trustworthiness and truth came to the forefront. My 

postmodern self was reassured to discover there are no set guidelines about how to conduct 

qualitative research. Bishop (2007) says, “qualitative research requires the researcher to adapt 

their methods to reflect the context, and to allow the context to determine questions, rather 

than apriorily decided theoretical issues” (p. 9).  Furthermore Sandelowski (1998) claims, 

“There is no one style for reporting the findings” but rather advocates for “a well-written 

research report for the successful dissemination and utilization of qualitative findings”  

(p. 376). What is important when adapting qualitative methods is transparency. “It is argued 

that the trustworthiness (rigour) of a study may be established if the reader is able to audit the 

events, influences and actions of the researcher” (Koch, 2006, p. 91). It was essential to 

document my processes and present the data in a coherent way, making explicit the choices 

made about what was included or omitted. 

Reflexivity & voice  

My voice as researcher had an integral place in this research. My experience of being a visual 

art graduate experiencing creative “stuckness” crept in through the process of writing. As in 

heuristic inquiry (Moustakas, 1990), the researcher begins by inquiring into a personal 

experience  “with a desire to understand the experience more fully” (Kenny, 2012, p. 7). 

Through a process of “immersion” (Moustakas, 1990) the researcher gets “inside the research 

question, becoming one with it and living it. In this respect, it is the question that chooses the 

researcher” (Kenny, 2012, p. 7).   

The decision to include my voice into this text was made after much deliberation. When using 

the first-person there is always a possibility that the writing becomes self-indulgent. Tierney 
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(1995), who describes this as “navel gazing” advocates to those experimenting with creative 

ways of writing that:  

 We need to be able to judge why we have inserted ourselves in a text in a particular 
 manner. The point surely is not to avoid experimentation, but to be certain that our 
 experiments are efforts at creating change rather than merely an exercise in intellectual 
 narcissism (p. 383). 

Having strong values about co-participation and collaboration, I questioned including my own 

experiences fearing that I might “leave behind” my participants or overshadow the 

experiences they had shared. Smith (2005) describes the dilemmas she faced when deciding 

upon an appropriate method to present data in a research project in which she was both a 

participant and researcher. After initially adapting a mixed method approach she reflected, “I 

was afraid that my experiences would color and influence my interpretations of the 

participants’ experiences” (Smith, 2005 p. 70). Eventually autoethnography provided a 

method to include both her own and the participant’s experiences. “I felt I needed to include 

my opinions, views, and feelings on the subject, because I am from the same culture as the 

study’s participants. My experiences mattered too, and my input, in terms of reflections, 

feelings, insights, and experiences, appeared to me to be integral to the study” (Ibid, p. 70).  

By including my experiences as researcher, I wanted to show that through bearing witness to 

my participant’s stories, I came to know more about my own creative “stuckness.” “Working 

in a reflexive, thoughtful manner means that one can begin to understand oneself and one’s 

experiences more deeply, as well as understanding others” (Foster, 2007, p. 369).  

Reflexivity is often regarded as a useful tool for ensuring the standard of qualitative research. 

Reflexivity provides “transparent information about the positionality and personal values of 

the researcher that could affect data collection and analysis; this research process is deemed 

best practice” (Walker, Read, & Priest, 2013, p. 38).  The reflexive approach to 

autoethonography (Ellis, Adams & Bochner, 2011) puts the researcher’s experience of the 

research process into the equation. The broader picture is taken into account, including: 

 the interactively produced meanings and emotional dynamics of the interview itself. 
 Though the focus is on the participant and her or his story, the words, thoughts, and 
 feelings of the researcher also are considered, e.g., personal motivation for doing a 
 project, knowledge of the topics discussed, emotional  responses to an interview, and 
 ways in which the interviewer may have been changed by the process of interviewing 
 (p. 5).   
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As a companion reflexivity requires one to be both a participant in and an observer of 

experience. It is the ability to pause and stop mid-experience and to notice what is of interest, 

which Allen (personal communication, March 24, 2012) describes as “active noticing.” In 

Thornburn’s (2008) research, she found it challenging to remain “reflexively and relationally 

‘present’ without getting completely immersed in the experience” (Thornburn & Hibbard, 

2008, p. 160). She came to realise that firstly she was a person responding to the experience of 

the young boy she was companioning. Secondly she was a researcher using “reflective 

multimodal intersubjective construction” (p. 160) as a way of being reflexively present. This 

method became instrumental in my research when deciding which “tools” to use to record the 

companioning sessions. Both art making and reflexive note-keeping and journaling provided 

me with a way to capture my experience following the sessions. I have included excerpts of 

my reflexive journal throughout this thesis (see MIECAT Procedures on p. 34 and Journey Maps 

on pp. 41, 63 and 81). They share my process and add a layer to the participants’ stories from 

my perspective. It is my telling of what was told by them and shared between us. They also 

give insight into the effect the research had on me. 
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Phase One: Companioning 
Sessions 

 

Overview 

In the following section an overview of the companioning sessions is given including 

information about the research participants, a session timeline, location of the research, 

materials used and documentation. The MIECAT procedures are then described and finally 

the data is presented in the Journey Maps.  

Participants 

Following approval by the MIECAT Ethics Committee, recruitment advertisements (see 

Appendix A) were placed in local art shops, on my blogsite (www.natalyagardenart.com), on 

social media platforms (Linkedin, Facebook) and emailed through networks. Inclusion criteria 

specified that participants had to be able to attend three sessions, have no pre-existing health 

concerns and hold a degree in Visual or Fine Arts.  

The participants were invited to choose a pseudonym that I could use in order to maintain 

confidentiality. I suggested that it could be their “artist’s name”, similar to a graffiti artist’s 

“tag.” The participants chose the names: Little One, Sparrow and Malcolm L. The stories that 

I have written about the companioning sessions need to be read in light of how my 

relationship with each participant has impacted upon my telling of the content.  

The relationship with Little One had formed over many years of shared art experiences and 

several attempts at art collaboration.  I had the closest relationship with this participant and 

was challenged to hold to the role of researcher. I felt that I was trying to “help” her to find 

meaning in the experience and perhaps rescue her from her “stuckness.” During the first and 

second session Little One spent most of the time making art. There was not a significant 

amount of dialogue and thus I found it easy to document the content of her inquiry. We both 

felt that we had only just begun when we got to the end of the final session.  

The relationship I had with Sparrow was largely professional and she was very familiar with 

the MIECAT form of inquiry. In the first session I expressed my concerns about being a 

novice researcher/companion and she reassured me many times by emphasising that she was 
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invested in participating in the project for her own reasons. Throughout the sessions she was 

very generous and always explicitly referred back to my topic. I often found that she was the 

one leading the inquiry. I was challenged when re-telling her story because there was so much 

information. My telling of Sparrow’s story might appear not as transparently clear as the 

others because she did not need as many prompts and I put this down to the fact that she was 

so familiar with the MIECAT procedures. Because of this the sessions moved at a very fast 

past with new knowings and meaning emerging for her with ease.  

I knew Malcolm L socially but not on a personal level. I had heard a bit about his personal 

history as an art graduate prior to commencing the research, which I had to attempt to 

bracket out during the research. Not knowing him very well made it easier for me to 

companion him. I did not put up barriers in order to be professional. On the other hand 

much of his content triggered my own experiences of creative “stuckness.” I had to 

consciously take notice of what was my material and bracket this out so as not to make 

assumptions or judgement about his experience. Malcolm L seemed very analytical and we 

shared a significant amount of dialogue. Rather than retell everything that occurred I have 

selected the key moments that stood out to me in the sessions. 

Companioning sessions 

A total of nine companioning sessions (three with each participant) were conducted. Table 1 

on the following page outlines the dates of the companioning sessions.  

The sessions went for approximately 1.5 hours and were conducted in different locations. I 

observed that the time between sessions influenced the process. There was more space 

between the second and third sessions with both Malcolm L and Sparrow providing me with 

time to “indwell” (Moustakas, 1990) the data that was emerging. Little One had less time 

between sessions and expressed a desire to continue the inquiry upon session completion 

stating, “It felt like I have just begun.” 
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Table 1.     Session & Inquiry Timeline 

 

 

 

 

 

Creating a space 

For the sessions held at MIECAT it was important for me to establish an inviting space for 

Little One and Sparrow. Cake and biscuits were offered and the room was set up depending 

on the atmosphere I wanted to create. This was significantly determined by how I was feeling. 

As I entered into this research my grandmother was dying and then just two days before my 

first companioning session was to commence she died. Upon arriving at MIECAT I was 

overwhelmed at the prospect of companioning Little One when I was feeling so vulnerable. I 

set up pillows, lay out offerings of food (see Fig. 12) and put on quiet background music. In 

hindsight this was a way of not only inviting Little One into the space but also an attempt to 

make myself feel safe. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Session 
One 

Thursday 1st 

November 2012 

Monday 7th 

January 2013 

Saturday 2nd 

February 2013 

Session 
Two 

Wednesday 14th 

November 2012 

Thursday 14th 

February 2013 

Saturday 16th 

February 2013 

Session 
Three 

Wednesday 28th 

December 2012 

Thursday 2nd 

May 2013 

Sunday 14th 

May 2013 

Malcolm 
L’s 

INQUIRY 

 

Sparrow’s 
INQUIRY 

Little 
One’s 

INQUIRY 
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Figure 12.   Cake, crackers, dip & tea…an invitation to inquire  

 

As Malcolm L was unable to meet at the MIECAT studio, sessions were held at his home, 

following ethical guidelines applying to working with a participant in their own domestic 

space. A condition agreed upon was that a family member was present in the home 

environment during sessions.  

When visiting Malcolm L’s house I entered into his space, which required me to change my 

role from host to guest. I had to adapt to the new environment and this shifted the way I had 

been “doing” research up to that point.   

Making art 

In the initial session with Little One I offered a wide range of art materials (see left side of 

Fig. 13) from my own collection. Little One expressed a sense of being “overwhelmed” by the 

amount of art materials available. This led me to a decision to offer fewer options in the 

following sessions with all participants (see right side of Fig. 13). 
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Figure 13. Art Materials set up: (left) Session One with Little One, (right) Session Two with Sparrow 

 

Journaling 

Participants were provided with journals to reflect in after the sessions. They were encouraged 

to document whatever stood out or related to their experience of creative “stuckness” (see 

Fig. 14). Some of the journal entries, which reflect significant parts of the inquiries, have been 

included in this thesis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 14.   Little One, Journal Pages   
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Documentation 

I entered the first session with Little One without a plan. In hindsight a part of me thinks this 

was naïve but at the time I was putting my trust in adapting an emergent approach. I took 

notes while Little One spoke and while she made art. I also took photographs of her working 

and the artworks created. Afterwards, I wrote a journal reflection about the experience and 

later extended the notes and journal entry into a story about the session. None of this was 

planned and neither was it a conscious decision.  

I continued to document the next two sessions with Little One in the same way I had done 

before. Into these stories I wrote up my own experiences as the researcher. In the next round 

of sessions with Sparrow I became very anxious that I was not capturing her story as 

accurately as she was telling it. I felt that I was going to let her down. I wrote an email to head 

of the Masters Program, Dr Allen (see Appendix B) to discuss my concerns.  

Dr Allen’s reply articulated that my dilemma was stemming from a conflict between different 

paradigms. I wanted to adapt an emergent and arts-based form of inquiry using qualitative 

methods yet I questioned the “validity” of this approach and my own ability to offer a 

“truthful” account of the data. To resolve this dilemma I decided to make audio recordings of 

the sessions to provide reference materials that I could refer to. I received approval to do this 

from the Ethics Committee. 

From then on all sessions were recorded. I transcribed those of Malcolm L’s (see Appendix 

C) because there was far more dialogue shared with him and I felt that I needed to be able to 

listen once again to his story and also reconnect with his words by transcribing them. 

Ironically, after my initial dilemma about not being about to recall Sparrow’s stories, I did not 

transcribe the audio from her sessions, but rather I listened to them and noted significant key 

words.  

 

There were both positives and negatives in using audio recording for documentation 

purposes. It seemed that both the participants and myself were aware of the presence of the 

audio recorder and more mindful about what was revealed. I found myself writing fewer notes 

during the sessions. This meant I could be more attentive but I still needed to write up my 

reflection notes at the end in order to capture what could not be recorded such as the 

gestures, movements, visual appearance of representations, feelings displayed and my own 

embodied responses. The process of writing helped me to connect with the data and the 
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experiences shared in the inquiry. Poetry was an important part of this process, assisting me to 

distil the information such as my poem below: 

 

Journal Ref l e c t ion,  Sess ion One -  Malco lm L  
 

 It feels precious 

the way he spoke about his objects. 

At first he was not precious about them 

he said he could give them to me or squash them. 

 

The more we spoke of them 

the more we looked at them 

the more attached he became 

as if they were artefacts from an imaginary culture. 

they had integrity. 

 

He saw them as little people  

“they have their own weight” he said 

they have their own things to say. 

I am so curious about what they have to say 

I feel my own knowing around  

treating art as separate objects 

being present to our dialogue. 

 

I want to say “Yes, I know, 

artworks have things to say, 

they are important 

they have their own voices.” 

Instead I say, 

“I wonder what they have to say? 

Perhaps this is something we can explore next time 

As now we are running out of time.” 
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The MIECAT Procedures 

 The MIECAT Form of Inquiry begins with bringing attention and awareness to 
 experiencing. This is then followed by expressions of experience completed in any art-
 form and sometimes verbally. Usually the non-verbal representations  are then 
 described phenomenologically and at this stage preconceptions and judgments are put 
 aside. Following this process where experiential data are given equal emphasis and 
 consideration the inquirers attend to their resonances, thus identifying access points 
 for further inquiry. Amplification of these access points may be done in a variety of 
 art-forms. This leads to the identification of themes, patterns, values, and choices for 
 ways of being. Further cycles of inquiry may begin with an exploration of preferred 
 ways of  being (MIECAT, 2010). 

This inquiry process is a continuous cycle of representing experience, amplifying significant 

moments of that experience and reducing the “data” into an essence of what matters for the 

inquirer. There is no set formula or sequence to utilising these procedures; rather the 

companion extends an invitation to the inquirer to participate in an emergent way depending 

on the given context.  In this following section I will define and give examples of how I 

adapted the MIECAT procedures in the companioning sessions.  

Representation: This multi-modal approach was used as an entry point and throughout the 

inquiry to amplify or recreate a point of interest.  

The inquirers began by reflecting upon their experience of creative “stuckness” in relation to 

the definition provided (see Appendix A). Malcolm L and Sparrow identified with selected 

points whereas Little One related to all the points in the definition (see individual Journey 

Maps). After this, I invited them to create representations using a medium of their choice e.g. 

drawing, sculpture, collage, writing, selecting postcards or sand tray. They were asked to 

bracket in (keep in their mind) something that stayed with them or stood out from the 

conversation thus far.  

Phenomenological description: This involves inquirers describing their representations in 

terms of line, colour, shape, tone, relative size, form, spatial relationships and placement. All 

aspects are potentially equally meaningful; therefore no parts are given priority. I adapted 

elements of this procedure with the inquirers when exploring what was visible in their 

representations. I attempted to bracket out anything that was not relevant including my 

personal judgments.  This procedure assisted in bringing aspects of the representation to the 

inquirer’s attention. I also invited participants to describe their representations while I noted 
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what seemed to be significant to me. In this process I adapted a phenomenological viewpoint 

rather than being traditionally phenomenological. 

Key words and phrases: As the inquirers spoke about their experiences I asked their 

permission to take notes to record words and phrases that stood out for various reasons e.g. 

the inquirer verbally or physically emphasised a word; I, the companion, felt a physical or 

emotional (embodied) response upon hearing it.  

I continued to adapt this procedure throughout the inquiries or when participants reflected 

upon what they had come to know at the end of sessions. If there was a certain key word that 

stood out for me I held it in my consciousness and then offered it back to the inquirer. 

Another example is when I reflected or mirrored key phrases straight back to the inquirer 

both emphasising their significance and taking time to for these to be fleshed out (see 

Appendix D). Key words and phrases were not always read back but kept as data. 

Amplification: This is a way to both “open up” and also “focus in” on a particular part of an 

experience, a representation or a moment. Inquirers were invited to recreate an aspect of a 

representation in order to gain a different perspective or more information about the initial 

experience/representation. I also amplified parts of the inquiry by emphasising elements of 

their stories, representations, key words and movements. I repeated key words and mirrored 

gestures that the inquirers made because “when an aspect of experience comes into focused 

awareness, a desire to understand this more fully may lead to opening up to wider and deeper 

explorations of it” (Lett, 2011, p. 266). 

Imaginative Variation: In this process inquirers were invited to change some aspect of their 

representations. This offered them an opportunity to make choices about their preferred ways 

of being that was based on what they were coming to know. Having the option to change an 

element in a tangible form (such as an art work) offers inquirers control and immediate action 

over their choices for change. This procedure can provide inquirers with a different 

perspective (see Appendix E). In Sparrow’s inquiry she altered the relational positions of 

objects in her initial sandtray (see Fig. 15) and tried out many different relational scenarios 

(see Fig. 16). “At various moments of knowing through the inquiry, the question of how 

someone wishes to be in that part of experiencing leads into exploration of imaginative 

possibilities” (Lett, 2011, p. 277). 
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Figure 15.   Sparrow, Representation, plastic sand-tray, sand, objects, twigs  
29.7 x 42 cm 

 

 

Figure 16.   Sparrow, Representation Variation (detail) 

 

Intersubjective Response (ISR): This is a procedure that involves the companion 

empathically sharing their felt response to the companion’s content — encompassing all that 

has been shared and mutually understood within the inquiry. The intention is to capture the 

essence of what has been shared by the inquirer as opposed to making assumptions or 

judgments through analysis.  

I created ISRs for participants during and in between the sessions. I used many different art 

forms including drawings, movements, sounds, dramatic enactments, poetry, lino prints, 



Life After Art School  Natalya Garden-Thompson 
 

 37  

etchings, artist’s books, ceramic sculptures, soft sculptures and a film. Many of the ISRs 

informed what the inquirer’s were coming to know. Sparrow confirmed the relevance of my 

ISR to her inquiry (see Appendix F). The process of making the ISRs also became significant 

in my experience of being a co-researcher and being a “creatively stuck” art graduate (see 

Appendix G). 

 

Felt Sense: This refers to the inquirer’s or the companion’s embodied experiences of what is 

emerging from the data. I asked questions such as “What do you feel in your body?” As 

companion, I focused on differentiating between what part of my felt sense related to my own 

experiences (such as my personal story or memories) and what was I was feeling in response 

to the specific inquiry. I later reflected upon these experiences in my journal (see Journal 

reflection below). Both moments of resonance and dissonance can inform an inquiry. These 

felt senses in turn create content in process that affect both the content of the inquiry and the 

collaborative relationship between the inquirer and the companion. 

 

Journal re f l e c t ion,  Sess ion Two -  Malco lm L 

 
 I felt that there was so much more depth and didn’t know how to invite him to focus or drop 
into the experiential. There was still so much analysing. Despite this, there was also a heavy 
sense in my own body. Little fragments of sadness or a feeling that I can only describe as 
“Ooohhhh”…heavy, around my waist, wrapping around it. A floating kind of heaviness, not 
really weighed down but there was energy there. 

 

Essence Statements: These were written at the end of the first and second sessions with 

each inquirer. I invited them to create an essence statement, poem or to write something 

down to capture what they had come to know This was usually done collaboratively and 

became the topic they would reflect upon and note in their journals in between sessions. This 

was also a form of reduction of the data that had been amplified and “unpacked” during the 

sessions.  

Clusters & Cluster Titles: This involves grouping key words or images into similar types. It 

is a way of reducing information and beginning to establish patterns. Cluster titles assist in 

further reducing data to unify the separate words/phrases/images within each cluster. 

Inquirers were invited to cluster key words and then give them a title (see Fig. 17). This 

usually occurred during the final session as a way to reduce the information.  
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 Figure 17.   Little One, Titled Cluster 

 

When I arrived at the second session with Malcolm L, I was greeted by the enormity of the 

110 sculptures he had created in the two weeks since our initial session. I invited him to 

cluster these as a way of reducing and inquiring into the data. After all the objects were 

clustered, they were given cluster titles as shown in Fig. 18. 

 

 
         Figure 18.   Malcolm L, Clusters Titled (Pieces of Games & Islands) 

 

Mapping: This assists with fleshing out more information about a selected cluster title or 

topic. It can be done for one or all of the cluster titles. The following questions are focused 

upon: when, how and why something occurs (usually an emotion, behaviour or experience); 

whom it happens with; the emotions that are felt; conflicts and values associated and 

establishing “what you now know” and “how would you prefer to be there with what you 
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now know?” Mapping helps in forming an understanding of how one is in the world and the 

ways one wants to be there. Mapping can amplify the topic in order to gain a deeper 

understanding, stretch the topic out so that its components can be viewed and assist in 

collecting more data. 

In the final sessions with each participant I invited participants to reflect upon what they had 

come to know about their creative “stuckness.”  

A Theme: This is a specific statement that grounds patterns of experiencing into something 

essential. It is constructed gradually over time through successive cycles of inquiry. A theme 

contains a situation, feelings, emotions, behaviours and a context (when, who, where, how the 

inquirer is in the present). It also identifies ways of being. 

A theme is an approximation to knowing because it is fluid. With each new experience comes 

an additional layer of meaning. Through co-inquiring the participants came to know about 

their patterns and articulate preferred ways of being. All the participants came to themes in 

their inquiries (the participants themes were extended upon in Phase Three of the project to 

create overarching themes, see p. 109).  
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Journey Maps 

The following section contains three Journey Maps as notation of data from Phase One: 

Companioning Sessions. The data includes: 

• Narratives constructed from my reflexive notes 

• The MIECAT procedures used in each participant’s inquiry 

• The key words and phrases I noted as significant during the research 

Included in each Journey Map are thumbnail images of the artworks made by the participants 

and myself during the project. Larger versions of these images are also shown offering a 

supplementary “visual” narrative.  

The maps emerged as a way to plot the plethora of data collected during the companioning 

sessions. Originally these maps were designed to fold out into large double-sided posters but 

due to technical hurdles with printing I have included them as individual pages.  

 

Although they have lost some of their original visual “map” appearance in their current 

format, I have chosen to still call them Journey Maps. They assist in locating the journey 

undertaken with each participant. With the turn of each page an inquiry is revealed.  



JOURNEY MAP
LITTLE ONE

JOURNEY MAP
LITTLE ONE

JOURNEY MAP
LITTLE ONE

Data: Procedures & keywords/phrases 
Reflexive Journal Excerpts



REFLEXIVE JOURNAL

Session One     …

!" !#
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  Little One felt jaded about working in arts 
administration as part of a not-for profit art 
gallery - a place affected by what she called the 
“hierarchy of the art world.” Her experience of 
creative stuckness not only related to art 
making but also feeling like she didn’t have the 
ability to be creative in her work. Her manager 
once told her that she was “just a receptionist.” 
She did not have time to make art while juggling 
work and mortgage repayments. She had 
recently created an artwork for an exhibition at 
the gallery she worked. Some of her colleagues 
supported her in making the art work. It repre-
sented a character rebelling against the system 
and the bureaucracy of the art world she 
resided in. She spoke of loving the process of 
artmaking rather than the product. She spoke 
of art “practice” as a way of seeing the world - 
a way of thinking and processing in an aesthetic 
way.

   I invited her to spend some time making art — 
to be in process. She said she wanted to make 
a collage. After looking through my postcard 
collection she selected three postcards. Using a 
craft knife, she cut out all the figures that 
appeared in the postcards. She used these to 
create stencils by both filling in the cut out 
sections and then using the cut out figures to 
trace around. She would contemplate before 
using brightly coloured chalk pastels to draw 
inside or around each stencil. I asked if her she 
liked using pastels. She said she had really 
enjoyed using them at university but was put off 
by her drawing lecturer who had teased her 
about using bright colours because she was a 
“Queenslander.” I related to this because I was 
also a Queenslander who had grown up in the 
eighties surrounded the bright iconography of 
the sunshine state. 

   She created two more representations while I 
watched with curious intent. We were mostly 
silent. I did not want to interrupt her but I was 
conscious that time was ticking by.  I began to 
feel anxious about the amount of data she was 

creating. I did not want to put boundaries 
around her making, as what she had said that 
she enjoyed most was the process. I could see 
she was immersed in the process. Perhaps I 
could have said that while she was making. 

Afterwards I invited her to tell me about what 
she had made. We talked at length about the 
bird representation and how she had tried to 
draw a circle using a pencil and then sewn 
around it in red but it hadn’t worked. The 
sewing had been a way to attach the bird onto 
the paper but the red thread had taken over the 
image. The bird was sewn down. The bird was 
in homage to the artist Martin King. It was flying 
on top of a cloud that had blue reaching out — 
it was about letting go, the mark making was 
freer than the other representations she had 
made. She had made pinpricks inside the cloud 
which were a homage to the artist Kiki Smith. 
There were little bits of pink pastel showing 
through the holes — "little bits of possibility." I 
held the representation upside down. Little One 
said that the bird now seemed trapped. I asked 
her what this felt like. She seemed dissonant 
yet curious about the different perspective 
offered. I said I wanted to draw something for 
her. I drew a big red circle to represent the 
“trap” the bird was in. I wrote, “trapped” and 
then drew blue coming out of the red circle and 
wrote, “letting go.” 

   She asked if my drawing was a response to 
her drawing of the bird and questioned whether 
I liked her image better upside down. I noticed I 
felt defensive. I explained that it was not as if I 
liked it better, I was interested in offering a 
different perspective. She said she wanted the 
bird to be flying out of the trap and there to be 
possibilities, so I wrote the word “possibilities” 
on my ISR as well. She asked if she could take 
her representations home and add things to her 
journal. I said they were hers to do with what 
she wished and invited her to reflect in her 
journal about anything that came up for her until 
we next met.



    Little One said she felt “guilty and naughty” 
because she had not done anything in her 
journal. She had been so busy with gardening 
and painting her house that she did not have 
time. I asked her if anything had come up since 
we last met and she said that she had intended 
to write down her thoughts but had not and now 
she couldn’t remember them. She had wanted 
to write things in her journal and then cover 
some of the words up, conceal some of the 
words. 

   She said she did not have time to create art. I 
asked her what it would be like to have time. 
She talked about making time and also about a 
space to create art in. She had cleaned out her 
shed but it was too cold in winter to use. She 
needed to clean it out again. I asked if it would 
help if we created a timetable of her week and 
she replied saying people often suggested this 
to her.

   After working together to create a timetable I 
asked her what it was like having her week 
scheduled.  She said it seemed so busy. I asked 
her if she wanted to put the timetable in her 
journal. She did not want to because she 
disliked the schedule. I asked if she would like 
to have some time just to make art. She 
agreed. This time I allocated half an hour for 
making. She had already told me that she had 
to leave at 7:30pm to attend an exhibition 
opening. She cut up the representations she 
had made in the previous session and then 
glued and sewed them into her journal. 

   As she worked we chatted. I asked her if she 
ever wanted to exhibit her artwork. She replied 
“No” because she "didn’t have a theme for her 
artworks — she just made them." She said it 
would be “Pretty naff to exhibit works without a 
theme.” She was informed by her "standards" 
as a gallery director. I asked her if people in the 
industry ever questioned her whether or not she 
made art. She said "all the time." She made up 
excuses for not making art saying that she was 
“working full time” or “studying.” She  told me 

that she, "didn’t really care about exhibiting." 
She wanted to make it for herself. She enjoyed 
the process.
   
   After she finished her journaling I asked if I 
could share something and then enacted out 
different parts her schedule. I lay on the floor 
enacting her waking up, narrating as I went 
“Okay, exercise, I want to do it every day for half 
an hour.” I enacted stabbing her boss at work 
and she laughed. Then running around, travel-
ling on the train, riding on her bike and then 
home to garden, all the while in a big rush. I lay 
down again depicting her relaxing on the week-
end and finally arriving at Monday afternoon 
exclaiming “Time for me – creativity.” She 
laughed and told me I should be an actor. She 
seemed to enjoy it. I also sensed a feeling of 
sadness or perhaps she was reflecting. 

   I suggested that we reflect on what she had 
come to know thus far in relation to her repre-
sentations and my response. She said it was 
about "making time." As she spoke about how 
she felt, I asked if we could write down her 
thoughts.  Together we co-created an essence 
poem. I companioned her, asking questions 
and reflecting back key words she had told me. 
After reading the poem out aloud I asked her if 
she wanted to read it. It sounded affirming for 
me to hear her read it. She was excited that we 
had collaborated to create the poem. She 
expressed a desire to come to my house to do 
some art making together (something we had 
discussed as friends many times before). 

As we packed up together I invited her to spend 
a little bit of time, whether it be five minutes or 
one hour on a Monday to be creative. I also 
suggested carrying around a smaller notebook 
to capture some of her thoughts until we next 
met.  

Session Two …

!!

Little One arrived flustered and angry after 
installing an exhibition at work saying her 
manager was micro-managing her. After 
offering her my three ISR’s she expressed a 
sense of feeling guilty about not having made 
anything for me. She really liked the book I 
gave her. She had tried to put aside two hours 
on both Monday and Tuesday but had spent 
the whole time in the garden, though she had 
spent a little time on Tuesday night doing 
some doodling and writing in her journal. She 
talked a lot about the process — of "trying not 
to think and just make." I was interested in a 
page in which she had displayed her value 
conflicts about art (see journal reflection 
image, on reverse of this Journey Map).

She had cut up the timetable I had drawn for 
her and pasted it into her book. She really 
liked the process of deconstructing and 
reconstructing. Later she asked if I was 
offended that she had cut it up. I wasn’t. She 
said she had also wanted to cut up my official 
documents (the consent forms and letter of 
information) but she decided not to.

I explained that the final session was about 
coming to a theme together. She began by 
reflecting upon the inquiry and what she had 
come to know. I wrote down her key words 
and then we clustered them. After titling the 
clusters I suggested focusing in on one of the 
clusters to flesh it out and get more 
information by doing a depiction or mapping. 
There was a strong moment of dissonance. 
Little One said “You’re trying to justify things.” 
The procedures were reminding her of the 
system – of everything she had been talking 
about regarding having to quantify things and 
to justify things. She was more interested in 
process and here I was trying to get her to 
come to some sense of understanding about 
why she felt creatively stuck. I felt very selfish. 
I felt like I was pushing her to find something, 
to help her come to some new meaning or 
revelation. I said that we didn’t have to do 
anything. But she said she wanted to because 
she was curious. 

She chose the cluster titled “It’s not about the 
outcome it’s about the process” and together 
we enagaged in the process of mapping.

Afterwards we had a break, sharing food and 
social chit-chat. She pulled out something for 
me. It was a little trading project that we had 
done back in 2005, when I had first moved to 
Melbourne in our first year of being friends. At 
that time she had invited me to do a 
collaborative activity with her. She had made 
up two little boxes and put instructions in them 
with paper to create art. I had created art on all 
the pages except for two. This was the box I 
had given back to her with my works. It was 
fascinating after all these years to revisit the 
artworks I had given to her. I had completely 
forgotten about the drawings I had made and 
they took me right back to the place I was in 
after first having graduated from art school, 
having arrived in Melbourne bright eyed and 
ambitious. In order to be present to Little 
One’s inquiry I had attempted to bracket out 
my own experiences of creative stuckness 
during the sessions. This little box symbolised 
my lack of art making since the time I made 
these drawings. I felt exposed and confronted 
by my own stuckness.

After our break we revisited our mapping and 
collaborated on a thematic statement. I felt 
conscious of trying to guide too much, offering 
too many ideas or suggestions in an attempt to 
explain the procedure. I asked if she had found 
it useful or come to some kind of meaning. 
She said she had not as she was in process 
but she was excited about the possibilities. 
Aha! It was all about making art in order to be 
in the process and not the outcome. There 
was a sense of wanting to continue to 
collaborate and work together. We both felt as 
if we had just begun.

Session Three …

!"



a) Has a disinterest in making art
b) Is not making art but would like to be

c) Is making art but not feeling positive about it
d) is finding it difficult to establish an art practice

(3 x soft sculptures)

Session One:  1st November 2012

PROCEDURES

TOPIC/INQUIRY FOCUS:

REPRESENTATIONS

(3 x drawings/mixed media works on paper)

ISR

(drawing/painting on paper)

ISR: 

made after session & offered in Session Two

!"

a) jaded, administration, level of balance, hierarchy of the art world
b) time constraint, frustrated, time manage, stop being lazy

c) doing, technique, love process (rather than product), 
artmaking, quality - art is quantified

d) thinking about it - process the world in an aesthetic way, a way of seeing

not finished
freedom

hairy
wild

in homage
trapped

letting go
possibilities

KEY WORDS/PHRASES/IMAGES

!#



REPRESENTATION

(“Timetable” drawing on paper)

Session Two:  14th November 2012

EXPERIENCING - Journalling “time for creativity”  

ESSENCE POEM

REPRESENTATION  
Text message with photographs 

Little One sent me 19/11/12 4:57pm

ISR - Dramatic enactment of timetable

(painting & linoprint on paper; linoprint on paper, Artist Book)

ISR
made after session & offered Session Three

!"

did not have time to create art
making time

space to create in
shed 

didn’t have a theme for artworks
“pretty naff to exhibit without a theme”

standards
enjoyed the process

Switching off to stuff that I think
is important but really it’s bullshit
What’s relevant is really irrelevant

I’ve got to make it happen - the space
for me time on a Monday

I want to make a little sanctuary for me.

Back shed cleaned  And then I got carried
away glittering some
wee boy gnomes from
the garden - that’s
being creative isn’t it?   

Now I’m lazing in the
sun in the backyard 
cos it’s just too nice a 
day not to
 

!#



Session Three:  28th November 201

JOURNAL REPRESENTATIONS

THEMES

CLUSTERING KEY WORDS
CLUSTER TITLES

It’s not about the outcome, it’s about the processMAPPING

“When I have time to make art I prefer to be driven by process
rather than focusing on reaching an outcome.”

“When I’m focusing on the process I feel a more resounding
sense of satisfaction and contenment.”

!"

It’s not about the outcome, it’s about the process:
playing, process, random, not about outcome

Deconstruct/Reconstruct:
deconstructing, structure, making me happier, reconstructing,

enjoy making art, doing, not thinking

Art making for Clarity:
keep writing, opportunity, why do I need to make art? priority, skills, visual, 

healthier, art

Excited:
alowing time, make more time, own timeline, make time, excited

This is what work should be:
2 hours
work 

How would you like to be there?:
work three days a week & other days developing a studio (art?)

not necessarily making art but be involved with others who are making stuff > collaboration
organising my time a bit better to make more art (even if it’s just two hours a week)      

When does it happen?:
doodling

print making (possibilities)
gardening
exercising

Which emotions/ How does it make you feel?:
happy

in pain (physical stuff)
satisfaction
gratitude
thinking

warm feeling in body

Where does it happen?:
at home

in the studio
in the garden

in the park

Whom does it happen with?:
by myself

with friends
with partner

Which Values/Conflicts?:
veil of theoretical in art

art vs art for elite
not wanting to stall 

vs just doing it 

!#
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Figure 20.   Little One, Representation, chalk pastel on paper, 29.7 x 42 cm 
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Figure 21.   Little One, Representation, watercolour, ink & thread on  paper, 29.7 x 42 cm 
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Figure 22.   Little One, Representation, watercolour, chalk pastel, paper bark & thread on paper  
14.8 x 21 cm  
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Figure 23.   Natalya Garden, ISR: Letting go, oil pastel, watercolour & pencil on paper, 29.7 x 42 cm 
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Figure 24.   Natalya Garden, ISR, calico, thread & polyester stuffing, 7 x 13 cm (largest) 

 

 
Figure 25.   Little One, ISR Additions, embroidery thread detail on calico & tissue paper 
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Figure 26.   Natalya Garden & Little One, Timetable Representation, felt tip pen on paper, 29.5 x 42 cm 

 

 
Figure 27.   Little One, Timetable Deconstructed, representation cut up & collaged into journal  



Life After Art School  Natalya Garden-Thompson 
 

 58  

 

 

 
Figure 28.   Little One, Text message photograph 

 

 
Figure 29.   Natalya Garden, ISR: Time “Just for Me”  

   felt tip pen on paper 
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Figure 30.   Natalya Garden, ISR: A little sanctuary for me, watercolour, pencil, linoprint on paper  

14.8 x 21 cm 
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Figure 31.   Natalya Garden, ISR: In Process, linoprint on paper, 14.5 x 28.5 cm 

 

 
Figure 32.   Natalya Garden ISR: Trusting the Process, Artist Book: linoprint on rice paper,          
watercolour, shellac & thread, 21 x 29.6 cm (when open) 
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Figure 33.    Little One, Journal Title Page 

 

 
Figure 34.   Little One, Journal Page 
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Figure 35.   Little One, Journal Page 

 



Data: Procedures & keywords/phrases 
Reflexive Journal Excerpts

JOURNEY MAP
SPARROW

JOURNEY MAP
SPARROW

JOURNEY MAP
SPARROW



REFLEXIVE JOURNAL

   Sparrow was very definite when selecting the points 
she related to in my creative "stuckness" definition. I had 
printed out a copy of the participant recruitment adver-
tisement for us to refer. Using a pencil she underlined the 
words establish and art practice on the paper printout 
and then wrote the word owning under practice. What 
was important was owning her practice for herself. She 
knew she was competent and capable of making art to fit 
a certain commercial style but she was not making what 
she described as “true art.” She had the ability to create 
art to sell or exhibit because of her skill as a graphic 
designer/illustrator and a gallery curator. Now she 
wanted to create more aesthetically pleasing works that 
expressed more of her self.

   Recently Sparrow had heard that another facilitator 
who worked in the same community arts organisation 
had said she was “not even a real artist.” It made her feel 
angry. She knew that she was competent and experi-
enced enough to facilitate art but the facilitator did not 
take her seriously because Sparrow did not make “art” of 
a certain type, for example, still life or paintings of a 
particular genre.
 
   I invited Sparrow to select an image from my INIVA 
(Institute of International Visual Arts) emotional learning 
cards.  After selecting two cards she launched into 
describing them. She had chosen the one on the right 
because of its "fragility." The hand was "gently holding" 
the house that had sharp pins in it. She was not sure if 
the pins were holding the house together or not. It was 
like her art. She made small gestures with her hands. 
Referring to the other card she said the shape had a 
"sharp contour" but inside was "beauty, details, colours, 
organic and patterns." I asked her if it suited her 
aesthetic. She agreed. She didn’t seem to like the sharp 
contour though. It seemed to represent the expected 
norms in art, a more constrained type of art. There was a 
lot of white space around the shape. I asked her if I could 
turn it upside down. As I did she noticed the shape 
changing. “It’s a plane!” she exclaimed laughing.

 

the way she saw art. She didn’t like it this way around. 
The patterns inside were too directive which caused her 
to spend too much time looking at the shape instead of 
the detail. She preferred the detail. That was what her 
artwork was like. Her artwork was small, like her; it was 
like the little house. I said it was as if her art was like a 
separate entity in its own right. I was curious as to what 
it might look like and what it might say.

   I invited her to represent her “art” in another medium. 
She selected watercolour pencils and a piece of artist 
quality paper. Picking up a grey lead pencil she drew an 
oval shape — around and around the pencil went. I 
distinctly felt my stomach mirroring this shape, as if my 
body was drawing the shape inside me. Small, gentle 
gestures. There was a line which stretched out from 
either side of the oval and as she gently shaded and 
pressed the grey lead onto the paper, small lines 
emerged– loose threads flicking out. 

   When she was satisfied she described the representa-
tion, again without prompting and I wrote down key 
words. She really liked the small wispy lines above the 
oval shape. I agreed. I was very curious about them. We 
discussed the subtlety of the drawing. This related to her 
experience of feeling unable to describe her art to others, 
of needing to justify it. She didn’t want it too defined. She 
liked the space above the small drawing. I said that the 
line was capturing my attention. She said that it was not 
straight. She spoke about the facilitator at the place she 
worked making “mainstream” art but that her own art was 
neither alternative nor conservative.

   

Session One     …
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   She wrote the word “expected” on the dark cloud in 
white pencil. It represented what others expected of the 
smaller object underneath. She began drawing around 
the bottom half of the cloud, using it as a template, subtly 
shading its outline. Later the top half formed. Sparrow 
described how this was a more refreshing cloud with rain 
tears that formed when the black cloud was placed over 
it. Underneath the small object had formed into a pebble 
representing nature — something that was also impor-
tant to her. She was reminded of nature on her walks 
with her dog in the morning. Her dog would stop to 
notice things and in turn she too would notice the small 
details. 

   Then she created some lightning bolts – fangs, which 
also took on a life of their own as she moved the different 
parts around the representations in different scenarios, 
making choices about where and how they were in 
relation to each other. The black cloud represented what 
others expected from her. It was always there she 
realised but she could choose how to respond. She could 
choose how it was going to affect her. It was when the 
black cloud moved onto the refreshing cloud that she 
expressed concern. This was when she felt affected by 
the expectations of others.  

   Writing this now I’m trying to find words to document 
all that was spoken but it was more a bodily sensation 
(felt sense) and an emotive response. I feel like offering 
the essence of what she shared in a simple movement, a 
poem or an artwork. My words can do no justice. What is 
important is the meaning Sparrow arrived at for herself. 
She did not need to write words; she just moved the 
representations around so that they were just right. Then 
she was ready to finish. 

   At the end of the session I offered Sparrow an ISR in 
the form of a poem; to capture the key words I had noted 
when she shared her experience with me. 

!#



   I began by informing Sparrow about my decision to 
audio record, checking if this was okay. She agreed and 
we commenced our session. First of all she thanked me 
for my ISRs and apologised for not having responded 
earlier. She didn’t feel that an email or text message 
would have done justice to what she wanted to tell me. 
She assured me that the ISRs were relevant. There was 
a sculpture, a drypoint etching on paper and a handmade 
book with a poem written in it. All these were presented 
in a box. On the box I had glued a tag onto which I had 
written, “gently holding your fragility while protecting 
yourself from the dark cloud.” She said the “nest” 
(referring to the sculpture) I had given her sat with the 
other “nests” she had on her mantelpiece at home. She 
really liked the natural elements and she liked the 
intricacy and detail of the sculpture and the etching. 

   After accepting the ISRs Sparrow shared her journal in 
which she had written extensively  and underlined key 
words. I was amazed that the words she had used to 
describe what she liked about the ISRs were the same 
elements that I was trying to evoke when I made them. 
She said she had initially felt dissonant about the 
questions I had posed in the poem. She felt a bodily 
response in "her gut" and this informed her decision to 
reflect upon the questions. I had taken a big risk in asking 
these questions. Despite her initial discomfort they had 
provoked her to inquire further into their meaning. I was 
also curious about how she kept using the word “nest” to 
describe the sculpture I had made. Initially it had been a 
nest when I was making it but at one stage turned into a 
shelter. I told her this and she said that a nest could be a 
shelter for her. 

  She shared other parts of journaling and talked about a 
drawing she had made that looked like a rock and 
reminded her of the pebbles in New Zealand (NZ). She 
said how important rocks were to her and that she had 
recently acquired a rock on her trip to NZ after being 
accepted for a professional doctorate arts program (prof 
doc). The rock was core, I asked her what it felt like and 
she pointed to her stomach, to her centre. I felt this place 
inside me as well. It was strong. 

   Later I invited her to create a representation bracketing 
in what was important. She chose to use sand tray 
objects. After selecting her objects and placing them

into the tray I asked if she could tell me about what she 
had represented. I became very immersed in the unfold-
ing of the inquiry.  I felt very much “in it” with her — sitting 
alongside, full of curiosity while also acknowledging the 
feelings that were being opened up through co-inquiring 
into the sand tray representation. 

   There were many voices held within the representation 
and I gently asked questions about what they had to say 
(see specific details for what each object represented on 
reverse side of this map). The positions and the appear-
ance of the objects also were important. As we 
conversed with each other and the little animal objects, 
the rabbit made its way alongside the pony but always a 
few steps behind. They travelled forward but then it was 
too far so they went a few steps back again. I 
commented that the pony was bright and colourful – that 
it was like a show pony. She agreed saying that it made 
the rabbit feel uncomfortable, that although she put her 
art on display she did not want to talk about it; she 
wanted it to speak for itself. The characters represented 
different parts of herself and her art.

   As the inquiry went on I asked if there was anything she 
would like to do or change. She selected another object, 
a log that had a fern and a flower on it, which she placed 
between the donkey and the pony. This made it “feel 
better” for her. I commented that there was a hollow in 
the log. I imagined putting the rabbit inside for protection 
but I chose not to say this. I felt happy when she did this 
on her own accord. It fitted in there perfectly with its little 
head sticking out. Soon there was no space for the 
spider and it was moved outside the tray. The donkey, 
pony, rabbit and the new piece of nature were able to 
travel together. The two twigs were poked into the sand 
so that they stood vertically and she made little pathways 
with her fingertips to represent future possible journeys. 
 
   I felt comfortable and warm having witnessed and 
companioned her in the shift that had occurred. It 
seemed to me that Sparrow was beginning to accept the 
different  parts of herself and was developing choices 
about how she wanted to be in her artistic life. It was 
important.

Session Two …
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   In the final session I installed all of Sparrow’s  data into 
a “mini-exhibition” on the wall. I invited her to reflect upon 
what stood out for her – in the data and the inquiry so far. 
She spoke about the significance of the last session and 
how she was coming to know about what was important 
for her. The inquiry was impacting on the Prof Doc 
journey she was starting and she had been journaling 
about this and also about how the inquiry had been 
influencing her art. 

   She showed me a page in her journal on which she had 
done some expressive watercolour painting. Over the 
paint she had stuck down some photographs of the sand 
tray representation made in the previous session. She 
was struck by the page’s vibrancy, lushness and the 
organic nature of letting the watercolour seep into the 
paper. The previous session had been an “exciting, 
clarifying session” for Sparrow. The photograph that 
stood out for her was of the pony, donkey and rabbit in 
front of the tree trunk/fern. They were going on an 
adventure together and it didn’t feel scary. “Where are we 
headed?” she asked.

   I gave her the ISR I had made after the previous 
session. She loved the pony saying, “She’s so beautiful! 
Oh I feel so lucky and you know what I like? She’s not 
quite as showy as that one (referring to the original sand 
tray object). But she’s beautiful. That’s what I like, she’s 
delicate and beautiful and she’s got all these lovely little 
bits, she doesn’t have the big glitzy, beady bits and I like 
that I can see the threads. Yep, it’s the organic, it’ s the 
natural.” She gave me a hug and told her it was a 
pleasure to make it. She told it that it would be “journey-
ing alongside her with her doctorate.”  While looking at 
the detail of the ISR she discovered a little nest in the 
fibers of one of the grass seed plants. I said that I hoped 
it wasn’t a spider and she said, “maybe some of it we 
leave behind” and then “If you look closely see what you 
find.” Just as we were about to shift away from this, she 
noticed the spider in the photograph of the sand tray from 
the previous session hung on the wall. She exclaimed “oh 
my gosh there’s a spider.” I replied, “that was the one you 
had left behind and I had brought it along.” She said it 
was "all tucked up but that she could leave it," and took it 
outside the building.

   

    

   In coming to a theme I invited her reflect upon all that 
we had shared, “the images on the wall, the ISR and the 
journaling she had done for herself.” I noted key words as 
she spoke. She clustered these words and afterwards we 
discussed how the process was for her.  She said “it was 
really nice to be able to identify” the clusters and then she 
described what these clusters meant for her. She 
commented on how each cluster seemed to go in steps: 
1. How to own part of me, 2. Once it (her style) can be 
acknowledged it can be accepted, 3. Go forward with 
confidence. “Connecting the artistic pony that has my 
style so embedded on it, stitched and woven into every 
part of it, and thinking of the shy little bunny and the 
donkey: it’s the connection of all three together – travel-
ling together.”

   I suggested mapping one of the titles but she said that 
it would be "opening it out." We decided to co-construct 
a theme instead. I said that what stood out for me was 
the sense of being on a journey and the notion of becom-
ing. She agreed, saying that the journey wasn’t so fearful 
because of all the preparation (the knowing style, owning 
her style) and that I had enabled her to do that by what I 
had led her through in such a short period of time. She 
commented on the effectiveness of the MIECAT inquiry  
– that “it” (experience) is sitting there waiting to inquire 
into and make sense of it all. We both laughed and she 
said, “For the record we did not rig this”, implying that 
those reading the thesis might think we had “cheated” 
because it all seemed so simple but that the steps (the 
how) she had talked about had led her to the theme. She 
said, “All those elements (of the inquiry) enable such a 
broad statement to be made.”

  I commented again about the notion of the journey and 
the shift that had occurred when she had come to know 
all the different parts of herself. She had chosen which 
parts to leave behind that weren’t as important but also 
acknowledged those that had a role — the different 
aspects (she said “different layers.”) Whether one is 
leading or following or however they go on their journey 
they are all there. At this stage she rewrote the theme on 
another piece of paper to go in her journal, saying: “When 
you do this process you come to know it for yourself.”

 

!"
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C) Are making art but not feeling positive about it
E) Are finding it difficult to establish an art practice

True art, who determines what is art?
Arts practice, owning it,

Accepting “the artist” within - without,
What is seen, what is shown

when there are no words, no placards on display,
They are subtle, they can get missed

yet they are important,
Holding what’s special and creating shelter

to protect the pebble from the forever looming expected,
Being comfortable, being okay

ISR - Poem

Session One:  7th January 2013

PROCEDURES

TOPIC/INQUIRY FOCUS:

REPRESENTATIONS

(selected from INIVA Emotional Learning Cards) 

REPRESENTATIONS

(drawings & collage on paper, two variations)

!#

owning, true art, putting aside, arts practice, art making,
expected sense, authentic, textile, collecting, big piece, comfortable,

commercial – illustrator, art gallery – uncomfortable, label, accepted “the artist”,
with hands, anger, facilitation

fragility
gently holding
sharp contour

beauty
details
colours
organic
patterns

small
not too much pressure
subtlety can get missed

expected
play

resilient
how to manage

impression
mainstream

lightning bolt - fangs

KEY WORDS/PHRASES/IMAGES
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ISR

made after session One & posted 17th January 2013 

(sculpture in box, handmade book with ISR poem, etching on paper)

A little rock with small imperfections
sheltered, held, protected in a
woven basket with little loose threads,
Are you holding back? 
Do you not see what precious gifts
you hold in your basket?
Are those tears that form in the blue
of the refreshing cloud,
Sadness because of what others 
expect of you or what you 
expect of yourself?

Your ways of describing & sharing
your practice are subtle
and can get missed
when the world is full of so many 
big, showy, loud artworks (& artists)
You are resilient on your new journey
to create artworks as part of your PHD,
Owning your arts practice
and creating your true art,
Your authentic self. 

JOURNAL & ISR REFLECTION

SANDTRAY REPRESENTATION

Session Two:  14th March 2013

IMAGINATIVE VARIATION

ISR POEM (7th January, 2013)

!#

“To notice what it is in my own art making that resonates for me”
“Ownership of my arts practice”

nest - appropriate,
materials, special,
beautiful, amazing,
delicate, nature,
intricate, local,
skill of artisan,
slow process

Pony: Authentic Me, Authentic Art
Donkey: Inner Critic
Spider: Outer Critic 
Rabbit: Timid Self

Twigs: Creating Art from Nature

This true authentic artist within. 
The essence of creation. 

The essence of being.
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Session Three:  2nd May 2013

INSTALLATION OF DATA

CLUSTERING KEY WORDS
CLUSTERS TITLES

“When I know & accept with confidence my artistic style,
I don’t place as much pressure on myself & I feel I can

move forward in establishing & owning
my arts practice.”

ISR made after Session Two given 

SIGNIFICANT JOURNAL PAGE

THEME

(dried grass bouquet & soft sculpture) 

!#

Knowing my style:
not perfect, not obvious, organic, authentic, fine

Owning my style:
part of me, expression, accept, confidence

Not as much pressure:
greater skill, confidence

A way forward (to becoming)
connection, travelling together, different layers, beauty in simplicity

“She’s so beautiful!”
not as quiet as showy

delicate 
doesn’t have the big glitzy, beady bits 

can see the threads 
organic
natural 

wabi sabi 
“Perfection within the imperfection” 

 “And you are just gorgeous!” 
“Journeying alongside her with her doctorate” 

“The confidence of owning my art practice comes from knowing my style”
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Figure 36.   Alex Flemming, Flying Carpet, 2006, INIVA Emotional  
Learning Cards (Sparrow selected card with image in reverse) 

 

 
Figure 37.   Donald Rodney, In the House of My Father, 1997, photograph  
(edition of 3), INIVA Emotional Learning Cards 
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Figure 38.   Sparrow, Representation, pencil & collaged card on paper, 12 x 14 cm 

 

 
Figure 39.   Sparrow, Representation Variation 
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Figure 40.   Natalya Garden, ISR: Shelter & Protection, grape vine cane, kelp, wooden beads,  

fishing wire & silver thread, 7 x 12 cm 

 

 
Figure 41.   Natalya Garden, Packaging for ISR pictured above  

(detail), patterned cardboard box, paper & pen 
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Figure 42.   Natalya Garden, ISR: Intricate Creature, drypoint etching on paper, 21 x 29.5 cm 
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Figure 43.   Sparrow, Journal Page, watercolour & pencil on paper 
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Figure 44.   Photograph of sand tray representation (detail) 

 

 
Figure 45.   Natalya Garden ISR: Pony, calico, tempura, wool, stuffing, embroidery thread &  
silver thread, 7 x 9 x 11 cm 
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Figure 46.   Sparrow, Significant Journal Page, watercolour, photograph of sand tray representation 
& photo corners 

 



Data: Procedures & keywords/phrases 
Reflexive Journal Excerpts

JOURNEY MAP
MALCOLM L

JOURNEY MAP
MALCOLM L

JOURNEY MAP
MALCOLM L



REFLEXIVE JOURNAL

Malcom L questioned if making art was worthwhile 
because it required the "investment of a lot of time and 
effort." He had done a 2-year diploma and a 3-year 
degree in sculpture, photography and new media. 
When he was studying he didn’t do much paid work as 
he was living the “art student life” but after graduating 
he had the realisation that he needed to work and this 
took up much of his time. He felt that "being a 
successful artist was about recognition." When he was 
studying he was arrogant about his ability as an artist. 
He felt more confident with different facets of his 
present life. He enjoyed having money, an income and 
his new profession as a teacher. He said that he had 
put more emphasis on his identity as an artist in the 
past but now he was happy with being a teacher. He 
said that a lot of his friends who were still making art 
put in a lot of effort for little reward (financial and also 
recognition). What was important about being an 
“artist” was "having an audience." I asked him if he still 
made art. He said he had been drawing but this was 
more about the process than making artworks for 
exhibition. He wanted to keep building his skills and 
drawing was a skill he had not trained in. He spoke of 
the mediocrity in art, about there not being much “good 
art.” He was seldom moved by art and more evoked by 
reading these days.

I asked him if he would like to make some art based 
on anything that had stood out so far. He was 
interested in using modeling clay as he had not used it 
before; he was more familiar with clay. He separated 
the clay into five little pieces. He moulded each 
differently – poking, prodding, smoothing and rolling. 
He agreed to my watching and photographing his 
hands while he worked. I was mindful of how quiet it 
was. I worried that I would become too reserved and 
draw into myself (as I have done when facilitating 
creative art sessions) but I stayed with him in his 
making, observing, watching with much intent and 
curiosity. After each piece was completed he placed 
them in a line on the top part of the acrylic board. When 
he finished I asked him if he would like to tell me about 
what he had made.

He said that he was “trying to represent things that 
can be read in different ways.” He described them as 
objects that he imagined could be found on the island 
(represented by one of the objects he had created). He 
gave the objects names, (see key words on p. 89 next 
to sculptures representation). He said that there was a 
thread between the objects but it was not linear. It 
seemed to me as though he was trying to give them 
meaning.  He said he was “starting to create other 
narratives about them.” He then described the textural 
elements which stood out for him, 
“smooth…cracked…folded over…material.”

This lead to further conversation about the nature of 
the materials and how this affected and determined 
how an object was made. He used the word 
“manipulated” to which I replied, “…although you’ve 
been trying to control the material it’s like the material 
has it’s own life in a way.” He agreed saying that, 
“…it’s already in there” and then quoted the sculptor 
Rodin saying, “It’s already in there it’s just a matter of 
getting it out” in relation to working on a sculptural 
object or certain material. He realised that this quote 
also related to his arts practise saying, “that I’m not that 
precious about it. Um I couldn’t care less if these 
(objects) simply disappeared. I guess that’s with 
knowing that I would be able to recreate them in some 
fashion to be very close to these objects.”

I invited him to recreate them in a different medium in 
an attempt to get us away from constructing meaning 
cognitively. He created drawings of his sculptures on 
paper and then cut them out. He spent a long time 
trying to get this new set of objects into the “right” 
position by moving them around in relationship with the 
initial set of sculptural objects. It seemed like a game to 
me so I decided to bracket in my felt sense by creating 
a “game board.” I drew a grid on a piece of paper with 
a space to place each object and also wrote down the 
key phrase Malcolm L had made “It’s already in there, 
it’s just a matter of...” This response seemed too 
restrained to him. 

Session One     …
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I asked if I could make something else. There was 
only red modeling clay left. It was moldy and it smelt. I 
cut the mould off and then accidentally added too much 
water and the clay became really slippery. He was 
worried about the red getting on his objects. He had 
become much more attached. He commented on this. 
I made a little figure, trying to respond to the clay but 
when I was making it I found myself wrestling with a 
desire to be representational. He asked me if I would 
do a drawing of my object as he had done of his. I did 
this and then cut the drawing out. I placed both ISRs 
next to his – leaving them to have their own 
conversations in their own time.

After the session I was challenged to write up my 
reflective notes beause of the amount of dialogue 
shared. Altough I had recorded the audio I felt the need 
to capture what lingered for me...my felt sense of the 
session. I wrote “The way he spoke about his objects 
made me feel that they were precious. At first he said 
he could give them to me or squash them but the more 
we spoke about and looked at them he realised that he 
was becoming more attached to them. He saw them as 
little people – ‘they have their own weight,’ he said. I 
felt that these little precious objects were being 
measured and valued – questioned about their validity 
of being worthy artworks.” 

83
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Malcolm L invited me into his study. He warned me 
not to let the cat get in as I opened the door. The study 
window was open to dry his artwork on the table. I 
opened the door slightly and noticed a table covered in 
sculptures. I tried to give them little attention as I 
wanted to wait until we were both in the room ready to 
begin the session. As I opened the door a second time 
his dog was jumping through the window from outside 
the house and onto the table covered in sculptures! I 
ran in and saved the sculptures just in time by pushing 
the dog back out the window and Malcolm L quickly 
closed the window. All the time I was trying not to take 
in too much information about the sculptures I was 
trying to rescue. 

When we eventually settled I took in the enormity of 
what was laid out before me. The small group of 
sculptural representations he had made during the 
previous session had grown into a huge collection. One 
hundred and ten objects spread out across the table. 
After inviting him to tell me about what he had made, he 
opened up his journal and walked me through his 
process. First of all he had drawn a series of drawings 
that he had planned to base his sculptures on but had 
ended up not doing this. Rather he set himself goals 
around the amount of sculptures he would make within 
a given time-frame. He said he had done this because 
he was "time poor." He had really "enjoyed the process 
but had begun constructing meaning about them." This 
was frustrating. It reminded him of his experience of 
lacking inspiration and creative stuckness.

I offered him the ISR I had made after the first 
session. He seemed pleased as he was smiling. He 
organised the clay letters so that they were in lines and 
began looking for words. They had relevance as he was 
"into word games." I asked if I could spell one of the 
words out and at first he hesitated but then agreed. I 
spelled out the word “speaking” and then “stone.” He 
seemed surprised when he saw what they spelled. 
They were the titles he had given to his initial set of 
objects in the first session. He then continued to spell 
out the remaining titles using the letters. He told me the 
clay letters reminded him of the Rosetta Stone and of a 
project idea he had around this. He described them as 
“beautiful.” 

He diligently organised and categorised them into 
clusters based on their shape, texture and how he had 
made them (e.g. rolling clay, pinching clay.) I worked 
alongside him, moving other objects out of the way to 
make more room on the table for his clusters. When he 
had finished I suggested creating titles for the clusters, 
providing an example. He did the first few with ease. 
Then as he continued I gave gentle prompts and asked 
questions to assist him with titling the remaining 
clusters. Afterwards he said that he had found the 
process of clustering and giving titles to be very difficult. 
He felt that now they had titles he could not move them 
whereas before he had begun he might have been able 
to. I noticed again that he was talking a lot and 
beginning to analyse the process. I decided to intervene 
to keep us focused. I removed the titles, and invited him 
to join me on the floor, turning our backs on the 
clustered sculptures. I lay out the pieces of paper with 
the cluster titles written on them. I asked him if any of 
the titles stood out for him (bracketing in the topic 
question again). He chose four titles.

I then felt stuck, unsure where to go. I asked him why 
he had selected these titles. He said that “Gouge 
Away” related to a Pixies’ song and he could hear it 
going around and around in his head, like a soundtrack. 
These two words stood out for him. Still unsure where 
to go, I asked him if he would like to represent these 
titles in another mode suggesting paint or clay. He was 
uncertain about creating more artworks because he 
was worried he would get too wrapped up in the 
process again. I quickly grabbed my stack of postcards, 
interrupting him as I felt that we needed to stay 
focused. I started laying out the cards around the titles. 
I invited him to choose any which stood out. There was 
hardly any room for both of us sitting on the floor 
amongst the scattered postcards. I felt constricted. I 
started laying the cards over each other. By this stage 
he had selected three cards.

I asked what drew him to these cards. He began 
describing them, once again in a similar way as he 
had described his objects last session, in a very 
phenomenological way. I was curious if he was 
familiar with phenomenology or perhaps it was his art 
training – he was very aware of shape, line, form and 
colour. As he spoke I found myself becoming lost in
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the bottom card. How it looked sinister and 
vulnerable. I asked about it and he said he didn’t even 
want it in the picture. He put his finger over it. Then 
afterwards I put my finger over it. He said that the 
image was far more mysterious without it. I was 
struggling to find a place to focus. He seemed to be 
speaking about colour and the shade of the whiteness 
— the subtle differences between them. Time ticking 
by, I felt that I needed to gently bring the session to a 
close. It was if we had gone off on a huge tangent and 
I felt an obligation to help him come to some sense of 
closure or arrive at some sort of essence about what he 
had come to know.  We spent more time discussing the 
meaning held in the cards. He talked about the image 
of the pill and medication, the norms and thoughts of 
nothingness. Finally I asked if we could create a 
statement or some words that summed up the images 
and what he had come to know (see Essence 
Statement on reverse side of this map).

In the third session I invited Malcolm L to reflect upon 
what he had come to know through the inquiry. He said 
his experience of creative stuckness was about “just 
doing it” (that is making art) without having a 
“prescribed outcome for it.” He had focused on the two 
questions that I had asked him to reflect on for 
homework about “potential and the test.” He said that 
he realised that potential came back to the individual 
and that you never knew when the test was over, that it 
was “absolutely, continually ongoing.” His answers 
made him feel a lot “less precious” and “not being too 
concerned that there’s a reason to the art.” 

He thought that a lot of the reason he wasn’t making 
art was because of “having to have a reason for it” or 
that he “needed to have a reason and then make the 
work.” This was not what he used to do when he 
started making art. That this was something that was 
“taught out” of him by going to university - having to 
have an idea rather than letting the art evolve. 

He spoke of how his lecturers had said that you 
needed to have a reason to make things and that this 
might be why he had finished his degree and then 
stopped making art because he didn’t have anything 
more to say. He also said that the great thing about 
going to art school was having so many peers around 
that were interested in making art who also could act as 
a gauge whether or not your own art was interesting or 
not or relevant in some way. When you are “out by 
yourself” it is harder. You become reliant on the 
institution and when you’re away from it you need to 
find some way to sustain yourself. He also spoke about 
the value of having critiques at university but that he 
was very “harsh, arrogant and critical” of others’ works. 
Perhaps when it was time to share his works his peers 
were too intimidated to offer feedback or perhaps he 
had worked it to a point where it was resolved and 
didn’t need critiquing – thus making the value of 
critiques superfluous. 

There was also a new knowing: that he had begun 
taking photographs when spending time with his son 
and although he was inspired by Joseph Beuys and the 
Fluxus movement (art is life) – he felt that making art 
about life experiences could get overly sentimental or 
“twee.”

I told him about wanting to arrive at a theme 
collaboratively and then invited him to map his 
experience of making photographs. This topic was 
extended into “Making photographs more part of my 
life.” In the mapping we explored the questions, “How 
would you prefer to be there?” and “What do you think 
you now know?” His answers captured an essence of 
elements we had discussed already. From this we 
co-constructed a theme, taking it in turns to amplify it 
and then he reduced it so that it was right for him. 
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ISR
(representations on paper with pen) 

Session One:  2nd February 2013

TOPIC/INQUIRY FOCUS:

REPRESENTATION
(sculptures)

REPRESENTATION
(drawing on paper)

d) lacking inspiration

ISR 
(sculpture & drawing)

KEY WORDS/PHRASES/IMAGES
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time invested, worthwhile, payoff, 
a need to produce - identity - arrogant - self esteem

2-year diploma Swinburne, photography, new media, 
3-year degree VCA, photography

realisation, successful artist, recognition, 
more confident with different facets - becoming, money, professional, 

having an audience, process not exhibiiton, 
skilled at drawing, worth, reading

island, noticeable, tooth, stone, nature, rope or vine,
made by man, link, artifacts, speech bubble, precise,

thread – not linear, narrative,
textural elements: smooth, cracked, folded over, material

“It can be manipulated, you can allow it to do...”
“It’s already in there, it’s just amatter of getting it out”

not precious, comfortable, 
illustration the essence, 
re-create, task, integrity, 

linked to memory, 
materiality, more intentional, 

artifacts from imaginary culture, 
speaking stone, narrative, labelling, 

audience - producing for exhibition - engrained,
 failure of success

“I’ve become attached to them now”
“So much of reality is construced by language and without language we 
can’t tell narrative and without narrative we don’t function as humans”

“They’ve got their own kind of integrity”
“See as little people - they have their own weight, they have their own lives”
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REPRESENTATION made after Session One

(110 sculptures)

 REPRESENTATIONS postcards selected

Session Two:  16th February 2013

OBJECTS CLUSTERED

CLUSTERS TITLED

SIGNIFICANT TITLES SELECTED

 ESSENCE STATEMENTS/QUESTIONS FOR JOURNAL REFLECTION

ISR

made after session One & offered Session Two 

(key phrases on card & sculptures in gift wrapped box)
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analysis
fun

analysing
meaning
anxious

audience
comparison

contemplation
wasn’t fun

Scrolls 
Hybrids

Gouge Away 
Pieces of Games 

Bandage 
Tooth cutting

Islands
Thoughts of Nothingness

Ribbons
Down the well

Folds
Papers

Pieces Of Games
3 x 3 x 3

Tooth cutting
Thoughts of Nothingness

Gouge Away
3 x 3 x 3

monochromatic, no bright colours, subtle yellow, line work
focus and blurred, photographic, sharp yet blurred

pill central, edge coming in, sinister, vulnerable, sympathy
man-made, clinical, colour, attention to detail

Who decides our Potential?
When do you know when the test is over?
Expectations being changed by example
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Session Three:  2nd May 2013

“For a long time I have thought about art in an overly
critical, analytical and overly serious way. I realise that I can now

choose to integrate it into my life to make it more enjoyable.”

THEME

REFLECTING UPON  “What you have come to know”

MAPPING Making Photography More Part of My Life

ISR

made after Session Two - posted & opended Session Three

(film & sculpture in box)
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Making art vs obligations to family
Making art using brain vs emotions

Process vs product

How would you like to be there?:
getting photos processed

what to do once that’s happened?
having camera with me when appropriate

When does it happen?:
any time (walking/driving with son)

 on the move (more things to photograph)
adventure > the lighting at dusk

 (before sunset & just after it has gone down)
> atmospheric, emotional kick

Which values/conflicts?:
opportunities vs more important priorities

art vs relationships

What happens?:
being present in world & time 

(in the moment)
a different way of seeing the world
planning for future opportunities

How does it happen?:
with camera (self & partner)

with phone
 (facebook - to share - history of self)

Where does it happen?:
holiday house

outdoors
around streets at home

other places (Werribee Gorge)
intriguing places

Which emotions/ How does it make me feel?:
nostalgic
block out

happy when you get 
a good photograph

instinct

What do you think you now know?:
more fun that I thought
thought art wasn’t fun

over critical/over analytical
overly serious

music influenced process
stringed instrsuments

end of day
photographs

hidden note book
weren’t distracted

revealed
backwards
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Figure 48.   Malcolm L, Representation, modelling clay, sizes variable (approx 4 x 6 cm each)   

            

 

 

 
Figure 49.   Malcolm L, Representation, pen on paper, sizes variable (approx 3 x 5 cm each)  
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Figure 50.   Natalya Garden, ISR: Game Board, felt tip pen on paper & Malcolm L’s representations  
29.7 x 42 cm 

 

 
Figure 51.   Natalya Garden, ISR: The Artist Revealed, modelling clay & pen on paper, 6 x 8 cm 
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Figure 52.   Natalya Garden, ISR: Malcolm L’s key statements, paper on card  
in box, 14 x 15 cm 
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Figure 53.   Natalya Garden, ISR: Ancient Artefacts (detail), tissue paper & sculptures in box  
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Figure 54.   Natalya Garden, ISR: Ancient Artefacts, tissue paper & sculptures  
in box, 14 x 15 cm 

 

 
Figure 55.   Natalya Garden, ISR: Ancient Artefacts: object names spelt out, modelling clay 
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Figure 56.   Malcolm L, Representations, modelling clay, variable sizes 

 

 
Figure 57.   Malcolm L, Titled Cluster: Papers, modelling clay & pen on paper  
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Figure 58.   Malcolm L, Journal Page 
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Figure 59.   Malcolm L, Journal Page 
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Figure 60.    Malcolm L, Journal Pages 
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Phase Two: Researcher as Artist 
 

The Reflexive Researcher 

In late February my research supervision group (three other students and supervisor Dr Jan 

Allen) had our second meeting in which I shared my data. At that stage there were only two 

research sessions remaining. The group commented on how much data I had collected. Dr 

Allen suggested, “taking a break” to “indwell” the data. By that stage I felt immersed in the 

project.  

After reluctantly taking off a few weeks to reflect on the research I found myself becoming 

stuck and unhappy. I had not yet finished the ISRs I had begun making for both Sparrow and 

Malcolm L. Halted in the process, the looming fear of “producing too much data” hung over 

me.  

A few weeks later, I woke up early, packed my backpack and ventured down to the bush 

located at the edge of my property to make a film as an ISR for Malcolm L. This was to be a 

response to our second session that produced two essence statement questions (see Fig. 61), a 

reference to the song “Gauge Away” (the Pixies, 1989, track 15) and two postcards with 

imagery of nature. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 61.   Malcolm L, Essence Statement Questions  

 

After preparing a “film set” and laying out art materials, I played the song. I then pulled, 

pushed, tore and pounded the clay I had taken with me. I continued to transform the clay as 

the next song on my playlist came on and the next and the next. I took the clay and began 

rubbing it on my arms and face (Fig. 62). For 15 minutes I was absorbed in the art making 

process until eventually a sculptural shape took form (Fig. 63). I stopped the music and onto a 
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bed sheet I had suspended across trees, I used charcoal to write Malcolm L’s essence 

questions (see Fig. 64 & 65.) This process had a huge cathartic effect on me. I had seldom 

allowed myself the opportunity to simply make “art for art’s sake” in my own time. Making 

art without a concept was an issue that was also being raised in Malcolm L’s inquiry. 

 

 

Figure 62.   Natalya Garden, Self-portrait with clay 

 

 

Figure 63.   Natalya Garden, ISR for Malcolm L  

clay sculpture in box, 14 x 14 x 10 cm 
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Figure 64.   Natalya Garden, Thoughts of Nothingness, film still 

 

 

Figure 65.   Natalya Garden, Malcolm L’s questions written on sheet with charcoal 
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It was at this juncture that I found myself uncertain about whether or not I was actually 

responding to Malcolm L’s data or to my own experiences of creative “stuckness.” Had I 

done what I feared most and left my participants behind? I questioned my motivations behind 

making art in the research. I silenced this voice, dismissing it as my inner critic trying to hold 

me back. For the next week I edited the film and sent it off to Malcolm L hoping he would 

watch it before our final session.  

Three months passed before we met and when I arrived at his house I was disappointed to 

find that he had not watched the film. As we watched it together, I felt extremely self-

conscious. He took down notes about what stood out for him. When it was finished I gave 

him the sculpture I had made in the film. When he read out his notes about the film they 

seemed to have a different interpretation to what I had hoped to convey. Despite this it 

seemed that the film did relate to the topic of photography that had emerged as significant in 

his inquiry.  

Throughout the companioning sessions I had been companion, co-researcher, friend and 

fellow visual arts graduate holding my own experience of creative “stuckness.” As the 

research project progressed I found it harder and harder to separate these different roles. I 

questioned which were the participants’ stories and which were mine?   

 

“Stuck” in the Research Process 

Immersed in the depths of winter I found myself disconnected with writing my thesis. In a 

meeting with my research supervisor I expressed my lack of enthusiasm and how I had 

become more focused on developing my practice as a creative arts therapist and community 

arts facilitator rather than focusing on the project. She reflected that although I had presented 

my data in a coherent, transparent way, my voice, my art and my experiences were missing. 

My feelings as a researcher experiencing creative “stuckness” seemed to have been left 

behind.  

In order to reconnect with my project I dedicated time for making art. In the middle of July I 

set up a makeshift studio in my lounge room to make it as easy as possible to continue making 

art. Sifting through my data I selected images that represented significant moments during the 

companioning sessions. The first image was the ISR of the pony I had made for Sparrow (Fig. 

66). This ISR stood out as important in affirming her “style.” As I drew I noted down my 
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thoughts (see journal entries below) and this helped me to stay in the present and bracket out 

my inner critic. I repeated the process and responded to Little One and Malcolm’s L’s data 

(Fig’s 66 and 67). I realised that I had chosen ISRs that I had given to each participant to 

represent in each of the drawings. The final drawing was of the sculpture I had made in the 

film for Malcolm L (Fig. 68). This symbolised the moment when my art making shifted from 

being a response to the participants to a representation of my own experience of emerging 

from “stuckness.” 

 

Journal entry ,  15 th July  2013 
 
 Where does your art end and mine begin? 
 The experiences you share inform my experiencing 
 Stories overlap and intertwine in the present moment 
 I am confronted by my own creative “stuckness” 
 A mirror is placed before me reflecting my own patterns 
 I struggle to stay in process, to stay focused 
 But I persevere and put aside my doubts 
 The art takes on a life of it’s own 
 It emerges in its own right 
 It speaks louder than any words I use to try and understand it 
 
Journal entry ,  31st July  2013 
 
 Patience in the process, 
 I follow your traces and  
 Wonder where you will take me. 
 
 Marks of time, 
 Relaxing into the detail 
 Working into the surface. 
 
 My mind drifts into imagination space 
 Soft pencil lead dissolving 
 
Journal entry ,  1 st August  2013 
 
 Through this process 
 The art becomes my own 
 Reclaiming my art 
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Figure 66.   Natalya Garden, Perfection within the Perfection/You are just Gorgeous!  
graphite on paper, 31 x 40 cm 

 

 

Figure 67.   Natalya Garden, Time for me (creativity), graphite on paper, 31 x 40 cm 
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Figure 68.   Natalya Garden, Word Games/Language & Narrative, graphite on paper,  
31 x 40 cm 

 

 
Figure 69.   Natalya Garden, Leaving the Research, graphite on paper, 31 x 40 cm 
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Reclaiming my Art 

There has been a cycle of reciprocity resulting from this project. Inviting the participants to 

inquire into their experiences of creative “stuckness” triggered my own experiences. I created 

ISRs as an attempt to reduce the data to its essence and to offer back artworks to the 

participants as something that they could literally hold. Having others to respond to gave me a 

purpose and also provided content for the artworks. In order to create I had to face my 

procrastination headfirst. I had to put aside my judgments and trust the process in order to 

arrive at a product that I could give to the participants.  

When the companioning sessions were completed I felt lost. I had no further reason to make 

art. All that remained was the residue of the experience, which needed to be captured in order 

to move on. “Art is a way of preserving experiences, of which there are many transient and 

beautiful examples…that we need help containing” (de Botton & Armstrong, 2013, p. 20). 

In Phase Two of this project, I returned to the photographs I had taken of the ISRs and I  

re-created them in drawings. I was able to adapt some of the themes the participants had 

come to know into my art making. I dedicated time and space, put aside expectations and 

focused on the process rather than the product. Through this phase I reclaimed the images as 

my own artworks. My artworks had a place in the data as a supplementary thread — making 

transparent my dilemmas as a researcher/artist located in the same “creatively stuck” 

community as the participants. 
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Phase Three: Re-attending to the 
data 

 

The themes co-constructed with the participants indicated what they had come to know. 

These themes were expressed as: 

 
 “When I have time to make art I prefer to be driven by process rather than focusing 

 on reaching an outcome” (Little One). 
 
“When I’m focusing on the process I feel a more resounding sense of 

 satisfaction and content” (Little One). 
 
“For a long time I have thought about art in an overly critical, analytical and overly 

 serious way. I realise that I can now choose to integrate it into my life to make it more 
 enjoyable” (Malcolm L). 

 
“When I know and accept with confidence my artistic style, I don’t place as much 

 pressure on myself and I feel I can move forward in establishing and owning my arts 
 practice” (Sparrow). 

 
 
I initially thought that these themes would link to relevant research and literature with ease. 

Rather it was difficult because the themes were specific to each participant’s inquiry. I decided 

to see if there were any common threads between the participants’ and my own separate data 

sets. My data consisted of reflexive journal notes made while creating ISRs (see Appendix G) 

and my journal entries written while making my own art (displayed on p. 105). In Phase Three I 

included my own data in an attempt to also create a theme of my own.  

 

Process of creating overarching themes: 

1. Selecting key words & phrases from each participant’s data 

2. Clustering & titling these key words & phrases 

3. Selecting key words & phrases from my data (these are highlighted pink in the 

following clusters e.g. struggle to get into studio, hardly ever commit to making art) 

4. Adding my key words & phrases to all participants’ clustered & titled data 

5. Creating two additional themes of my own 
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Title Clusters 

 

 
 
 

 
 

Bene f i t s  o f  t rus t ing  the  pro c e s s  
 

“When I’m focusing on the process  
I feel a more resounding sense  

of satisfaction & content” (Little One). 
 

“I prefer to be driven by process rather 
than focusing on product” (Little One). 

 
“It’s not about the outcome 

it’s about the process” (Little One). 
 

process vs product 
love process (rather than product) 

enjoyed the process 
just doing it (making art) 

trying not to think & just make 
art making for clarity 

unknown 
trusting the process 

 

Constra in t s  o f  produc t - fo cused  ar t  
 

“Thought about art in an overly  
critical, analytical & overly  
serious way” (Malcolm L).  

 
“Why do I need to make art?”  

(Little One). 
 

lacking inspiration 
began constructing meaning 

pre-described outcome 
having a reason to make things 

needed to have a reason 
making art using brain vs emotions 

“Pretty naff to exhibit works without a 
theme” (Little One) 

letting go of the conceptual  
find it challenging to: 

 plan, prepare & get organised to make art 

Cultura l  per c ep t ions :  
ar t ,  aes the t i c s  & va lue  

 
hierarchy of the art world 

official documents 
the norms 
questioned  
worthwhile 

worthy artworks 
measured & valued 

“Not much good art” (Malcolm L). 
“Informed by standards” (Malcolm L). 

validity 
quality 
critique 

art is quantified 
 

commercial style 
who decides our potential 

test 
letting go of formal arts training 

will it be “right” 

 

Prac t i ca l i t i e s  o f  ar t  making :  
 t ime ,  space  & l iv e l ihood 

 
time to make art 

time for creativity 
time constraint 

making time 
timetable 
time poor 

didn’t have time 
investment 

a lot of time & energy 
juggling work & mortgage repayment 

making art vs family obligations 
a space to create art in 

little sanctuary 
struggle to get into studio 

hardly ever commit to making art 
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 Clusters threads: 

The two cluster threads below relate to the above cluster.  
In the following chapter called Making sense of Stuckness  
these clusters threads are discussed under the heading 

“Art practice & artist identity” on p. 123. 
 

 

 

 
 
 

 

Being  a f f e c t ed  by  s e l f  & other ’ s  
 expec ta t ions  

 
what others expected 

affected by the expectations of others 
art of a certain type 

expected 
forever looming expected 

inner critic 
outer critic  

 
 

Deve lop ing  & owning  ar t i s t i c  s t y l e  
 
“When I know & accept with confidence 

my artistic style, I don’t place as much 
pressure on myself” (Sparrow). 

 
aesthetically pleasing works 

expressed more of self 
make it for myself 

“true art” 
true authentic artist within 

essence of creation 
resonates 

knowing my style 
coming home (to myself) 

art becomes my own 
reclaiming my art 

 

Art prac t i c e  & art i s t  iden t i t y  
 

“Establishing & owning my  
arts practice” (Sparrow). 

 
“Not even a ‘real’ artist” (Sparrow). 

being a successful artist 
having an audience 

recognition 
financial reward 

little reward 
establish an art practice 

create art to sell or exhibit 
ownership of arts practice 

have an arts practice 
do not exhibit art 
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Additional themes 

Phase Three helped me to make connections between the participants’ data and my own data. 

Based on all I had come to know through the research process and by including my data in 

the clusters, I arrived at three additional themes: 

 

 “When I am making art alone I often find it hard to get started. Having others 
 to collaborate with and respond to gives me the focus and purpose that I need 
 to make art.”  
 
 “Having an arts practice gives me the discipline to set aside time and space to 
 make art.” 
 
 “Using art to make sense of my experiences is beneficial for my wellbeing, my 
 practice and my life.” 

 
My themes were applicable to the clusters “Value of Collaboration” and “Practicalities of art 

making – time, space & livelihood.” Creating titles for the clusters enabled me to create new 

focal points that I have used as headings in the following section Making Sense of Stuckness. The 

themes identified are part of the discussion about contributing influences on creative 

“stuckness.” 
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Making Sense of “Stuckness” 
 

In searching database archives and library shelves, I have found that there is a gap in the 

literature about the experience of “stuckness”, especially in relation to art and creativity. More 

commonly found is literature about “artist’s block” but these texts tend to offer more tips, 

strategies and advice on becoming unblocked. What is missing is the experience of feeling 

creatively stuck.  

My focus for this research has been specifically on people who have obtained a qualification 

in art but are not making art or are dissatisfied with their art. To my knowledge there are no 

specific studies into what life is like after art school or transitioning into developing an art 

career. In a rather cynical tone de Botton and Armstrong (2013) state, “In moments of 

confusion, the career of an artist can seem attractive, and, perhaps more often than is wise, 

inspire the hope that we could one day try to become artists ourselves. The ambition to be 

creative has taken many a young person by the throat and never let them go” (p. 185). In 

preparing for this research project I wrote blog posts to share my own experiences of life after 

art school. One of these experiences was that:  

 In 2009, I was invited to be part of the X7 exhibition at Southern Cross University, 
 featuring recipients of the Kaske Fellowship. “The fellowship is made to an 
 outstanding graduating visual arts student who submits the proposal considered to 
 have the greatest potential for launching their professional career” (X7 Catalogue, 
 SCU Next Art Galley, 2009). I wanted to ‘prove’ myself as an artist, when inside I 
 felt that I had failed my lecturers and myself, as I had not developed a professional 
 career after being awarded with the fellowship funding (Natalya Garden, 2012, para. 
 5). 

What happens to graduates when they don’t fulfil their dreams of becoming career artists? Do 

they experience a sense of failure? Cameron (2007) offers insight into the emotional 

experience of the artist, “because artistic losses are seldom openly acknowledged or mourned, 

they become artistic scar tissue that blocks artistic growth. Deemed too painful, too silly, too 

humiliating to share and so to heal, they become, instead, secret losses” (p. 21). Cameron 

encourages artists to acknowledge that many artistic “injuries” are self-inflicted. These scars 

can develop into patterns of behaviour and value conflicts as presented in the data. Without 

inquiring into these experiences opportunities for change can be limited.  
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 The ‘stuck’ consciousness clings to obsessions and repeated stories and does not 
 open to new terrain. There is a reluctance to take a risk, and it protects itself from the 
 realignments and demands that changes make in the daily structure of our lives 
 (McNiff, 1992, p. 59). 

Creative “stuckness” can affect a person’s emotional and physical wellbeing. Bella (2011) 

describes how “the disruption of the natural flow of the creative process and its creative 

expression create ripples on a variety of levels that can impact one’s life with sometimes 

severe and unintended consequences” (p. 38). In discussing the psychology of the creative 

person Dallett (1986) says, 

 such people have an overriding need to give birth to the images and ideas that arise 
 within. Expression is therapeutic for them, and if they do not express they may 
 become ill, physically, emotionally, or both. For this kind of person, the unexpressed 
 images act like a kind of poison in the system. Creative people often find themselves 
 crucified on a conflict between the requirements of everyday outer reality and the 
 inner life that screams to come out, [and this] will come out in one way or another (p. 
 76).   

 

Practicalities of Art Making: Time, Space & Livelihood 

For those art graduates who do not become full time artists, there is often little time, space or 

support to pursue the (art) work they are highly trained to do. The Australian arts sector is 

highly competitive with little funding invested into helping emerging artists make the 

transition from university into the workforce. The struggle and turmoil of becoming an artist 

after completing a degree is made explicit in a blog Life After Art School..  The blogger (who 

chooses to be anonymous) provides an honest account of how some people feel after art 

graduation: 

 …I thought I would take the opportunity to let you know how I felt maybe then it 
 wont [sic] be as much of  a shock to you. I mean no one warned me about how I 
 would  feel…I  would just jump straight into something (this hasn’t happened). In fact 
 for me, and for most of  the people on [sic] my course we all seemed to finish Uni in 
 the same place … Unsure. The only thing that we all new [sic] was that we wanted to 
 make art and in some way make money, these can both be hard…The realisation  
 that I didn’t know what would happen next teamed with happiness and pride I 
 felt a huge loss at having to walk away from university, it felt a bit like walking away 
 from someone you love knowing you wont ever see them again. It is hard now to 
 even put the emotions in to words. I am still not sure I have fully come to terms 
 with the fact that my Fine Art Degree is now over, even as summer went by I kept 
 myself  busy so I didn’t actually have to think about it so I didn’t need to face the 
 feeling (Life After Art School, 2012, January 12).  
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The blogger’s comment “no one warned me about how I would feel” upon completing her 

degree strikes a chord for me about the lack of guidance in making the transition from 

university to arts practice/career. Often the focus is on establishing an artist portfolio, starting 

a career in arts administration or academic pursuits.  Less emphasis is placed on the reality 

that starting a career as an artist often requires financial security to support the production of 

art.  

 

Malcolm L did not do much paid work while studying but after graduating realised that he 

needed to work and this took up much of his time. Grant (2013) offers some much needed 

critical conversation on this topic saying few art colleges, “describe the real world experiences 

of artists, because most artists haven't told their stories and art critics and historians aren't 

interested in how a career actually happens” (para. 3). In a census conducted by Throsby and 

Zednik (2010) half of all Australian artists (those who nominated “artist” as their main job) 

worked outside the arts sector. The Australian Council for the Arts (2010) state the challenges 

facing Australian artists are that financial returns from creative work are low, there are not 

enough artistic work opportunities and therefore other work leaves insufficient time to make 

art.  

 Artists are on average highly educated, with 65 percent of them holding a tertiary 
 qualification, compared to 25 percent educated to this level in the workforce at large. 
 Writers and visual artists are the most highly educated; these occupations have the 
 highest proportion of practitioners who have completed a postgraduate diploma or 
 degree (45 percent and 42 percent respectively) (Throsby & Zednik, 2010, pp. 6 -7). 

Most art graduates drift away from art and “those who stick it out face two-not-necessarily-

related problems: earning a living – tougher for folks who already have a family to support – 

and beginning to build a track record of exhibitions and eventual sales” (Grant, 1996, para. 7). 

For Little One and Malcolm L art making was not always a priority given the reality of 

needing to work to pay mortgages. Taking time out for art making felt “self-indulgent” when 

family duties were calling. Furthermore a significant amount of time and effort is required to 

make artworks for a portfolio or exhibition. Malcolm L described how he felt that the “pay 

off from all the time invested in art making” didn’t feel “worth the effort.” Fanthome’s (2013) 

study “Am I still an Artist?” offers some parallel findings. She notes one artist who defiantly 

spoke of finding time to “work away from familial and other demands” as “being selfish”  

(p. 3). 

Finding work in a related field such as arts education or administration does not always 

guarantee fulfilment for an artist. Being surrounded by practising and exhibiting artists can 
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make it glaringly obvious about the lack of art being made by the employee. Little One felt 

jaded about working in arts administration. Artists in residence and people visiting the gallery 

at her workplace often asked whether she was making art. After arriving home from a full day 

or weeks work she had little energy left for art making and lacked an inspiring space in which 

to make art. This was inquired into during her second session, during which she came to 

know “I want to make a little sanctuary for me” (Little One). 

As well as having a space to make art in, Little One decided that she also wanted to set aside 

two hours a week to make art. A few days after this session Little One sent me a text message 

which contained three photographs (Fig. 70).  

 

 
 

 

Back shed cleaned                      And then I got carried away Now I’m lazing in the sun in  
         away glittering some wee boy the backyard cos it’s just too    
         gnomes from the garden -              nice a day not to 
              that’s being creative isn’t it?    
 

Figure 70.   Little One, Text message with photographs, 19/11/12, 4:57pm 

 

Hyland Moon (2002) says:  

 Engaging in disciplined art making has to do with a commitment of time, energy, and 
 attention. The first step in looking at how to integrate disciplined art making into a 
 busy and committed life is to try and put aside preconceived notions of what it means 
 to be a disciplined, committed artist (Hyland Moon, 2002, p. 62). 

For Little One an arts practice was not limited to the studio or constructing art works. For her 

art was a way to “process the world in an aesthetic way.” It was a “way of seeing.”  
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Eisner (2002) states that “aesthetic qualities are not restricted to the arts; their presence 

depends upon how we choose to experience the world” (p. 231). When interviewed about 

what it “takes to become an artist” fifteen-year-old high school student Fernado said, 

 No one can become an artist; people just are. If you are not born with the passion and 
 desire that is required then you will never be an artist. But if you are, then everything 
 you do is art, no matter the medium (Fusaro, 2013).  

Unfortunately not everyone has such an inclusive understanding about or appreciation of the 

arts and aesthetics. 

 

Cultural Perceptions: Art, Aesthetics & Value  

Cultural values and beliefs shape perceptions about what art is and about what constitutes 

“good” or “bad” art. We grow up in a canon of art informed by “patronage, ideology, money, 

education supported by university courses and museums, all of which guide our sense of what 

makes a work of art especially worthy of attention” (de Botton & Armstrong, 2013, p. 66). 

Early art education paves the way for this conditioning. We become familiar with a group of 

specific artists and art movements who set the standards. Irvine (1991) calls for a more 

expansive approach to art education: “rather than art ‘appreciation’, our goal should be ‘art 

involvement’; a life long engagement with art. We will never make artists of all our students, 

but they will make aesthetic judgments all their lives” (p. 15). Aesthetic experience is 

“potential in any encounter an individual has with the world. One very important aim of arts 

education is to help students recognize that fact and to acquire an ability to frame virtually any 

aspect of the world aesthetically” (Eisner, 2002, p. 232).!

With academic training in the arts comes a whole value-system relating to economic value, 

conceptual theory and establishing an artist identity. This can lead to the development of 

certain “standards” and expectations of what art should be. Emphasis is often placed on 

producing a product of certain “aesthetic” quality to be critiqued and presented. Archer 

(2011) pinpoints the move of art schools into the university system during the mid 1980’s as a 

shift towards a predominantly theory based curriculum. Art educators had to conform to the 

dominant paradigms in academia, particularly positivist values relating to education and 

acquiring knowledge. Moving the education of the artist into the university seems to be about 

creating more “professional” and “scholarly” artists. Less emphasis is placed on learning 

about process and visual language. “Academic boards have difficulty understanding the value 
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of process and quantifying it in educational terms” (Archer, 2011, p. 8). Janice Ross 

emphasises the “difference between art and educational practice” stating “the artistic process 

involves ‘getting lost, making mistakes, being out of control’ and working at ‘the edge of risk 

and danger and error that isn't normally part of the agenda’ of a university” (as cited in Haven, 

2009, para. 3). 

The cluster title “Cultural Perceptions” constructed in Phase Three of this project brought 

together data reflecting a plethora of topics. Malcolm L questioned, “Who decides our 

potential?” and “When do you know when the test is over?” in relation to art objects and 

practices. This applied to his judgmental statement that there was not much “good art” and 

that he was “seldom moved by art these days.” Little One declared “art is qualified” and then 

paradoxically stated that her art was not good enough to exhibit and that she was informed by 

her “standards” as a gallery director. Sparrow was challenged by other people’s perceptions 

about what constituted “good art” and by their expectations about her art.  

 

 
Figure 71.   Little One, Journal entry 

 

Aesthetics, quality and value are complex topics, with varied definitions and tensions within 

the art world and cultural literature. I offer a viewpoint that is informed by my values as a 

creative arts practitioner. For me, art is a subjective experience and there is no single criterion 

for determining quality. Art critic Michael Brenson (1992) states, “One problem with the 

word quality is that it suggests something finite when the artistic possibilities and the ways of 

looking at art seem infinite. This decade is not devoid of aesthetics standards but [is] 

exploding with them” (p. 6). Carter (1990) distinguishes between the “use value of art” (visual 

memory, a form of knowing and fixing emotional states) and the “exchange value of art” (art 

object as a cultural commodity). He argues there is “no single use value to which all art 
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conforms” and that “the commercial art world is allied with a particular set of economic 

values, and we make an error when we perceive this context to be exclusive or the highest 

realm of art” (p. 100). Rather, I believe aesthetic judgements should be based on a what 

Susanne Langer described as “rightness of fit” (cited in Eisner, 2008) in relation to a person’s 

somatic experiences and their responses to: “How does the image feel? Is there coherence 

among its constituent parts? Does it hang together? Is it satisfying?” (Einser, 2002, p. 231). 

Brenson (1992) advises his fellow art critics that “there is no substitute for looking closely, 

allowing yourself to feel what the art in front of you has to offer, and making up your own 

mind” (p. 4). A value of art is that it reveals its quality to the viewer and invokes a felt 

response. Art moves us in embodied ways. 

  

Constraints of Product Focused Art  

The over analytical, conceptual and thematic approach to art making often taught at 

universities can hinder spontaneous and emergent ways of art making. This approach can 

contribute to creative “stuckness” once a person leaves the structure of the university. 

Attachment to outcome can also interfere with the natural progression of the art process. 

Paris (2008) states, “to feel blocked implies an emotional attachment to the process or to the 

outcome, and this can lead to a lack of movement based on fear for self-preservation” (as 

cited in Bella, 2011, p. 24). For Cameron (2007) both “process” and “doing” are significant 

lessons for the stuck artist: 

 At the heart of the anorexia of artistic avoidance is the denial of process. We like to 
 focus on having learned a skill or on having made an artwork. This attention  ignores 
 the fact that creativity lies not in the done but in the doing (p. 144). 

Artist Sol Lewitt wrote a letter to his!colleague-friend Eva Hesse advising her, “Just stop 

thinking, worrying, looking over your shoulder wondering, doubting, fearing, hurting, hoping 

for some easy way out, struggling, grasping…Stop it and just DO!…” (Whitaker, 2011, p. web 

log). At the end of each page Lewitt wrote “DO!” (see Fig. 72).!

!

!

!

!
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!

!

!

Figure 72.   Lewitt, S. (unknown). Letter to Eva Hesse [Photograph]. Retrieved from     
http://blog.art21.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/05/sol-eva-letter.pdf 

 

The concept of “doing” appears in the data. After the second session Little One created many 

images in her journal while “trying not to think and just make” for example: 

 

 

Figure 73.   Little One. Journal page (detail) 

 

Reflecting on his inquiry, Malcolm L said that his experience of creative “stuckness” was 

about “just doing it” (that is making art) without having a “prescribed outcome for it.” He 

said “a lot of the reason I wasn’t doing or making art was having to have a reason for it,” or 

having to have a reason before making the work. This was not what he used to do when he 

started making art. This was something that was “taught out” of him by going to university. 

That is having to have an idea rather than letting the art evolve or being prepared to figure out 

what the “work was about by the end of it.” He had lecturers with over thirty years of 
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experience who said, “You don’t just make work.” Art had to be made for a reason. Upon 

finishing his degree he felt “done” with art making, not having anything more to say. He 

questioned whether emotional experience was a relevant topic to represent through art and as 

the below excerpt from his journal demonstrates, whether he still possessed a “raw, emotional 

mind.” 

 

 
Figure 74.   Malcolm L, Journal excerpt, written while making art in between sessions 

 

Malcolm L came to know more about his relationship to art through the inquiry, as articulated 

in his theme: “For a long time I have thought about art in a critical, analytical and overly 

serious way. I realise that I can choose to integrate art into my life to make it more enjoyable.” 

 
Artist William Kentridge (2001) offers an alternative to being over-analytical in describing his 

practice during the documentary “Anything is Possible.” 

  Making art was a way of arriving at knowledge that was not subject to cross-
 examination. It was an important way of trying to arrive at an opinion but not 
 through the rationalistic form of legal argument…and that is why in the work 
 that I do there is a lot of strategy for the unconscious and the non-planned to 
 have a place and to lead the ideas…that’s why art rather than analysis. 

Although product is a valuable part of art it should not be the only focus. Process informs the 

journey one needs to undertake to arrive at a final product. In the companioning sessions the 

participants often seemed focused on creating artworks of a certain “aesthetic standard” 

rather than making representations of their experiences. This is significant when working with 

trained “artists.” On their website the Australian and New Zealand Arts Therapy Association 

(ANZATA, 2013) define art therapy saying “it differs from traditional art-making or 

performance in that the emphasis is on the process of creating and meaning-making, rather 

than on the end product” (“About Arts Therapy”, para. 2). 
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Benefits of Trusting the Process 

There is a lot to be gained from the process of art making and integrating creativity in one’s 

life. In an interview, artist Phil Hansen says “in order to be in the creative flow, it’s really 

important to be process driven and hold the results loosely” (Torgovnick, 2013). Focusing on 

the process (rather than outcome) is to immerse in the experiential and to gain new knowing 

from the act of art making. This “play time” provides opportunities for spontaneous 

discovery, delightful surprises, and lessons to be learnt from trial and error. McNiff (1992) 

claims “artists who think too much about ‘final’ products distance themselves from the 

product in front of them” (p. 60). Rather he urges artists to “trust the process” and to treat 

their images as if they were offspring. Einser (2002) also emphasises that an artwork has its 

own identity, stating that “in the process of working with the material, the work itself secures 

its own voice and helps set the direction. The maker is guided, and in fact, at times surrenders 

to the demands of the emerging forms” (p. 7). 

Focusing on the process serves not only in guiding the artworks development but is a means 

in itself. The actual act of art making has potential benefits whether or not a “product” is 

produced. When I asked Little One why she had chosen to be involved in the research 

project, she spoke extensively about not having time to make art thus I simply invited her to 

take some time to make art – to be “in process.” Little One simply wanted to have the chance 

to play with the materials and take time out for her creativity. I did not put time limits around 

her art making and as a result she made three representations over the space of one hour. I 

did not feel that I could stop her process after she expressed a desire to just make some art.  

In discussing the benefits of play, Stark (2013) posits, “according to a growing band of 

researchers, sociologists and health experts, it is exactly what more of us should be doing. Far 

from being a frivolous indulgence, an emerging evidence base suggests playing in adulthood 

may actually be critical to human development” (p. 1). It is my belief that art as process or any 

art making in fact is beneficial to wellbeing and meaning making in life as I came to express in 

my theme: “Using art to make sense of my experiences is beneficial for my wellbeing, my 

practice and my life.” 

During the clustering process Little One created the title, “Art making for clarity” for the 

cluster of words “keep writing; opportunity; why do I need to make art; priority; skills; visual 

and healthier.” Although she did not select this as a significant cluster to map, for me it relates 

to her theme: “When I have time to make art I prefer to be driven by process rather than 
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focusing on reaching an outcome. When I’m focusing on the process I feel a more resounding 

sense of satisfaction and content.” 

Little One’s use of the word “healthier” in her cluster could also be included to describe the 

feelings held in the theme above. I find that through the process of art making we learn, we 

discover and we develop new knowings through tactile interactions with materials, 

experiences and with each other.  

 

Art Practice & Artist Identity 

Even those with academic qualifications in fine and visual arts often struggle to call 

themselves an “artist.” In her research, Lynne Fanthome (2013) found common assertions 

“that one should be making, exhibiting and attempting to sell work to ‘qualify’ as an artist”  

(p. 4). For the group of artists she interviewed, participation in an art market was common 

criteria in claiming to be an “artist.”  The Australian Tax Office (ATO, 2005) differentiates 

between professional artists and “hobbyists” for income tax purposes. A UNESCO statement 

that developed out of a 1980 international conference on the “status of the artist” states that 

an artist is: 

  Any person who creates or gives expression to, or recreates works of art, who 
 considers his [or her] artistic creation to be an essential part of his [or her] life, 
 who contributes in this way to the development of art and culture and who is or 
 asks to be recognised as an artist, whether or not he [or she] is bound by any relations 
 of employment or association (UNESCO, 1980, p. 149). 

This emphasises the value of the artist in terms of cultural significance rather than economic 

contribution. A successful arts practice is not restricted to exhibiting or selling artworks but 

rather how an artist contributes to the world. This may involve engaging others in art projects 

or making meaning about personal experience using art. 

For many, part of developing an arts practice and having an artist identity is being recognised 

by others. Having an arts practice gives artists credibility, especially when working in the arts 

field. Sparrow was angry when another facilitator who worked in the same community arts 

organisation said she was “not even a real artist.” Sparrow knew that she had enough 

experience to be a community artist. The other facilitator did not take Sparrow seriously 

because she did not make “art” of a certain type. Bain (2005) asserts that: 
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 to be a professional artist, then, essentially involves successful claim and defence of 
 professional status through the construction and maintenance of an artistic identity. 
 Once committed to, in order to make that identity believable and sustainable, it needs 
 to be confidently asserted to oneself and to others (p. 34).  

Sparrow had the ability to create art to exhibit and sell commercially but chose not to because 

she wanted to create more aesthetically pleasing works that expressed more of her self, which 

she described as “true art.” People with professional careers in the arts, often have 

opportunities to make art in their working lives but are not always satisfied with what they 

produce. Art Therapist Lisa Schaewe (2011) dialogued with her client Roland (who had also 

worked in the creative field) about the role of art making in an artist’s life. She writes “Roland 

and I had both chosen careers that involved the creative process, which we found both 

rewarding and lacking. Lacking in that we both felt a longing to express our innermost selves 

in a way that invited deep inquiry, meaning, and intimacy” (p. 38). In Sparrow’s inquiry she 

came to “know her style” which consisted of her “authentic/true art.” When Sparrow 

engaged with the different facets of her art practice she become aware of the affect that both 

her and others’ expectations had on her confidence as stated in her theme: “When I know and 

accept with confidence my artistic style, I don’t place as much pressure on myself and I feel I 

can move forward in establishing and owning my arts practice.” 

Five months after Sparrow’s final session she replied to an email I had sent congratulating her 

on receiving an art award.  

 

Sparrow, Email  correspondence ,  3rd September 2013  

 Hi Nat, 

 Thank you for your kind words.  

 I also wanted to email you and say a huge 'thank you' to you, as it has been by being a 
 participant in your research that I have been able to really 'own' my arts practice. The art 
 award was the first time  I have exhibited in that 'natural way'. I was so hesitant, it was a 
 highly personal piece and I felt very vulnerable. It was very special to receive the award on so 
 many levels. So thank you.  

 Hope all is well with your research.  

 Take care  

 S xx 
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Both exhibiting and receiving an award for her artwork were an acknowledgment of 

Sparrow’s identity as an artist. Lachman-Chapin (1993) advocates for the sharing of artworks 

saying, 

 I believe that the artist needs the other. The artist needs to have her work seen and 
 responded to. The artist cannot keep her work forever in the studio. Art is meant to 
 be shown. Showing work is as important a motivation for the artist as making it. 
 After the work is produced, the process of putting it out in the world is extremely 
 difficult, expensive and often hopeless and depressing (p. 79). 

Sparrow had reaped the benefits of developing the confidence to share her art by risking the 

potential side effects of exposing her “vulnerability” in order for her work to be seen and 

responded to by others.  

 

Value of Collaboration 

Sharing artworks with others is a vital part of art practice. My experience is that I had been 

missing this after graduating from university. Through collaboration ideas were shared, images 

were tweaked, techniques were taught and work was critiqued. I thrived from the support 

offered by my peers and lecturers. Malcolm L said that a benefit of going to university was 

having peers around who were interested in making art and who also acted as a gauge as to 

whether “your own art was interesting or not” or whether it was “relevant in some way.” 

Malcolm L also described how art students become reliant on the institution and when they 

move away from it they “need to find someway to sustain” themselves. Psychologist Anne 

Paris (New World Library, 2008a) encourages people experiencing creative blocks to find 

strength, inspiration and comfort in other people who can appreciate, support and encourage 

their creative pursuits. She challenges the cultural notion that we need to find our strength 

from within stating:  

 People find their strength to take this creative risk into immersion by support from 
 other people. Certain kinds of relationships particularly help us to feel stronger, to 
 feel inspired and to feel comforted in order to risk and dive into that creative state” 
 (New World Library, 2008b).  

Although the act of art making might be a solitary process, being connected to others is 

essential in order to be able to let go and then to embrace uncertainty in the creative process. 

Aldredge (2013) states, “For an artist, quality community can be just as important as quality 

solitude” (weblog). She describes the benefits of an artist community as providing honest and 
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understanding critics, with friends who push, engage, challenge ideas and offer support.!

It is through collaboration that I have found focus and intention for my art making as a 

researcher in this inquiry. Although I did not plan to utilise art as much as I did, it emerged as 

a significant element. This importance of collaboration is evident in my theme “When I am 

making art alone I often find it hard to get started. Having others to collaborate with and 

respond to gives me the focus and purpose that I need to make art.”  

During her first companioning session Little One asked if I was going to make art alongside 

her. I replied I would not because the focus was on her inquiry. The topic of collaboration 

surfaced again in the second session when Little One talked about making art with her 

nephew and niece while on holiday. Little One would be out in the garage making art until she 

was called to dinner. When she was in her friend/colleague’s studio preparing for her 

submission into an exhibition, she realised how much collaboration meant for her. In 

establishing “how she would prefer to be” using the mapping procedure, Little One wrote: 

“not necessarily making art but being involved with others who are making stuff – 

collaboration.” 

The intersubjective experience in the project provided another context for collaboration. The 

participants and I responded to each other and to the materials and the spaces that we resided 

in. The artworks themselves took on their own lives. Skaife (2001) summarises Merleau-

Ponty’s key contributions to the concept of intersubjectivity, saying that “art-making is to be 

understood as inseparable from our relations with others and the world, and in making it, we 

are engaged in an interactive process of becoming. However, what is made transcends us, it is 

other than us, and part of the culture of the world”(p. 40). For Meban (2009) “rather than the 

aesthetic being conceived of as experience that takes place between an individual viewer and 

an art object, it is conceived as an inter-subjective process in which meaning is derived 

collectively” (p. 33).  

Participatory and collaborative art practices have many parallels to the MIECAT form of 

inquiry. In my role as companion I felt more like an artist embarking on a collaborative art 

project, documenting lived experience as opposed to a traditional researcher. There are many 

artists working across different disciplines for whom collaboration and participation is the 

focus of their practices.  “Collaboration is that space of interconnection between art and non-

art, art and other disciplines, that continually tests the social boundaries of where, how, with 

what, and with whom art might be made” (Roberts & Wright, 2004, p. 532).  
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Conclusion  
 

Emerging from “Stuckness” 

In this inquiry art was both the topic and the primary tool used. The participants had the 

opportunity to create artistic representations of their experiences of creative “stuckness.” The 

MIECAT form of inquiry and procedures were adapted to co-inquire into participants’ values 

around creative expression. The project provided an opportunity where participants allowed 

the space and time, often unobtainable in their daily lives, to imagine possibilities. New 

meanings emerged from this process and led to the development of choices about how they 

wanted to be creative in their lives.  

Through inquiring into a topic that was affecting both my personal and professional life 

similar to the participants, I was forced to come face to face with my own creative 

“stuckness.” The participants reflected patterns and value conflicts that were part of my own 

story. As I proceeded with the research process I enacted my own patterns around 

“stuckness.” I procrastinated as I prepared my studio to make intersubjective responses for 

each participant. I encountered my fears that my artistic responses would not be relevant for 

the participants and I was reluctant to let go of my art when it was time to give my responses 

away. I also had the opportunity to implement my preferred ways of being. I made art 

drawing upon my felt sense rather than my intellect. I bracketed out my inner critic that often 

doubts my ability and trusted the process. In this way I was able to unravel some of my 

academic art training that hindered my ability to make art.  

 My experiences as a co-inquirer and researcher impacted on my life as an artist and a creative 

arts practitioner. Through the process of co-inquiry the participants and I learnt more about 

our own patterns and behaviours around the issue of creative “stuckness” than I believe we 

could have from self-inquiry.  

In our journeys into becoming “artists” we continue to emerge from “stuckness.” Art is our 

passion. For me, it is a calling and that which shakes me from my dreams with inspiration 

seeping from my hands and into my creations. Art is a way of being in the world with self and 

other. It is a form of expression that has significant benefits on wellbeing. Art is a practice 

informed by both process and product. It is a way of making meaning about how we are in 
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the world and helps us to connect with our creativity. We choose art and art chooses us in a 

cycle of reciprocity. The MIECAT process can assist in emerging from “stuckness.” Let us 

create… 

 

Implications for Further Research  

Indications from this project are that the process of MIECAT inquiry produces favourable 

results in moving participants from creative “stuckness.” Further research into the causes and 

origins of creative “stuckness” could provide a voice for those who are encountering or have 

encountered this experience.  

A focus for further research could well be on issues effecting choice of directions and 

continuation of practices for visual and fine arts graduates who are beginning their careers in 

the arts. Research could provide information and insight into what life might be like after art 

school.  

Another potential research focus could be on Creative Art Therapists (CATS) who experience 

creative “stuckness” and in particular the difficulty for CATS to utilise the expressive tools 

they use with others for their own self-care and in their own art practices. 

My research could be extended to inquire into how the MIECAT form of inquiry, a unique 

method of arts-based research, could be applied to investigate ways that artists could develop 

their practices. There is also a need for further inquiry into the way that the process could be 

used to stimulate and generate ideas for art making.  

Adaptations to MIECAT inquiry could be further researched to uncover its usefulness as a 

tool for individuals and groups to connect to their creative self or selves. The inquiry need not 

be limited by any particular medium but rather encompass many forms of art practice. 

I recommend further research into using intersubjective responding in collaborative and 

participatory art practice because of its ability to promote relational ways of knowing and art 

making. 
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Figure 75.   Little One, Journal page: It's never the end, collaged postcard, pastel. thread & graphite 
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Appendices 
 

Appendix A: Recruitment Advertisement 
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As part of my Master of Arts by Supervision in Experiential & Creative Arts 
Practice at MIECAT (Melbourne Institute for Experiential & Creative Arts 
Therapy) I am researching fine and visual art tertiary graduates who have 
experienced “creative stuckness”. By this I mean those who:  
 

a) Have a disinterest in making art  
b) Are not making art at all but would like to be  
c) Are making art but not feeling positive about it  
d) Experiencing “artist’s block” or are lacking inspiration 
e) Are finding it difficult to establish an art practice  

 
I am calling for expressions of interest from those who: 
 

• Identify with the above definition of creative stuckness 
• Have a tertiary degree in Visual or Fine Arts 
• Do not have any pre-existing or diagnosable condition/s or 

health/wellbeing issues  
• Can participate in three companioning sessions (1.5hrs in duration) during 

October and December 2012 located in Fitzroy, Melbourne, VICTORIA. 
• Can have a phone/email/Skype conversation a month after the sessions 

to check in and reflect upon their experience of being a part of the inquiry 
and how they feel in relation to creative stuckness 

• Would be interested in keeping a journal for reflection in between sessions 
 
Light refreshments including tea/coffee and a snack will be provided. 
 
I will companion you one-on-one using the MIECAT experiential and arts based 
procedures to assist you in finding your own meaning about what it is like to 
experience creative stuckness. If you would like to find out more about the 
MIECAT approach and procedures visit www.miecat.org.au  
 
I hope to offer you an opportunity to share something of your life as an art 
graduate, the chance to use art-making processes, and to develop new meanings 
and choices around how you wish to be creative in your life.' 
 
For more information or to express your interest please contact: 
 
Natalya Garden-Thompson 
MIECAT 
15 Victoria St, Fitzroy, 3065 
M: 0416 225 456 E: natalyagarden@gmail.com!
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Appendix B:  Data Dilemma  
 

Email ,  14, January 2013  
 
 Hi Jan, 
 
  I am a little worried after my research session. I thought that I was confident with not 
 using audio recordings based on the three companioning sessions I had with the first 
 participant. These previous sessions focused on art making as the inquirer emphasised her 
 value for process in art...I allowed her the space and time for making and in response made 
 art for her. The dialogue shared was predominantly non-verbal so I found it easier to write 
 reflective notes based on the experience shared and focusing on the intersubjective space. 
  
 With the second participant there was a lot more speaking and inquiring into 
 representations. I noted many key words yet tried to stay as present to moment as I could 
 (didn't want to be distracted by note taking). Yet afterwards, when I wrote up reflective notes, 
 mostly what came out on paper was my anxiety about not being able to remember what was 
 said. I feel that my memory is not reliable and therefore the data not "valid.” I do not think I 
 thought through my data collection process when writing my ethics application. 
  
 What stayed with me the most was the essence of inquiry...I wrote a poem which captured the 
 story told by the participant (or what I took I heard). I am also creating an ISR for the 
 second participant (something that was very important for me to do after every session with the 
 first participant). Through making the ISR's I find myself exploring my own art making 
 practice  and trying to overcome "creative stuckness" obstacles in the process. 
  
 I am wondering if I need to use audio recording next time, and if so I will have to make 
 changes  to my ethics document again? Can you please help with my "data dilemma"? 
  
 Thank you, Natalya 

 

Dr. J .  Allen,  Email ,  17 January,  2013  

 Natalya, it seems that the different paradigms for research are playing out for you – and this 
 would be good to write about – you want to capture exactly what the other said – to be true to 
 the data (a post  positivist perspective) yet you also value the importance of being present to the 
 intersubjective experience – which is process (this is more a focus for post modern inquiry) 
 neither one or the other is better or worse – just different – what is important as I said to you 
 is transparency – this is a value that I believe is non negotiable from a MIECAT 
 perspective. So what this means is that you can either tape record or not! If you chose to do so 
 then you should write a short letter to the ethics committee explaining the change and I will 
 pass it on to the ethics committee before the 17th. If you don’t hear from me then go ahead and 
 record – if you want to do this. I hope this answers your questions satisfactorily, regards Jan 
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Appendix C: Audio Transcript Excerpt  
 

Sess ion One – Malco lm L 

 
Natalya:  So I guess the thing is what does creative “stuckness” mean to you because  
  that is the key topic we are looking at. Um, I have absolutely no attachment to 
  that term anymore. In the beginning I was really adamant that’s what it had to 
  be and  the more that I do it (the research) the more I’m like “What does that 
  mean it’s not even a word” 
 
Malcolm L:  You’ve put two words, one next to, well, that’s not a word 
 
Natalya:  No 
 
Malcolm L:  Stuck’s all right 
 
Natalya:  “Stuckness” is a term we use a lot at MIECAT to describe that experience of  
  when you are sort of in process and you are sort of stuck and you don’t know 
  where to go, so it’s kind of like a made up word but you know in postmodern 
  so anything goes. So if there is another way of describing your experience feel 
  free to suggest it or throw it in. I’m wondering if any of these definitions of  
  what I’ve used to describe creative “stuckness” connect for you. So A: Have a 
  disinterest in making art B: Are not making art but would like to be C: Are  
  making art but not feeling positive about it D: Experiencing artist’s block or  
  lacking inspiration or E: Are finding it difficult to establish an art practice or  
  there might be something that’s not there 
 
Malcolm L:  It’s more, it kind of fits into the lacking inspiration, that’s kind of, the D is  
  kind of the things that fits I guess 
 
Natalya:  Do you mind if I take notes down? 
 
Malcolm L:  No 
 
Natalya:  So the lacking inspiration is sort of where it’s at? 
 
Malcolm L:  What I feel is that there’s…a kind of, the pay off from all the time and that  
  invested in it, I don’t feel that that’s worthwhile enough 
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Appendix D: Example of reflecting back Key Words  
 

 Audio Transcr ipt ,  Sess ion Two – Sparrow 
 
Sparrow:  Here the spider is… I guess it’s something to do with danger, I don’t know  
  what but some, threatening thing. I’m not sure what the threatening thing is  
  but there’s something a bit menacing about it. 
 
Natalya:  How does it make you feel when you use the word menacing to describe it? 
 
Sparrow:  Hhhm, I don’t know. I’m kind of playing with my fingers. The icky, yuck.  
  That uncomfortable or something. That’s not me [referring to the spider]  
  that’s something lurking there. Maybe that’s the expectations of others or I  
  don’t know…he’s just sort of buried himself in the sand a little bit [pushes  
  him under the sand as she speaks]. That’s the fear of someone going “Is that  
  art?” or “Why don’t you do a landscape that looks like hills. Why are you  
  doing little knotted things?” You know like the “What is it?” kind of thing. I  
  think that’s probably what that represents. It’s the critic from others or  
  something but not so much the critic within. But the critic out there. 
 
Natalya:  And what I thought I heard you say is that it is asking a question, saying  
  “What is that? Is it art?”  

  

 

Audio Transcr ipt ,  Sess ion One – Malco lm L 

Malcolm L:  I like the idea of this material and this is one of the reasons I chose it, so it can 
  be manipulated but you can allow it to be things like this as well 
 
Natalya:  Ahh so it can be manipulated but you can allow it to do things…what kind of 
  things? It’s almost as though; I don’t know the word inherent keeps coming  
  up for me. 
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Appendix E: Example of Imaginative Variation 
 

Reflec t ion,  Sess ion Two – Sparrow 

 As the inquiry went on I asked if there was anything she would like to do or change  
 and she went and selected another object. A log which had a fern and a flower on it. 
 She placed it between the donkey and the pony, this made it feel better. I commented 
 that there was a hollow in the log. I imagined putting the rabbit inside for protection 
 but I chose not to say this. I felt happy when she did this on her own accord. It fitted 
 in there perfectly with its little head sticking out. Soon there was no space for the 
 spider and it was moved outside the tray. The donkey, pony, rabbit and the new piece 
 of nature were  able to travel together. The two twigs were poked into the sand so that 
 they stood vertically and she made little pathways with her fingertips to represent 
 future possible  journeys. 
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Appendix F: Confirmation of the relevance of an ISR  
 

Reflec t ion,  Sess ion Three – Sparrow: 

 When she finally opened up the package containing the pony she loved it! She exclaimed, 
 “She’s so beautiful! Oh I feel so lucky and you know what I like? She’s not as quiet as showy 
 as that one (referring to the original sand tray object). But she’s beautiful. That’s what I like, 
 she’s delicate and beautiful and she’s got all these lovely little…she doesn’t have the big glitzy, 
 beady bits and I like that I can see the threads. Yep, it’s the organic, it’s the natural.” She 
 told the pony that it would be “journeying alongside her in her doctorate.” While looking at 
 the detail in the I.S.R she discovered a little nest in the fibers of one of the grass seed plants. I 
 said that I hoped it wasn’t a spider and she said “that maybe some of it we leave behind” and 
 then “if you look closely see what you find.” Just as we were about to shift away from this, she 
 noticed the spider on the wall in the image of the sand tray and exclaimed “oh my gosh there’s 
 a spider.” Referring to the previous session in which she had moved the spider object outside 
 the sand tray I replied, “that was the one you had left behind and I had brought it along.” 
 She said it was all tucked up but that she could leave it (outside). She later took it outside the 
 building and left it on the dirt.
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Appendix G: Reflexive Journal entries made while creating 
ISRs 
 

Journal entry ,  27 th November ,  2012 
 
 After creating an ISR for Little One 
 
 I feel more grounded, present and happy when I have spent time being creative in my studio. 
 It’s getting started that I find difficult – both the preparation of material/equipment and 
 planning activities. I find it challenging to plan, prepare and get organised to make art 
 alone and also with others as a facilitator. 
 
 
Journal entry ,  8 th January 2013 
 
 Creating an ISR for Sparrow to hold the experience 
 
 It took me all day to arrive in my studio, which is normal. I procrastinate. I clean. I organise. 
 I prepare. My head feels foggy. I finally sat down after sucking up the dead flies from my 
 table with a vacuum cleaner. Am I doing this for my own self-satisfaction or for the other? 
 
 
Journal entry ,  9 th January 2013 
 
 I have struggled to arrive in my studio. I know I want to. I know I need to. I am stuck 
 starting  because I do not know what I am doing or how to form what I feel. Part of me feels 
 anxious, the other excited. Will it be “right” for the participant? 
 
 
Journal entry ,  22nd January 2013 
 
 On becoming immersed 
 
 I am slowly and steadily becoming immersed in the project. Companioning others makes me 
 inspired to get into the studio and make art. I am waking thinking about art making. 
 Images appear in my head. I have a purpose and a direction. I want to get the artwork out 
 of me before I see the participants again and while it is fresh. When I arrive in my studio I 
 feel that I am coming home to myself. 
 

 
 
 
 
 


