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Chapter 17 

Textual Agency: pitfalls and potentials  

Jessica Hemmings 

 
 
Several years ago, in Dublin, I had the following brief conversation with a postgraduate 

student: 

 

JH: How is your thesis progressing? 

Student: I’m finished. 

JH: Congratulations! 

Student: I just need to add the theory bit. 

 

I have recounted this story with a wry smile to many academic colleagues in the years since it 

took place, often in conversations about the fraught relationship of theory to practice within 

the academic models I can claim as familiar. The student I quote did not intend to be 

humorous, nor do I think they were particularly interested in testing my patience. In fact, I 

have begun to reflect on their honesty. Theoretical models of thinking conveyed through text 

continue to command greater agency within arts education despite other types of knowledge 

often occupying more of our time and thought.  

But first a rewind to the winter of 2016. I am in Amsterdam when the Portuguese artist 

Leonor Antunes’ performance commissioned by If I Can’t Dance I Don’t Want to be Part of 

Your Revolution is presented as An Open House at the Aldo van Eyck’s Hubertushuis 

[Figures 17.1 and 17.2]. Designed in 1973, Hubertushuis was planned ‘as a home for mothers 
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in difficulty. Together with their children, these mothers could find temporary 

accommodation within the house, and if so desired, make use of the professional help 

available’ (www.arcam.nl). Antunes introduced women dressed in blocks of bright colour – a 

similar bold colour scheme to Van Eyck’s now empty building. In place of the building’s 

original purpose to shelter and support women and children, Antunes’ actors (including 

herself) stood motionless. The terraces, stairs and passages once intended to ‘encourage social 

interaction’ (www.arcam.nl) were temporarily reoccupied by lone women, each turned away 

from the interior of the building’s original intentions to support mothers and children and 

instead gaze towards solitary horizons beyond our sight. Alongside the suggestion of 

isolation, the lone female figure framed in a window evokes association to the sex trade, 

perhaps particularly in the context of Amsterdam.1 While the performance was visible from 

the street, it was most clearly seen by viewers invited into the neighbouring section of the 

building, inside the architecture.  

Meeting Antunes shortly after the performance, I was sure she had drawn her 

inspiration for the performance from a book I had recently reread by architect and academic 

Jill Stoner called Towards a Minor Architecture (2012). Stoner explains, ‘Minor architectures 

operate from outside the major economy, potentially outside the architectural profession, and 

outside prevailing critical frameworks – outside these dominant cultural paradigms, but inside 

architecture’s physical body’ (2012: 15). To my mind this was exactly what Antunes had 

created. While the Hubertushuis was conceived with social intentions at the fore, her 

performance moved inside the building to critique its current unoccupied identity and offer an 

acute reminder of the absence of those for whom the building was originally intended. When I 

later spoke to Antunes she was politely interested, but had never heard of the book. And then 

it dawned on me: was I in danger of becoming the very joke I had shared with so many of my 

academic colleagues? Was I just adding the theory bit? In fairness, writing a thesis and 
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adding some footnotes the day before submission is not the same as seeing a theory alive 

within a practice – intended or otherwise. But I remain suspicious of my own motivations. 

What legacy was I perpetuating that wanted to explain Antunes performance via another text 

rather than allow agency to reside in the performance itself?  

My use of the term agency throughout this chapter is, by my own admission, not a 

sophisticated one. The agency I write about here is two-fold. If Alfred Gell’s influential Art 

and Agency (1998) (cited by John Potvin in his opening lecture at the conference that led to 

this publication) foregrounds the artistic artefact, my first observation dwells on a contrary 

position, which is the power that written forms of communication continue to command in 

studio or practiced-based (rather than historical or theoretical) arts education, particularly at 

the PhD level. But my second observation of agency at work is found in a negotiation of this 

dominance that can be found in the examples of practitioner’s writing I will discuss in this 

chapter. In these examples, the authors are not resigned to this imbalance but instead take 

risks to test forms of writing that do not conform to staid academic conventions. My second 

understanding of agency is situated, if situated agency is apparent in individuals who ‘can 

create traditions and practices through local reasoning and modify the very background that 

influences them’ (Choi 2007: 873). This two-fold reading of agency may be understood as 

what Andrew Pickering terms ‘the dance of agency’ (2010: 1) – a push and pull of power – 

although Pickering’s observations are applied to very different subject areas of knowledge.  

Rehearsing the various ways in which agency has been understood, Johanna Drucker 

(2017) observes that the term design agency has shifted over the past century and a half from 

a noun which ‘clearly designated an organization of professionals who offered their services 

to do something [to] our contemporary moment, [when] concepts of agency have been 

informed by new materialist approaches that split sentential agency (a self-aware cognition) 

from mechanical agency.’ (2017: 9) But it is Drucker’s third form of agency that I see in my 
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writing, performative agency, which she defines as ‘the ability of a work, word[,] person, or 

object to make something happen through an action or expression.’ (2017: 9) In this chapter I 

consider examples of writing about practice-based research that were not complacent despite 

the surrounding power structures of the university. Instead these examples seek to develop 

writing produced within university research about practice that made something happen in 

ways more useful to the knowledge practice-based PhDs create. 

The apogee of the overdetermined agency of text in practice-based research can be 

found in the practice-based PhD by publication route found in Britain.2 The oddity that this 

would, without question, be communicated through written language rather than for example, 

further practical work, confirms that within the university agency continues to remain 

predominantly the domain of written text. These concerns are also confirmed every time I 

witness PhD examinations of what in the British Isles is referred to as practice-based (or 

practice-led or practice-informed) or in Sweden PhD research ‘on artistic grounds’ and a 

written thesis is read and examined often in the curious absence of other forms of 

communication. Workshops, making and performances are often at the very heart of these 

endeavours but can remain strangely absent from the formal proceedings. 

My interests are far from new. A lengthy account of these debates appears in Artists 

with PhDs (Elkins: 2014) and, more recently, Artistic Research in the Future Academy (Butt: 

2017). In the Swedish context where I now work, Andreas Nobel’s PhD thesis “Shady 

Enlightenment: textualized thinking and its consequences for design” (2016) rehearses the 

debate from a particularly acute perspective. Nobel, Butt and Elkins edited volume do not 

explicitly couch their arguments in terms of agency, but are all engaged in the question of 

what makes something happen in practice. In the closing lines of his thesis Nobel asks, ‘Is 

there something about the Gutenberg’s printing press that makes it more trustworthy as a 

truthful technological medium than a bow lathe [the tool of his studio inquiry], or is it just a 
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matter of who is looking from what perspective, and with which underlying interests?’ (2016: 

238). This chapter attempts to make sense of my two anecdotes by considering the agency 

written language enjoys within the university and, to a lesser extent, the museum and offer 

some examples of responses to this question.  

After airing my despair over the power jargon holds within writing about the arts, I 

consider three recent examples of practitioners’ research (two PhDs in Britain and one project 

from the Norwegian Artistic Research Fellowship Programme) that shed some light on how 

the relationship between written discourse and practice-based knowledge may be navigated 

and communicated. Rather than haunt the tired terrain of the theory/practice divide, these 

examples suggest alternative concerns from practitioners who have responded to the agency 

of text on their own terms. This includes recognising when vocabulary needs to be built 

before written language can even serve as a useful tool of communication. I then consider two 

projects where the agency of particular existing vocabularies familiar within the university 

failed to travel well. Finally, I attempt to peek ahead and discover what types of 

communication may wield the greatest agency and be most needed in the future. 

A brief note on my word choice: I am conscious that the focus of this book is agency 

within design practices. Throughout this chapter I have chosen to use the generic term ‘arts’ 

because, while lacking accuracy, is more inclusive. The examples I dwell on at length are 

drawn from writing by practitioners of ceramics and textiles – disciplines that intermittently 

find themselves unwelcome in both contemporary art and design discourses. 

 

the agency of jargon 

 

‘What is distinctly human is not the capacity for language. It is the crystallisation of language 

in writing’ (Gray 2002: 56). The human capacity to put thought in written form is unique to 
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our species, but it does not seem to have protected us from the disheartening fact that we live 

amongst large amounts of appallingly bad writing. Writing presents an opportunity to develop 

understanding, but there are countless examples that seem committed to the opposite. The 

philosopher Alain de Botton3 warns that ‘wisdom does not require a specialized vocabulary or 

syntax, nor does an audience benefit from being wearied’ (2000: 158). Instead he encourages 

‘taking our levels of boredom when reading into account’ because boredom ‘can temper an 

otherwise excessive tolerance for balderdash’ (158). De Botton’s advice is taken to heart by 

the ceramicist Grayson Perry who with great humour loses patience with a wall text from the 

2011 Venice Biennale (Perry 2013: 10). Perry refers to Alix Rule and David Levine’s (2012) 

mapping of ‘international art English’,4 diagnosing that it ‘began in the 1960s in art 

magazines and […] spread like wildfire because everybody wanted to be thought of as being 

very serious about the art’ (2013: 10). Rule and Levine write, ‘How did we end up writing in 

a way that sounds like inexpertly translated French?’ (2012). Perry points out that 

international art English ‘spread to institutions, commercial galleries, even students’ 

dissertations, you’ll still see it in today’ (2013: 10) and concludes with the warning, ‘the non-

fluent in this kind of language might feel a bit uneducated’ and seeks to break this cycle by 

saying what is infrequently confronted: if you ‘think you might need to understand this in 

order to pass judgment. I just want to tell you now, you don’t’ (2013).  

Perry introduced his Reith lecture series by explaining, ‘I’ve called this series of 

lectures Playing to the Gallery and not, you may note, Sucking up to an Academic Elite’ 

(2013: 3). The academic Jan Svenungsson also establishes a distance from academic elitism 

when he observes a similar type of exclusion at work in an artist’s catalogue writing about the 

artist’s own work. Unlike Perry, Svenungsson chooses not to name and shame his subject, but 

he does explain an experience I think will be familiar to many readers: ‘I read it, I re-read it, 

then I read it again. The first sentence is easy. In the second, it gets complicated; by the third 
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sentence, I’m lost. I hardly understand a word, and much less why he using these words’ 

(2007: 16). Svenungsson’s example differs from Perry’s because, as he explains, ‘I know that 

this particular artist can be a very good writer – but in this text I see a cynicism appear, an 

aggression towards the reader, a desire (conscious or sub-conscious) to make the reader 

bounce back, rather than to create any real understanding’ (2007: 17).  

Both Perry and Svengunsson observe exclusion at work – a way of presenting ideas 

and knowledge that works against the possibility that the reader may be better informed for 

having read the text. That a reader’s understanding may have deepened does not seem to be a 

priority for the author. This approach to writing is not interested in the possibility that 

information could be transferred to others who in turn may enjoy a new position of agency 

within discourses in future. Via Rule and Levine, Perry diagnosis that we recreate unclear 

writing out of some lemming-like sense of obligation. This is what I have read, so this must 

be how it is done. Svengunsson points to cynicism and even aggression, in his example, by 

the artist towards their audience. 

A third version is observed by Amy Whitaker in her humorous discussion of why we 

face such an overwhelming sense of fatigue when visiting art museums – a sensation she 

coins ‘museum legs’. Whitaker explains: ‘If art fatigue reflects apathy at feeling left out of a 

conversation around art, then one must try to avoid writing about it in similarly 

disenfranchising language’ (2009: 5). Whitaker turns her attention to what we are offered as 

reading material in the museum – often the wall text – noting that ‘[o]bfuscation is a weird 

and obscure mercantilism, an isolationism that in an economy walls off a country, and in 

museums circumscribes a field of knowledge. Museum legs would seem to be less the result 

of sensory overload or vast spaces as much as feeling on the outside of an inside joke’ (2009: 

89). What each of these observations share is acknowledgement that these styles of 

communication are not accidental, they serve a purpose and that purpose is to exclude.  
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It need not be this way. The Australian academic Helen Sword in her study of 

academic writing assumes, understandably, that across all the academic subjects we write 

because we are genuinely interested in communicating our research. Sword’s study celebrates 

examples of academic writing that ‘take care to remain intelligible to educated readers both 

within and beyond their own discipline, they think hard about both how and what they write, 

and they resist intellectual conformity’ (2012: viii). In a gesture that I think would please 

Alain de Botton’s invitation for us, at times, to lose patience with our reading matter Sword 

explains, ‘I aim to start a stylistic revolution that will end in improved reading conditions for 

all […] I hope to empower colleagues who have come to believe – I have heard this mantra 

again and again – that they are “not allowed” to write in a certain way’ (2012: vii). Jargon, 

ironically, has become a familiar style of writing within the arts. This style does not seem to 

cause considerable concern, despite the nonsense it communicates. But in disciplines where 

academic modes of study – at least at the third cycle level – are relatively new what is and is 

not ‘allowed’ are very real debates. 

 

agency within the university  

 

In Proust and the Squid: the story and science of the reading brain, Maryanne Wolf considers 

the history of the human ability to read. She reminds us that Socrates expressed considerable 

concern about the transition from the well-honed powers of memorisation and oral literacy to 

writing down thoughts, fearing the change would create a dreadful erosion of the human 

intellect (2008: 71-72). We now see these ancient anxieties were unfounded, aware instead 

that ‘the writer’s efforts to capture ideas with ever more precise written words contain within 

them an inner dialogue, which each of us who has struggled to articulate our thoughts knows 

from the experience of watching our ideas change shape through the sheer effort of writing’ 
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(Wolf 2008: 73). But the ongoing dominance of written text – even a text that has been 

pushed and pressed into a satisfactory shape – continues to carry with it tensions. Katie 

McGown’s practice-based PhD at the University of Northumbria at Newcastle in England 

articulates an unspoken by-product of the agency of text for practitioners working with PhD 

level research5: 

 

The physicality of constructing these pieces and the immutable time they took to 

complete meant that my days had to be neatly divided to accommodate the written 

component of this project: in the mornings I wrote, and in the afternoon[s] I made. I 

wrote in the mornings to use up the first clarity and focus of the day. I wrote until my 

head was no longer formulating coherent sentences, and until I could no longer focus 

on the goal of the project.  

 

These are always my best hours, and there was a sacrifice in giving them over almost 

exclusively to writing in the last year of the project. On a few rare days I used that 

energy for my studio work, neglecting my daily word count. Although anyone 

supporting me through this process, and any likely reader of this text [,] would accept 

these days without words as normal and useful, there was a perpetual and 

accompanying guilt. This guilt did not manifest on the days where I only wrote and 

ignored the unfinished objects in the studio. Despite best intentions, the writing 

always seems to outweigh the art (McGown 2017: 81–83).  

 

McGown eloquently describes a reality that is not particular to her research project. Not only 

does the writing tend to outweigh the art, writing often feels like a more justified use of 

research time than making. When a practice requires particularly time-consuming making (as 
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McGown’s hand tufted sculptures required) this tension becomes all the more acute. Because 

making continues to struggle for agency within the university research context, there remains 

an underlying atmosphere of concern around the investment of the researcher’s time in 

relation to the outcome.  

 But even the idea that agency resides within text is not simple for practitioners who 

find that the vocabulary needed to communicate their research is distant or even non-existent. 

Caroline Slotte, reflecting on her experience within the Norwegian Artistic Fellowship 

Programme observes: 

 

When writing about my own art, I often get the sense that words and work don’t quite 

match. Like equal magnet poles, they repel one another; as if moved by an invisible 

force they slide apart. Only by the utmost coercion, and only for short moments at a 

time, do I ever manage to bring text and work together, surface to surface. 

 

And yet, it is right here, in the quest for satisfactory verbal counterparts to the artistic 

process, that I want to linger. I have sought a voice that truly says what I mean, a 

voice whose inner timbre I can recognise, the voice of my unarticulated ideas. This 

has captivated me to the degree that it became one of my central areas of exploration 

during my time as a research fellow (Slotte 2011: 10). 

 

In his critical review of fourteen texts submitted between 2009 and 2012 to the Norwegian 

Artistic Research Programme, Eirik Vassenden, Professor of Scandinavian Literature, quotes 

Slotte at length, observing, ‘Slotte does appear to have attempted to build her own linguistic 

space for her critical reflection instead of sticking slavishly to the existing genres’ (2014: 12). 
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Slotte in fact concludes her text by naming her writing practice as an unexpected discovery 

(2011: 78): 

  

Concerning the written part of the project, it is how, rather than what, I have written 

that has perhaps contributed most to the development in the field. I have looked for 

verbal alternatives to the detached, academic voice when writing about my work. In 

particular, I have explored subjective writing as a means of accessing the knowledge 

development that takes place in practice when a work of art is created. ‘The artist as 

writer’ is a theme that has fascinated me, and thus the discussion of the role of text in 

artistic research, and in artistic practices in general, has taken a prominent position in 

my project (2011: 79).  

 

Slotte is not alone in emphasising her interest in how rather than what. Helen Sword refers to 

an ideal attention to both (2012: viii). In my introduction to The Textile Reader (Berg: 2012) I 

too felt the need to write, ‘It is fair to say that this Textile Reader is as concerned with how we 

write about textiles as it is interested in what we write about textiles […] it is my hope that the 

content of this book makes clear the diversity of voices and styles that are contributing to the 

emerging academic discipline of textile scholarship’ (2012: 1). 

Similar to Slotte’s ‘voice of unarticulated ideas’ (2011: 10), Elaine Igoe reflects in her 

PhD written at the Royal College of Art, London that ‘I have been using words to help me 

discover what I wanted to say’ (2013: 15). But Igoe also offers us a powerful reason to avoid 

the simplistic conclusion that agency deserves to be pulled away from text and returned to 

practice. Explaining her transition away from a practice-based PhD route, she writes:  
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This story describes how my visual practice was subsumed by my textual practice. I 

worried about this initially, fearing that this would deny my skills as a textile designer 

and fretting about my ability to express myself in words alone. But now I see it as 

some small and necessary act of design activism, significant because it is words and 

commentary that have been missing from textile design, not the thinking and making 

(Igoe 2013: 21). 

 

Igoe describes a research process that included ‘conversations with fifteen other textile 

designers, both novices and experts, to help me find a way to describe what it is that we do 

and why’ learning along the way that ‘what struck me was their frustration. They felt 

marginalized within the design hierarchy, but were resigned to this state of affairs. I was 

clearly dealing with a group (largely populated by women), which felt suppressed within the 

design industry and misrepresented in design research discourse’ (Igoe 2013: 20). 

Vocabularies that do not yet exist to voice research cannot hold any agency until they are 

formed.  

 

agency beyond the university 

 

I hope the previous examples illustrate why drawing singular conclusions about the agency of 

text within the university is unwise. My two final examples also show how vocabulary can be 

a poor traveller, vulnerable to context and changes in audience. In her honest account of the 

difficult education she experienced directing The Knitting Map project, academic and 

choreographer Jools Gilson reflects on the miscommunication she witnessed during the 

community based, City of Culture funded knitting project which took place in Cork, Ireland 
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in 2005. Writing seven years after the project concluded, Gilson recalls misunderstandings 

that emerged in the project from the outset:  

 

We fall into our first tangle in which some contingents of the press, and many of our 

knitters, believe our project The Knitting Map to be about a literal mapping of Cork 

City. We are appalled, while many of our knitters think of it as a lovely idea and 

volunteer to knit particular parts of the city. Our understanding of processes of 

cartography assumed a poetic plurality. Our map wasn’t literal, because such literality 

would not have allowed us space to be playful with how cartographic energies depict 

all kinds of geographies (2012: 10).  

 

Gilson concludes that ‘[o]ur error, our failure, was to assume that we could collaborate with a 

city and a community using similar skills that we had honed in the retreats of contemporary 

art practice’ (2012: 17). We ‘brought our nuanced collaborative skills to TKM [The Knitting 

Map] project and watched as they slowly failed. Invisibly but palpably, more popularly 

accepted structures of relating made themselves felt. We began to understand that what we 

did was not that understandable’ (Gilson 2012: 16). Gilson offers a poetic but frank reflection 

on how her style of communication, which had in the decade prior worked for performance 

and installation projects (2012: 11), failed to communicate accurately with the community 

who formed the backbone of The Knitting Map project. 

A second example of the shifting meaning of specific vocabulary is acknowledged by 

the artist and academic Matt Smith who reflects on his exhibition Queering the Museum 

(2010–11) at the Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery in England. Describing the project as 

a ‘contemporary “dig” that could allow LGBT [Lesbian/Gay/Bisexual/Transgender] 

narratives to come to light’, Smith’s exhibition of nineteen interventions both introduced new 
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works to the permanent collection and rearranged and re-contextualized existing objects 

(2017: 363). Smith faced a considerable challenge in his dig. Echoing Amy Whitaker’s 

attention to the potential power of the museum wall text and exhibition label, he observed that 

‘exhibition labels are usually written with an institutional voice and backed up with 

documented evidence. Normative thinking assumes people are part of the majority unless 

there is clear evidence to the contrary’ (2017: 365). What Smith came to recognize is that the 

absence of records about maker’s identities made the museum’s predicament more difficult 

than he first imagined. His ‘dig’ to bring into the light LGBT identities of artists’ whose work 

was held in the museum archive could not rely on archival information because of the absence 

of recorded facts. ‘I began to sympathise with museum curators – how could stories be told 

without documented facts?’ (2017: 368). Instead Smith’s interventions of his own work in the 

collection attempted to navigate between known and assumed information.  

A survey with thirty-one exhibition visitors conducted by Maria-Anna Tseliou from 

the Museum Studies Department of the University of Leicester also shed light on assumptions 

around our contemporary understanding of the term queer. Smith reflects that Tseliou’s 

survey: 

 

brought the term queer outside the academy into sharp relief. Only 22 per cent of 

interviewees were aware of the reclamation of the word, with over half of the 

interviewees having negative associations with the word. This raises concerns for its 

use in projects which are trying to increase and widen social engagement and 

inclusion (2017: 370).  

 

Gilson learnt that her poetic and abstract notion of city mapping was initially met, not 

unreasonably, by a literal understanding of the term from some project participants. Smith 
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found that re-appropriated language such as the term queer, in the context of the museum 

exhibition, did not necessarily capture a broader understanding of the term. If we are to accept 

that a certain agency is enjoyed by language, then part of the responsibility of that agency is 

its continued re-evaluation. A vocabulary that exists is not necessarily a vocabulary that is 

broadly understood to hold the same meaning or intent. This does not mean that new or 

reclaimed vocabularies cannot be built, but rather acknowledges the considerable challenges 

that come with building new vocabularies before agency can be claimed.  

 

agencies of the future  

 

Maryanne Wolf sees that today we are on the cusp of yet another shift in understanding 

human intelligence which accepts that the human brain may no longer be best used to 

memorize large tracts of data that can now be accessed readily via online information 

systems. Instead, she proposes, it will be the knowledge that our online memories cannot 

convey that will be prized as meaningful human intelligence. This means that learning 

patterns such as dyslexia may prove useful in new ways. ‘I look at dyslexia as a daily 

evolutionary reminder that very different organisations of the brain are possible. Some 

organisations may not work well for reading, yet are critical for the creation of buildings and 

art and the recognition of pattern’ (Wolf 2008: 215). Wolf concludes, ‘Some of these 

variations of the brain’s organisation may lend themselves to the requirements of modes of 

communication just on the horizon’ (2008: 215).  

 

The agency written communication currently commands within the university and museum 

may not be ‘forever’. But for now, as I hope my examples have shown, practitioners have 

available a range of relationships to build with the written text – from advocate to adversary. 
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An awareness that the agency of text does not need to be at the exclusion of other forms of 

communication is crucial. If we remain vigilant to the pitfalls and potentials our current 

reality creates, this form of agency may become a little more questioned, a little more 

challenged and possibly, in the right scenarios, a little more accepted if words can do justice 

to the subject at stake. Rather than revisit the tired debates of theory versus practice, we may 

take heart from voices such as Caroline Slotte’s, who submitted the following narrative as 

part of her Norwegian Artistic Fellowship: 

 

I’m standing in a door opening. It’s dark in front of me. I can’t make out how 

large the room is. A dim light is visible in there. The light falls upon various 

types of objects, but everything is vague, unclear. I’m drawn to the light, 

drawn into the room. 

 

I walk up to the point of light, and place my face close to it. Something 

happens as I view the objects – the haze disappears, colours brighten. 

Eventually, one of the objects becomes so clear that I can grasp it […] 

 

But I am alone in here. Those standing outside can’t see what I see, they can’t 

get close enough. So I start speaking, I describe what I see as precisely as I 

can: the details of every object, the room in its entirety, and the relative 

position of everything in it. […] 

 

While I have been speaking, the room has become full of light. I can move 

around freely. There are still areas of shadow left, as always in a room, but in 
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the open areas there is no longer anything to stumble upon. I can either stay 

here or move on. The room now belongs to me (2010: 4–5). 
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1 Caryn Simonson at the Chelsea College of Art, London deserves my thanks for this observation and reminder. 
2 Practitioners working in academia with a lengthy career can opt for a shorter PhD route which rather than set 

off on a new research trajectory all together instead reflect on a group of pre-existing work (typically 

exhibitions) and distil the knowledge from these experiences into a text. 
3 It would be fair to acknowledge here that de Botton is hardly enamoured with the contemporary university: ‘To 

judge by what they do rather than what they airily declaim, universities are in the business of turning out a 

majority of tightly focused professionals (lawyers, physicians, engineers) and a minority of culturally well-

informed but ethically confused arts graduates aptly panicked about how they might remuneratively occupy the 

rest of their lives’ (2012: 105). 
4
 Eirik Vassenden writes, ‘Perhaps the whole idea of an international art English can be said to be, as the two 

authors themselves point out, an elaborate joke? There is no doubt, however, that they are right in saying that 

different worlds of experience and language create their own linguistic spaces, and that they also, over time 

stultify into jargon. What started out as linguistic experiments in articulation, become empty phrases and genre 

conventions’ (2014: 7). 
5
 This is different from my own PhD, written about literature in a Literature Department where the idea that 

written text may be the ideal mode for discussing text does not create as many headaches. Eirik Vassenden 

echoes this in his review of the written texts submitted to the Norwegian Artistic Research Programme between 

2009 and 2012: ‘Everyone who writes about one art form or another encounters these fundamental issues, but 

they are probably experienced most strongly in the non-verbal art forms, where the problem of describing and 

translating is greater than for example in fiction or poetry, where the art form and the comment share the same 

medium’ (2014: 5). 


