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Abstract

This practice based project explores how tacit knowledge serves the
creative process of painting by providing a foundation for deciding how
to act while painting. Because tacit knowledge is not brought to
consciousness, it frees our perceptual processing from having to deal
with the mechanics of painting so that attention can be focused on the

immediacy of the changing visual conditions.

[ am able to depend on this base of knowledge to allow me to pay full
attention to the action of painting in the present, and to notice new and
emerging possibilities. | examine the interplay of tools and processes,
aesthetic and material considerations, subject matter and memory as all
these factors relate to tacit consideration, and as they become
interpolated into the painting process, and as they fold back into an

accumulating base of experience and knowledge.

This interplay between what is the known, and what is emerging as yet-
new experience, gives me a place to start examining the question of how
painting can remains energised. This project is about understanding the
implications and limitations of how [ make paintings, how tacit
knowledge facilitates this dynamic matrix of contingencies that brings
forth the surprising, the unexpected, unplanned and unknown, and about

exploring ways to enhance the vitality of my painting practice.
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Introduction

This masters project has been undertaken over two years from 2016-17.
It is conducted largely through painting, in an environment removed
from the demands of the marketplace, and where I can approach painting
as a practice-based form of research. My aim is to rejuvenate my practice,
or at least to develop deeper understandings of my method and open up

new territory for exploration. I am here open to new possibilities.

The exegesis starts with a discussion of tacit knowledge, as an attribute
that [ bring to this project from my substantial experience as a painter. It
develops an argument for how expertise brought from the past need not
become habitual clichéd or enervating, but instead provides grounds for
clearing my consciousness of the need to think about familiar practices in
painting, so that [ am then free to concentrate on different, novel aspects
of painting. It is through painting that these aspects will emerge or reveal
themselves, so that my approach to research is fundamentally practice-

led.

[ discuss how a myriad factors, including tools and processes, aesthetic
and material considerations, subject matter, filters of visual perception
and memory all influence the way painting happens, and so become
interpolated into the developing image. My focus is on how knowledge, as
an aggregation of experience, comes from painting and is continually
folded back into the process of painting. It is embodied as neuro-
muscular pathways and rhythms, to be drawn on, tacitly. It is knowing
that is continually interacting and aggregating, rather than a repository of
knowledge. Its agency for me while in the process of painting, is in how it
informs intuition, and my decision-making. [ discuss how tacit knowledge
clears a way forward for the artist to work unencumbered by utilitarian
matters, so the perception is also unencumbered and free to notice and

respond to new opportunities; possibilities.



Images of my work made during the tenure of this project are included
throughout the text, as they serve to illustrate certain points. A
chronology (approximate) of images of all works is included towards the

end of the document.



Tacit Knowledge

Tacit knowledge is knowledge that is learnt by the experience of doing,
through actively engaging with process; by making. It is acquired by
learning, through repetition, through perceptual analysis, feedback,
modification and nuanced refinement. It takes time. For example as a
painter laying down layers of gesso ground, learns which brush to use,
how to load the brush and what direction and pressure of brushstroke to
apply. While the principles of such techniques can be transmitted,
expertise requires practice; the artist needs to get a feeling for the
material nature of gesso. In painting there are innumerable such skills
that develop with experience. The painter must decide what painting
support is being painted on, and how its material properties affect the
absorption and flow of paint. Similarly, experience allows an artist to
judge the effect humidity and temperature will have on flow and drying
characteristics, or to judge how to make a gesture that will begin at a
particular place and stop at another. With experience, these skill are
applied without conscious thought; as tacit knowing. These are things

that we can do ‘automatically’.

Fig.1. Detail of how gesso underpainting influences following layers of paint. Acrylic on
board.
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Looking closely at how tacit knowledge operates in my practice there
seems to be a cyclical movement that happens while painting. Affective
responses are prompted from the visual sensation of the changing
painting, as I paint. For instance if [ respond to the markings produced by
layering droplets of gesso onto an area of a painting, [ am able to draw on
tacit knowledge in order to achieve a similar effect. I can then
conceptualise with more clarity and make decisions about how I want to
proceed with the painting. | may even decide to develop this new

technique into another work.

If I am painting quickly and in more of an ‘intuitive’ mode, [ could be so
involved with the work, making decisions quickly and bypass the more
conceptual response to what is happening, moving from my affective
response straight into making decision after decision relying on my tacit

knowledge to take the painting through to completion.

In this way my tacit knowledge clears my mind from technical issues in
the work, so I am free to takes risks in the painting and allow the new to
emerge. [ am able to use my tacit knowledge as a foundation to my
painting process that enables me to work with freedom and confidence. I
am able to work in a variety of paint media, assured in my ability to
rectify or change any outcomes I'm not happy with. Being able to
approach making paintings without fear of failure is vital to creative
practice. To have freedom of expression and the ability to know and how

to extend the boundaries of the chosen medium.

Just as a jazz musician learns the foundations of playing the piano or the
clarinet before being able to improvise and not ‘play by the rules’ exactly,
none the less creating original compositions. Tacit knowledge allows me
to have a sense of trust in the dynamics of the painting and allows me to

take risks, to explore the spontaneous and make new discoveries
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The construction of the painting remains provisional until the action of
painting ceases. In each moment while painting decisions are being made
about how to proceed; deciding for example whether to continue with the
gesture currently ‘in play’ or to change it or paint over it, my decision

making is informed largely by intuition.

Knowledge of how the paint reacts according to the heat of the day, how
water pools on the canvas and creates separations in the paint, the brush
marks in the gesso—all these details affect how the painting manifests.

This knowledge is gained by intuitively following the process and trusting
this process that is influenced by tacit, embodied knowledge and a mix of

my perception of the current moment and memory.

Experience with mixing pigments, discerning colour and tonal value, the
various physical applications of paint media, knowledge of painting tools,
decisions on how media with behave according to various external
factors such as temperature, changing paint viscosity and drying times
for example. Some of these understandings are based in motor skills,
neuro-muscular memory, patterns of breathing, even modes of standing,
this could be interpreted as ‘embodied knowledge’ of the painting

process.

[ have learnt to control my breathing while painting, particularly when
applying long, horizontal brush strokes for example. It is my feeling that
this helps me to feel centred and in a sense ‘at one’ with the energy of the
painting, breath helps this connectedness to the process. My breathing
changes according to the technique I am using I find. It is different when
applying gesso than it is when I am cutting a precise hole into a canvas

painting with a sharp blade for instance.
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Fig.2. Detail of paint wash using a mix of Chinese ink and gouache on board.
Painting from1993. [ still use this technique at certain times.

Tacit knowledge develops over time, takes time, an inherent temporality
that is brought to the work of art. In fig 1.[ Pathology, 1993 ] for example,
the transparency of the paint allows that each layer not only modify the
appearance of following layers, but also allows the effect of a palimpsest
of indeterminacy, that shows evidence of changing/developing decisions,
with no clear sequencing of layers as they combine optically to create an
overall visual effect. As these visual qualities emerged during the process
of painting, what I know about my decision-making is that the decision
criteria were continually changing as I worked, just as the unfolding of
new/different experiences were enfolding back into my painting process

as tacit knowing,.

While I am painting [ often make test pieces; try-outs or experiments on
card or a small canvas. These are often where I develop new ways of
working with materials and techniques without fear of failure. Here I feel
[ can play more freely. I also gain practical experience and confidence to
take the work forward in different directions. Yet every new painting is
also an experiment, and from the experience of painting each work new

knowledge folds into memory, and tacit knowing. Often, experience from
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these sites of play is brought to larger scale works, and often it is in the

translation between scales that surprising, new things happen.

Fig.3. Detail of carborundum paint mix for relief textures. Surface is then sometimes
spray-painted.

Fig.4. Detail of gesso droplet and silver leaf brushmark on black gesso ground. Hole is
drilled through the board surface after painting is complete.

Fig 5. Detail of water removal of paint layer technique, using ink/gouache mix.
Spraypaint spots also used.
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Artist and theorist Barbara Bolt talks of how images and ideas emerge in
the studio, whilst she in the process of painting. Bolt calls the tacit
understanding that comes from learning-through-doing, ‘praxical
knowledge’. She recounts what glass artist Stephen Proctor said about

praxical knowledge:

...use skill with conscious awareness. It is only when you work
with your hands that you understand. Until then it is theoretical
and although possible, incomprehensible because when the
process begins and grows, it reveals something not before
conceived.!

Here Proctor is talking about the experiential nature of tacit knowledge,
how as discussed, it is only through ‘doing’ an activity such as mixing a
colour, stretching a canvas that one gains tacit/praxical knowledge of

these things.

Praxical, tacit knowledge develops as [ paint, experiment with mixtures of
colour and modes of application. In this respect tacit knowledge, folds
into my painting, just as emerging new qualities and experiences fold into
my painting. These indeterminate factors combine in a confluence, of
interacting past and present experience. From this interaction new

opportunities and possibilities emerge.

Just Looking

At time’s due to my way of looking, observing the nuanced visual qualities
of the world, I develop tired eyes. This began to happen at art school
when I realised how I was training myself to look at my environment
differently; as an artist. This is now a habitual way of looking at my

surroundings, so that [ am always looking and processing available visual

1 Bolt, Barbara. Heidegger Reframed: Interpreting Key Thinkers For the Arts. Page 42.
London: I.B. Tauris & Co. Ltd, 2011. AUT Library Catalogue, EBSCO host (accessed October
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information. I habitually analyse marks on a wall, smudges on a curtain,
and reflect on how such marks or qualities could be painted. Looking, for
me is essential to my painting process, both before and after the action of
painting starts. Looking as thinking, praxis as (inseparable) looking-

thinking.

My
Details of painted surfaces from the general environment. Inspiration for paint

techniques.

Tacit Strategy

The role of tacit knowledge is evident in the work of two artists whose
work is quite different, but who share some similar tactics within their
practice. Howard Hodgkin often takes years to complete a painting. This
reflection and concentrated attention over time belies the free and
spontaneous appearance of his works. Much of this time is spent just
looking at the work, analysing and deciding how to continue. When not
working on a painting he tends to turn it inwards to the studio wall. After

a fallow period, each is turned back and he looks again to see if a

16



possibility has emerged in the meantime, so that he can continue
painting. The fallow time allows the compost of memory to enrich
through other experience and interaction, so that he has new tacit
knowing to bring to looking. Hodgkin’s praxis includes time spent gazing.
He recollects certain factors in this process:

- exactly how a particular brush mark was executed,

- what brush size was used, how flexible the paint bristles were;
was it a badger or goat hair brush, for example?

- how much paint was on the brush.

- what mediums were added to the paint used and how much.

— viscosity of paint.

- transparency of certain pigments.

- whether the brush mark was a mix of colour and how the brush
was dipped into this colour-mix.

- how dry the layer of paint was, that it was working over.

— knowledge of composition.

— use of complementary colour to create spatial depth.

These nuanced details of the painting process are crucial in the extensive
knowledge that Hodgkin is able to draw on, as intuition, and as he is

looking, thinking, imagining, and building impetus for his next move.

The sculptor/painter Jessica Stockholder works very differently to
Howard Hodgkin yet also draws on tacit knowledge about paint and its
physical properties, built from long experience. In Sailcloth Tears, for
example, we see her understanding and facility with:

- viscosity of paint

- how paint adheres and is applied to different surfaces, textures,
what viscosity to use

- How to apply the paint and what tool to use; a spray can or large
brush for example, or pour from the tin?

- how different materials fold, hang, curve

— use of colour, knowledge of complementary colour combining to
create spatial relationships.....

- knowledge of composition, proportion... the golden section’
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Wil =

Fig.7. Howard Hodgkin. For Matisse. 2007 oil on canvas. 120x190cm.

Fig.8. Jessica Stockholder. Sailcloth Tears, 2009. Acrylic paint and mixed media.
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Risk

Much of my understanding of how, in a myriad different circumstan

ces, the subtle aspects and nuanced variations of how particular methods
and media react and behave, is built up through experiment and risk. It
comes from an initial state of not knowing, and of acting without
certainty, and needing to allay fear and overcome risk aversion, and
needing to suppress expectation. It requires me to paint, in part, without
knowing where painting is going. Tacit knowledge is what I gives me the
confidence to explore new possibilities, and take leaps of faith. Intuition,
with its secret recourse to memory and tacit knowledge, provides a salve
for any anxiety I feel when painting in the territory of the unknown. This

is the territory that I know, intuitively, to be the source of what
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