
 
My name is Stephen Bell and I taught at the NCCA from1989-2017 
 
I came to Dorset Institute of Higher Education to teach artists how to use computer 
programming to be creative. 
In Hobbit terms it was a year or so after I came of age …  I was 34 
 
At the time I was also writing up my PhD Thesis. 
I was an artist doing a PhD – quite a strange thing at the time but not now. 
A lot has changed since then 
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I designed this unit – called “Innovations” – but what is it for, this unit? And how can you make 
the most of it? 
 
Explain marriage of art & science – are you artists or scientists – both/neither? 
 
The technology you NCCA students are dealing with – computer graphics technology, and the 
areas of practice you are engaged in - visualisation, animation, effects, interactive applications 
including games and many other potential fields – can be seen as the result of collaboration 
between artists, scientists and engineers. 
 
 
 
 
 
	



Basically the unit recognises that the way we use computer technology continues to change 
 
Creative mediums media change – e.g. TV and movies switching from analogue to digital – 
when I was at art college discussion was do you use oils of acrylic media! 
 
I want to show you a piece of a documentary –Toshio Iwai 7m 30s 
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Iwai reworked old technologies in his work, as well as exploring new ones. 
 
Change .. 
 
Who has a smartphone? 
 
What social networking apps do you use? 
 
How much do you use it? 
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When was the first smartphone launched? 
 
https://www.verdict.co.uk/smartphone-invented-25-years/ 
 
25 year ago – 1992 
 
When was the term ‘social media’ first used? 94? 97? 99?  
 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jeffbercovici/2010/12/09/who-coined-social-media-web-pioneers-
compete-for-credit/#78c93ca951d5 
 
Does it matter who was first? 
 
Perhaps we will come back to that later – maybe next week … 
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I LIKE TO SAY ABOUT THE INNOVATIONS UNIT THAT IT GIVES YOU THE OPPORTUNITY 
TO ENGAGE IN ‘EXERCISES IN ICONOCLASM’ 
 
Any idea what I might mean by that? 
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Actually the idea is not exactly that you destroy religious icons  
but that you have an opportunity to challenge established dogma and to explore alternative 
ways of doing things. 
 
How old were you when your first used a computer? 
When did you first learn to program? 
 
I was 22 years old. I didn’t get to use a computer until I was a postgraduate art student … 
 
Whatever age the staff are they all have different experiences of the technology to you. 
 
You have lived with this technology all your life. Don’t you think that might mean that you see it 
in a different light to NCCA lecturers and demonstrator? 
 
	



	
YOU are going to be making the future 
not those of us who have been at it for years 
 
That’s why you have been set the exercise to discuss those questions set earlier this week. 
 
Because you will be the people who will be the future animators, technical directors etc. 
You will decide what innovation is going to be 
You will decide why and how you will deal with innovations 
You will decide how you will innovate or how you will exploit innovations 
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So I am not going to talk about innovation but I am going to talk about research and art 
 
Valery looked at some approaches in the previous lecture, and he has asked me to present an 
artist’s take on the subject. 
 
We can also ask the same questions about research as we might ask about Innovation …  
 
Is there a difference between art and science? 
 
Is there a difference between art research and science research? 
 
How does that effect you when you are advised to do research? 
	
	



Making a leap of faith here I am going to assume that artist and scientists try to get people to 
see things differently. 
 
To do this they can exploit new technology or use existing technology in new ways. 
 
I am going to look at the techniques used by artists that can be seen contrasted with scientific 
research, to give an insight into what the differences are between research in art and science. 
 
But first, ACADEMIC RESEARCH 
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Research is done in all sorts of contexts,  
 
If I want to make a special meal I might research into recipes 
 
All sorts of professionals research to find out how to keep up with their discipline but 
they do not usually do it in an academic context. 
 
What is special about the kind of research we are discussing here is what is called 
“Academic Research” 
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“Academic Research” is research done in universities 
 
To do research in universities you usually need to have or aim to have a research 
qualification, i.e. your ability to do research is assessed. 
 
To get a qualification you have to show that you can do valuable, worthwhile research 
 
But how do you tell what is valuable? 
 
It depends on the academic discipline 
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Now another video – the work of Ed Ihnatowicz 4m 30s 
 
If we look at what the artist Edward Ihnatowicz said about the difference between 
artists and scientists it may make the challenge that faces artists doing research in 
academia and its significance clearer. 
 
Edward Ihnatowicz is famous for his robotic artwork, including ‘The Senster’ http://
senster.com 
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Edward Ihnatowicz 
 
‘Scientists are concerned about the difficulty of establishing a firm datum’ 
 
in short a system of knowledge that can be relied upon to be consistent 
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The artistic approach - to accept oneself as the only reference point and instead of 
explaining the world, to demonstrate the way in which it appears to one person. A 
point of view often associated with that individual. 
 
There is an implication here that this point of view is part of a larger goal related to 
positioning that individual in a broader context. 
 
Research by artists has not always been recognised as academically valuable and 
that has led to an on-going discussion as old as art itself probably. 
 
Interestingly the title ‘Scientist’ is based upon the title ‘Artist’. Although science had 
been around for a long time, the term scientist was not used until William Whewell 
invented it at a meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science in 
1833 where, prompted by a question from the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge, he 
based the neologism on the long established term ‘artist’. 
 
 
Ihnatowicz. E. 1975 Towards a Thinking Machine. atariarchives.org. Downloaded 
from: 
http://www.atariarchives.org/artist/sec10.php 
[Accessed November 2017] 
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Peter Jordan Recent Developments in Practice-based/led Research in Art and 
Design, 2004 AISHE (All Ireland Society for Higher Education) Conference 
	
	
2004	AISHE	(All	Ireland	Society	for	Higher	Educa>on)	Conference,	Peter	Jordan	
summarised	“Recent	Developments	in	Prac>ce-based/led	Research	in	Art	and	
Design”	hOp://www.aishe.org/events/2003-2004/conf2004/proceedings/	[accessed	
November	2017]	
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In his paper Jordan points out in it that: 
 
“Prior to the 1980s 'practice-based' research in the visual arts was virtually unheard of, 
and research activity was restricted to the art historical or theoretical domain.” These 
were subjects that could be legitimately studied at Universities. 
 
“There was an accepted division between theory and practice, according to which 
research was seen as properly belonging to the domain of the theoretical. The first 
rupture in this tradition came in 1974, when in the UK, the regulations of the Council 
for National Academic Awards were changed to allow for the presentation of creative 
work in conjunction with a written thesis for a higher degree submission in the visual 
arts. …” 
 
“In both England and Ireland however there was some initial resistance to the idea 
that creative work could be viewed as legitimate scholarly activity, let alone fit into the 
definition of research. For one thing, art had traditionally been viewed as a distinct 
practice in its own right, with its own specific methods (usually expressive) which 
mitigated against offering a rational explanation of its end product; a requirement of 
conventional research. Also art education was deemed vocational, offered by 
specialist colleges and traditionally seen as distinct from university education.” 
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How did we get here? 
 
Jordan traces the ‘change of thinking’ to changes in the way art was taught in the 
1980’s due in part to the work of ‘Art & Language’ group among others and as he put it 
‘… art educationalists looked for closer linkage between theory and practice. … art 
historians were encouraged to “engage with students on the studio floor”’ 
 
(In my time as an art student in the mid seventies at my art college the art theorists 
were banned from the studios … there was a bitterly contended dispute about interest 
in ‘conceptual art’) 
 
An almost arbitrary and quite unconsidered result of changing polytechnics and their 
related art colleges or departments to universities was: 
 
Jordan writes: 
 
“In fact institutional funding, and the consequently the success or otherwise of 
respective disciplines, became dependent on the amount of research taking place.” 
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To cut a long story short, artists had to prove that they could do research like their 
colleagues in other disciplines. 
 
There are some important implications or assumptions here. Do any leap out at you? 
 
One of the solutions was the development of a research method called variously, 
practice-led, practice-based, or simply ‘practice research’ which can be added to the 
Quantitative and Qualitative techniques that Valery described in his lecture. 
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IS IT ‘FAKE KNOWLEDGE’? 
 
HOW WOULD YOU FEEL IF WE WERE TEACHING YOU FAKE KNOWLEDGE? 
 
AN IMPORTANT PART OF BEING AN ARTIST IS INTEGRITY 
 
SCIENCE – THERE HAVE TO BE REPRODUCABLE RESULTS TO SUPPORT ARGUMENTS 
 
BUT HOW DO YOU TEST THE AUTHENTICITY OF ART? 
 
EMPORER’S NEW CLOTHES VS INTEGRITY IN ART – YOU TRUST THAT THE ARTIST IS 
NOT TAKING THE PISS 
 
 
I WANT TO LOOK AT THE ISSUE IN MORE DETAIL, STARTING WITH A POET 



When discussing the use of digital effects in movies people often use the expression 
“suspension of disbelief” to refer to the way audiences agree to embrace the idea that what 
they are experiencing is something other than what they actually know is going on. 
 
The concept appears to have first been described in relation to poetry, by Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge. 
 
I have used ‘poetic license’ here and reversed the two paragraphs. 
 
Let’s have a look at an example. 
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In	this	example	we	know	that	it	is	not	really	Audrey	Hepburn	doing	the	advert.	The	“making	of”	video	
makes	it	even	clearer.	
And	yet	we	s>ll	collude	with	the	makers	to	kind	of	believe	that	it	might	have	been.	We	can	willingly	
suspend	our	disbelief.	
Or	not.	
	
hOps://www.framestore.com/work/chauffeur	
	
hOps://www.facebook.com/galaxy/videos/623100452196/	
	
2	minutes	making	of	galaxy	advert	
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As artists we are trying to get people to see things differently. 
 
Sometimes people are willing to see things differently, sometimes not. 
 
Let’s have a look at a very different piece. 
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James Lowne, “Someone behind the door knocks at irregular intervals” 
 
http://www.animateprojectsarchive.org/films/by_date/2010/
someone_behind_the_door_knocks_at_irregular_intervals 
 
5 minutes 
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Chico McMurtrie – 7m 30s 
	
hOp://amorphicrobotworks.org/	
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When visual phenomena are related to the human body we can have visceral, emotional 
responses that are hard to explain in words 
 
A large debate over several decades, too complex to go into here, revolved around whether 
an artifact – a piece of creative work – could embody and communicate knowledge without the 
use of words to explain it. 
i.e. did the artist-researcher have to produce a written thesis? 
 
 
HOW CAN YOU WRITE ABOUT SOME OF THESE EXPERIENCES IN THE VIDEOS JUST 
SHOWN? 
 
HOW CAN YOU TELL THAT THE INFORMATION IS AUTHENTIC? 
 
THAT IT IS NOT ‘FAKE KNOWLEDGE?’ 
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By Johannes Vermeer – The Art of Painting - at Google Cultural Institute, Public Domain, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=22003845 
 
One of the ways we learn about our relationship with visual phenomena and our emotional, 
hard to describe responses to them is is to make them 
and at the same time reflect on what we have achieved through our actions. 
 
That act of making, of being in on the creation of things, things that we can then look at and 
enjoy sensually and uncritically, or choose to analyse critically, 
means that we can respond to work made by other people too. 
 
We can respond to our own creations as if we had not made them but we also understand our 
agency in creating them. 
 
The moment when we realise that we really make that happen is a great way of enhancing our 
lives and giving us a positive sense of our existence. 
 
Seeing other people achieve similar feats of imaginative creativity is life enhancing too and the 
great thing about looking at other people's work is that it can be so surprising. 
We can be shown things that we wouldn't have dreamed of but others have. 
 
We can then take what others have made and feed ideas from it into our own work. This is 
how the ‘knowledge’ or the results of art practice are disseminated and shared. 
 
Artists’ reflections on what they have done – written down or otherwise recorded, (often called 
an exegesis in academia), has in many cases come to constitute the written part of academic 	
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Wim Wenders reflects on use of Polaroid camera in  “Alice in the Cities” 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=622&v=FbzFZ0CjEVY 
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Colin Self Interview (4 minutes to “ and get inspiration that way. It’s almost seeing everything 
as an artwork.” ) 
 
https://vimeo.com/152619103 
 
That act of making, of being in on the creation of things, things that we can then look at and 
enjoy sensually and uncritically or choose to analyse critically, means that we can respond to 
work made by other people too. 
 
We might choose to follow Self’s approach to generating work, having learnt by seeing his 
knowledge embodied in his work of the type of results that can be generated through that 
particular method. 
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Derek Boshier (1 minute on Smartphones) 
 
https://vimeo.com/142829786 
 
I just found this while researching for this talk. Another artist trying to make us to ‘see’ things 
differently 
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A creative product and a critical explanation of it and its significance, describing what it 
has to offer in the way of new knowledge, has become a common form of practice 
research publication. 
 
That critical explanation may take the form of a written ‘exegesis’ or some other form 
of commentary. Could the videos above not have been seen as similar to a written 
document in terms of communicating information? Why, in the early C21st does the 
written word still dominate academic discourse? (Don’t ask me! I have been arguing 
that other media are just as appropriate for the past thirty years.) 
 
There have been some notable experiments in particularly novel ways of 
communicating research by artists. A good example is “Unflattening” by Nick 
Sousanis, a PhD thesis presented as a graphic novel. 
 
http://spinweaveandcut.com/unflattening/ 
 
 
	



 
I came across a paper a while back that was discussing the rise of academic research in the 
arts during the past few decades and it pointed out that actually artists have been doing what 
amounts to research for ages. It just hasn’t been called research. 
 
So when over the past thirty years or so a range of artists and designers in art colleges and 
universities around the world have been making an enormous effort to convince people that 
they are doing something that can be called research, without compromising their established 
practices, they have been arguing, in a way, that they are doing what artists have always 
done. 
 
There are stand-out examples like Leonardo da Vinci, Man Ray etc. 
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Why am I showing you paintings by John Constable (Apart from the fact that they are great 
paintings) ? 
 
I don’t think of myself as a scientist, technologist, engineer or mathematician. Although I make 
my artwork by programming computers, as far as I am concerned, I am an artist. 
 
When I was younger my idea of what an artist was and should be was based on work like this 
 
As far as I (and my parents, and a lot of people ) THIS KIND OF WORK WAS TRADITIONAL, 
ACCEPTED AND NOT AT ALL INNOVATIVE 
 
At the time my ambition was to be a traditional artist. To me, art was painting and sculpture. 
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Constable 1821 in a letter to his friend and Patron John Fisher (Beckett 1968) wrote: 
 
“I have often been advised to consider my Sky as a ‘White Sheet drawn behind the objects.’ 
Certainly if the Sky is obtrusive - (as mine are) it is bad, but if they are evaded (as mine are 
not) it is worse, they must and always shall with me make an effectual part of the 
composition.” 
 
“John Constable’s Correspondance VI”, Beckett R.B. (Ed), 1968 Suffolk Records Society* 
  
He goes on to write about his own approach. 
  
It will be difficult to name a class of Landscape in which the sky is not the “key note”, the 
standard of “Scale”, and the chief organ of “sentiment” … The sky is the “source of light” in 
nature - and governs every thing. 
(Ibid) 
  
 
 *Incidentally I found this book when browsing in a local used books store in WInton – no 
longer extant – closed as so many have due to the effect of online bookstores. (change, but 
can it be called progress?) 
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Constable studied critically what he was trying to achieve and continued despite not being 
elected to become a Royal Academician for many years due, he felt, to his non-conformity. He 
did not have a sufficient number of high-ranking supporters. His frustration can be read in his 
indignant references to those who did not support his work and support of his friend, who did. 
 
The painter John Constable is a famous visual innovator. Looking at correspondence 
between him and his best friend and patron we can see that he was aware of his critical 
context. He was also able to critically analyze his work. This is something that we ask our 
students to do in their projects and we look for evidence of critical analysis and reflection in 
their reports. And in feedback sessions. 
  
What Constable is now famous for is painting landscapes based on his direct observation of 
nature rather than using the styles of previous artists. As an example, he used the colour 
green, whereas other artists of his era favoured browns, and he made the sky an important 
part of the composition of his work, going against the advice he was given.  
 
REMEMBER WHAT I SAID ABOUT ICONOCLASM? 
 
 
HE was doing visual research … 
 
I am pretty sure this book is available in BU library. It will tell you more about Constable and as 
some of the locations he painted are local youcan go and see how they look now. 
 
John Constable's Skies: A Fusion of Art and Science 
By John E. Thornes 
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I.E. DID THEY EMBODY KNOWLEDGE? 
 
I RECKON SO … 
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THIS LAST SENTANCE SUMS UP HOW ART COMMUNICATES KNOWLEDGE 
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Valery asked me to talk about research, why it is valuable to a practitioner, an artist. 
 
Why do I encourage you as students at the NCCA to do academic research? 
 
The same reason that I used to teach people about computer programming. 
 
Because most people haven’t ever considered doing it and have very little if any idea of what it 
may be like. 
 
If they have had a go they can make an educated choice whether to get further involved or 
not. 
 
Some do and make a career that they hadn’t even considered before. 
 
I always also present this pragmatic argument: 
 
Even those who never do it again graduate with a better grasp of what it is and what the 
people who do really get into it are up to. 
 
If an artist understands what programming is and what research is, even if they do not do a lot 
of it themselves they are in a much better position to communicate with those people who they 
meet who do these things, understand a little of what might motivate them and with luck avoid 
being inadvertently or deliberately intimidated, beffudled or misled by them. If you have moved 
up the production hierarchy and are managing people from different backgrounds, a breadth of 
knowledge can be invaluable and make you are more unique asset for your employer. 
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At the BFX Festival in 2015, keynote speaker Mark Benson Global MD of of MPC stressed the 
importance of innovation and said that whatever the frontier is in the future people will be 
required who can innovate, who can relish the disruption caused by innovation without 
compromising quality. 
 
He stressed the need for the attitude that “nothing is impossible”. 
 
http://www.moving-picture.com/ 
 
 
	



 
And this is where we get back to the notion of challenging dogmas and established methods. 
 
Writing in The Guardian Review recently Colum McCann wrote: 
 
To hell with grammar, but only if you know the grammar first. To hell with formality, but only if 
you have learned what it means to be formal. To hell with plot, but you had better at some 
stage make something happen. To hell with structure, but only if you have thought it through 
so thoroughly that you can safely walk through your work with your eyes closed. 
 
The great ones break the rules on purpose. They do it in order to remake the language. They 
say it like nobody has said it before. And then they unsay it, and they keep unsaying it, 
breaking their own rules over and over again. So be adventurous in breaking – or even 
making - the rules. 
 
McCann, C, “Take that first step”  The Guardian, Saturday May 13th 2017 
 
Further Viewing: 
 
http://artsonfilm.wmin.ac.uk/films.php?order=running_time&type=asc  NB make use of this 
while you are at Uni – you can’t access it if you are not a an educational establishment! 
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This lecture was given to students of the BACAV and BACAA at the NCCA Bournemouth 
University on November 24 2017 at the invitation of Valery Adzhiev. 
 
It is based upon similar lectures that I have presented since the creation of the Innovations 
unit in the mid 1990’s 
 
Stephen Bell 2017 
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