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TRESPASSING KNOWLEDGE 
RESEARCH AS BEING,  RESEARCH AS DOING,  RESEARCH AS PRACTICE. 

 

 

Research is not the privilege of people who know - on the contrary, it is the domain of people 

who do not know. Every time we are turning our attention to something we don't know we are 

doing research. Robert Filliou (1926 - 1987) 

 

A little knowledge is a dangerous thing. My dad. (1919 – 2000) 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 
The ideas that I am dealing with in this presentation ask questions about who 

owns knowledge and the interdependence of knowing and not knowing. I want 

to talk about research: who determines what research is; as artists, how do 

we (and why should we) challenge and disrupt these orthodoxies? I want to 

talk about challenging the boundaries of the 'academy' and the hegemonies of 

‘expertise’. I want to talk about the possibilities of collaborative and 

interdisciplinary research and practice and the relationships between the 

orthodox and the unruly, the academic and the emotional, the empirical / 

validated and the wondering / intuitive 

 

I’m going to start by talking about how I arrived at, or came to be moving 

through and working with these ideas in my own practice. I completed a 

master’s in Fine Art the early 1990s. In the intervening years before and 

since, I made very little work, and exhibited rarely. There were a number of 

reasons why I didn’t work, but an incremental outcome of this ‘stuckness’ was 

an increasing fear of knowledge, or rather a fear of my own ignorance. There 

were years at a time where I was unable to read a book; the terror was that in 

opening the pages I would not be enlightened, but would be simply casting 

more light on my own ignorance. Better not to look. The frustration was that I 
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had always been very alive to the wonders of ideas, and for want of a better 

term ‘theoretical thinking’, and had always made work that was grounded in 

narrative and idea, but had never had confidence in my ability to do things in 

‘the right way’, whatever that was. I never felt I had the ability to read or to 

think in the way that I supposed or had been taught was ‘academic’. As the 

years passed I felt more and more excluded from the world that I so much 

wanted to be part of, and could not find a way to ‘think’. 

 

About ten years ago I was able to tentatively pick up a sort of practice; 

although it was very much stop and start, I began to make the kind of work 

that felt authentic to me. I didn’t realize it at the time, but the start of a process 

of exploration, of ‘research as being, research as doing, research as practice’ 

had begun. I had begun to read again, not directly about art theory or 

contemporary practice, but around the ideas that preoccupied me  - the 

constructs of landscape, benevolent paternalism of the 19th Century in relation 

to ideas of the country and the city, narratives and mythologies of crime and 

crime fiction. What I also didn’t realize was that my ideas were always 

conceived in relation to place, to landscape, and that walking, traversing, 

became not just an actual methodology, but a metaphorical one too. An 

initially intuitive use of wandering and wondering laid the ground upon which I 

could start to think about who owned knowledge & that I could be part of the 

‘academy’ (by which I mean a recognized realm of both theoretical and artistic 

practice) on my own terms. 

 

MILKYWAY and PLACE & MEMORY: trespass & reclamation 
  
The rhythm of walking generates a kind of rhythm of thinking, and the passage echoes or 

stimulates the passage through a series of thoughts. This creates the odd consonance 

between internal and external passage, one that suggests that the mind is also a landscape 

of sorts and that walking is one way to traverse it. 
Rebecca Solnit, from Wanderlust: A History Of Walking (2005) 

 

And the meaning of Earth completely changes: with the legal model, one is constantly 

‘reterritorializing’ around a point of view on a domain, according to a set of constant relations, 
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but with the ambulant model, the process of ‘deterritorialization’ constitutes and extends the 

territory itself. Deleuze and Guattari, from Nomadology (1986) 

 

In 2012 I began working with the curator Judit Bodor and the artist / 

photographer Tom Rodgers on the ongoing project 

MilkyWayYouWillHearMeCall. This was the project that brought the process of 

wandering and walking into a collaborative and evolving interdisciplinary 

context. The title is taken from a song lyric quoted in the novel 1980 by David 

Peace, a fictional re-imagining of the hunt for Peter Sutcliffe, the ‘Yorkshire 

Ripper’, in Leeds during the 1970s and 1980. Using fragments of the text as 

our starting points, the research involves visiting sites that are described in 

the novel (actual sites of actual murders) and gathering material through 

audio-visual recordings, meditating on experiences through the lens of 

Peace’s texts and collecting flora of ‘edgeland’ botanical specimens. 

 

I think it is important to give a sense of what Leeds was like during this time. 

The city was literally and metaphorically a battleground for the reclamation of 

territory, and it’s hard to over-emphasise the sense of fear that the murders 

carried out by Sutcliffe had on women at the time, and the incompetence and 

prejudice of the police’s response to this. The victims were defined by both 
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the police and the media solely through their profession as prostitutes (or to 

use terms in common use at the time: ‘street walkers’ and ‘ladies of the 

night’): by implication, culpable for their own deaths. In contrast, his last 

victim, a student at Leeds University, was referred to as an “innocent”. A 

friend of mine recalls that when she was killed, the queue for the payphones 

in the student union stretched out into the square; a long line of young women 

desperate to reassure their families ‘it is not me, it is not me’. Groups of 

women (and men) banded together to make sure that no one walked home 

alone. Most controversially, the police issued statements advising women to 

undertake a self-imposed curfew: not to venture out after dark. But during the 

70s and early 80s, Leeds was the home to a very active and radical feminist 

movement. 

 
Women-only club nights proliferated, protests abounded, and cars were 

driven into the fronts of porn cinemas and sex shops. During my first year at 

art college the windows of the college gallery were smashed during a 

particularly ill-considered exhibition by the ceramics department. At the time I 

was shocked by the vandalism, which I saw as an attack on art. With 

hindsight I consider it justified. The feminist groups’ response to the police 
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statement that women should stay indoors, was to stage Reclaim The Night 

Marches in and around Chapeltown and Harehills, the areas where most of 

the Leeds murders took place. 

 
When, in 2012, Judit, Tom and I walked these places in the name of art and 

research, I realized that I had walked many of them in the early to mid 80s, 

often, ill-advisedly, alone at night, ‘shitfaced on spirits and speed’. We were 

thus walking territory in which battles of ownership and entitlement were 

embedded, and through the nature of our ambulant research these sites 

became a thrice-contested space. Both the physical and conceptual terrain 

insisted that I (we) engaged in a process of finding a footing, finding a way, 

and trespassing (accessing locations from 1980 meant that no few fences 

were climbed and liberties taken). ‘Keep Out’ signs were to be ignored. Whilst 

the subjects of MilkyWay are mournful and contemplative, and much of the 

time I spend making the drawings that constitute part of our output is an 

insular and meditative labour, for a large part, the time we spent together at 

the site visits was a form of play. 

 

I hate work which is not play. Robert Filliou (1926 - 1987) 
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The first quote in this presentation referenced Filliou on research. It was Judit 

my collaborator on MilkyWay and co-mentor for Place and Memory who had 

introduced me to Filliou, and Filliou is also closely associated with the 

importance of play in relation to work. With play, especially with collaborative 

play, everything changed – my research and my writing and even in some 

ways my drawings (which can be seen on a discrete page in my blog) became 

performative in that suddenly there was within all these things a sense of not 

just the discursive, but of the conversational. For me, making work became 

intimate in that I was talking to myself, and others, in a real way, and in a way 

that values that which can be discussed: the uncertain, the not known. 

Perhaps of most significance was the fact that my writing had found its way, 

mixing the lyrical and academic approaches to the essay form and grounding 

and strengthening my visual practice. 

 
Crown and target is perhaps the clearest example of our process of play. We 

were just leaving a site, which could truly be described as a depressing 

shithole of an excuse for a park. It was cold and miserable and we were 

thoroughly fed up. On a sudden whim I grabbed at a clump of grasses and 
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twisted them into a sort of crown, and turned back to call to Judit as Tom lifted 

his camera to use up the dregs of his film. What resulted has become the 

iconic image for the project, my straw bleached hair encircled with a straw 

grass coronet, the back of my head a target, as was the head of the woman 

killed upon the ground across which I look. Judit is a dark blur almost 

completely concealed by my head – Tom the eye that captures us. 

 

Another outcome of working collaboratively, and with a ‘non-artist’, a curator / 

thinker, was developing the confidence to place myself, and my work within 

the spheres of discourse and practice that I had felt outside of, to challenge 

the boundaries of the ‘academy’, and the hegemonies of expertise. Their 

practice validated my own - they had my back. Since starting Milky Way I 

have presented short papers at events and conferences such as Redrawing 

the Maps, held at Somerset House to coincide with the John Berger 

retrospective ‘Art and Property Now’, the Sheffield Occursus Post Traumatic 

Landscapes Symposium, and Impact 8, here in Dundee. 

 

Place and Memory is a mentoring project set up last year that uses the 

research model employed by Milky Way. We wanted to work with a group of 

people who had not had, or did not have access to the paradigms of 

contemporary art practice and education, and who had perhaps had difficulty 

in doing so because of mental health issues.  There are many art and mental 

health projects available for participants, mostly therapeutic, occupational, 

social or community oriented, but none that I could see that provided a 

combination of pastoral support with professional development, serious and 

challenging outcomes, and an introduction to theoretical concepts. We 

recruited eight people who were developing a visual and written practice. 

Some had been through art education, two had completed degrees, (one in 

biology the other in Fine Art), some, had no Higher or Further education at all. 

We used the Filliou quote about research and knowledge, and the physical 

terrain of the city of Leeds as our starting point, and worked with them for five 

months in creating a body of work for a group show, and a group artists film 

stroke documentary about the project. The tactics of ‘wandering and 

wondering’ enabled them to demystify the notion of ‘research and knowledge’, 
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and allow them to be more ambitious in thinking about where they might 

position their practice. 

 

Among the many outcomes are two short films made by the participants. 

Lorna Johnstone's Breeze was filmed on her phone in the garden of the 

project base in the first week of the project. We had just run a session 

introducing them to the idea of ‘research’, and researching through exploring, 

and had set them the task of going into the garden and thinking, looking and 

documenting. Lorna sat and filmed her notebook using her phone. Donna 

Coleman's Liminal Quiescence retraces the steps of a night she spent 

wandering the corridors of a hospital in distress. We couldn’t get permission to 

film inside the hospital, and so couldn’t go in with proper gear; the walk was 

filmed by Donna using my iPhone, with me playing lookout and Brian Lewis 

tracking us with an audio recorder. A bit of lo-tech trickery with data projectors 

and filming the projections gave us the end result. Although the project has 

officially ended we are continuing to work with them on a publication which will 

be launched in May, and next month will working with some of them on a 

voluntary basis running a pilot four week critical thinking drop in ‘free art 

school’: (working title ‘Free Art Theory’). These sessions will take place at 

Inkwell, an art & mental health space run by Leeds Mind, a mental health 

charity, and will be open to everyone who uses the space. The aim, again, is 

to open up, or shift the boundaries of the sphere of specialist knowledge into 

spaces and amongst people who might feel excluded or intimidated by 

hierarchies of specialist knowledge.  

 

 

THREE MODELS FOR PLACE AND THINKING: 
• Mutable Futures 
• Nightwalks 
• Findings 

 

I’ve been talking, sometimes in a roundabout way, about who 'owns' research 

and knowledge from a largely personal perspective, referencing my own art 

and teaching / mentoring practice. I want to now discuss three projects that all 
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use, in different ways, ideas of exploring space, and travelling through sites to 

research, think & create. They each are owned or generated by very different 

spheres of ownership and expertise, and occupy different spaces in terms of 

an orthodox hierarchies of practice. 

 

Mutable Futures was proposed to build on the pilot project The Future of 

Ruins: Reclaiming Abandonment and Toxicity on Hashima Island. This was a 

multi-institution interdisciplinary AHRC funded collaborative research project 

involving Professor Carl Lavery (Performance, The University of Glasgow), 

Professor Deborah Dixon (Geography, also from Glasgow, Dr Carina 

Fearnley (Earth Sciences, University of Aberystwyth), Dr Mark Pendleton 

(East Asian Studies, University of Sheffield), Lee Hassall (Fine Arts, 

University of Worcester) and Prof Brian Burke-Gaffney (Cultural History, 

Nagasaki Institute of Applied Science). The project is described as a ‘cross-

disciplinary collaboration exploring the spaces and temporalities of Hashima (

端島), an island situated off the coast of Nagasaki City in Japan, and once the 

most densely populated place on earth. In the late 19th century, coal-mining 

was commenced on the island, followed by the construction of a series of 

concrete dormitories and communal facilities for its workers, brought from all 

corners of Japan. 
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Up to and during the Second World War, the island became a site of forced 

labour for Chinese and Korean prisoners. During the 1950s and 60s, Hashima 

was increasingly domesticated, as workers established their families on site, 

and roof gardens, as well as a school and playground, were constructed’. 

Hashima was abandoned in 1974. They state that: ‘There are currently plans 

to transform the island into a UNESCO heritage site and to exploit its 

industrial past, and architectural remains, for the sake of tourism. 

Underpinning our research is a concern to map out a different, contestatory 

and thoroughly monstrous notion of ruins. Utilising a variety of creative 

responses, from on-site performances on Hashima to purgative postcards, we 

ask, what happens when the transmogrification of matter becomes the 

condition for making a site hospitable? Importantly for us, this mode of 

encounter does not limit itself to an anthropocentric history: rather, our intent 

is to think and work towards the future as an expanded dialogue in which the 

human and non-human, history and natural history, are connected and 

intertwine’. 
 

Last year the planning for Mutable Futures began. Its ambition expanded to 

include three teams of interdisciplinary researchers and artists, with 

specialisms including geopolitics, cultural history, imperial history, geo-history, 

earth sciences, experimental geographies, post-human geographies, and 

performance and deep time. The subject islands were also expanded: visits 

would be undertaken not just to Hashima but also to Bikini Atoll (the site of US 

nuclear weapon tests in the 1940s and 50s), Borkum Island, Christmas Island, 

Gruinard Island in Scotland (permeated with Anthrax), and Pebble Island in 

the Falklands (littered with shrapnel). I was asked if I would be a very small 

part of the project, not, unfortunately, to be part of the teams who actually 

travelled to the Islands, but to co-host workshops working with orthodox 

academic researchers in helping to incorporate non-orthodox / intuitive / 

emotional / unruly methodologies of research and fieldwork. I was 

unbelievably excited. I said yes. Of course I did. The concept for the 

framework of Mutable Futures could be described as ambitious, prestigious, 

globally situated, without question within the ‘academy’, requiring complex 
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and expertly managed logistics, infrastructure and planning, and totally 

dependent on very substantial funding. Despite the success and richness of 

The Future of Ruins, the funding bid was unsuccessful: it is not happening. 

 

Nightwalks is an interdisciplinary project curated by Brian Lewis, editor at 

Longbarrow Press. An invited group of practitioners, including writers, poets, 

geographers, and artists, sound artists and filmmakers, (myself included), all 

of whom have an engagement with an emotional dialogue with space as part 

of their practice will be night-walking, in fluid formations of pairs, groups and 

lone walkers, sites and routes of their choosing in and around the cities of 

Leeds and Sheffield. There are no research aims and objectives, no fixed 

timeline or outcomes – rather the conversations, relationships and materials 

generated through the process of walking and immersion in the environment 

and the night will incubate any tangible public interface. To paraphrase 

Wordsworth, the project will be ‘moving with thought’. A website / blog will 

provide an online repository for texts and audio visual material, and future 

possibilities include ‘salons’ symposia, exhibitions, and publications. The 

concept for the framework of Nightwalks could be described as simple, 

ambitious, fluid, locally situated, moving in and around the borders of the 

‘academy’, requiring conversational and informally curatorial planning, and not 

dependent on funding. It will happen. 

 

The third project is a blog with the working title of ‘Findings’. Amy Shapiro 

became ill with a very debilitating condition aged 15. Although she has 

engaged with educational process and institution, her illness means that she 

has never been able to complete any qualifications. She is currently confined 

to one room, indeed one bed, needs high levels of care, has very limited 

energy resources and lives with chronic pain. The project has, amongst its 

aims, the wish to explore ‘place’ outside of the room in which Amy is situated, 

via the online and physical (via post) exchange of images, objects and texts, 

and to explore the micro-habitat of the room in terms of the landscape of her 

physically immediate world. Amy places an emphasis on the small objects 

that are posted to her in that they extend the range of her sensory experience 

of the world by bringing fragments of a wider material world into the micro-
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habitat of her room and extends the range of exploration. The world walks to 

her. In effect, this is a version of ‘moving with thought that works in reverse. 

The concept for the framework of Findings could be described as simple, 

micro-locally situated in the physical sense but potentially globally situated in 

the virtual sense, requiring coordinated support in terms of managing limited 

physical resources, and therefore in oblique sense requiring funding via social 

care resources. In terms of the effort required, the ambition of the project 

could be said to be equal to that of Mutable Futures. ‘Findings’ has no defined 

outcomes other than its process, but the potential for outcomes is very rich. 

There is a very interesting ambiguity regarding the projects position regarding 

the ‘academy’ and / or professional practice. Amy has stated in email 

correspondence that she feels very disconnected from a professionalized 

creative world, largely due to her physical isolation and illness, but the project 

is already challenging this sense of dislocation via Amy’s critical thinking 

around its status, via its value in and contextualization by this talk, via the 

‘professional practice’ of those with whom she will be in communication, and 

via Amy’s use of the blog for her own and her interlocutors outputs. In cynical 

terms, the cultural ‘value’ of the project could be seen to be endorsed by the 

status of those who take part in the exchanges, and whilst it is true to say that 

the fact that it is being brought into the sphere of the ‘academy’ through being 

at least conceptually situated in a talk taking place in a respected academic 

institution, and also true to say that we all rely on the endorsement of others in 

terms of status (I was invited to DCJAD by Professor Tracy MacKenna, which 

does me no harm to say the least), to focus on this aspect of value overlooks 

the core process of her thinking and doing, which shares its essence with 

Nightwalks, Milky Way, Place and Memory, and even Mutable Futures. In 

theory, the current extent of Amy’s ‘not knowing’, the absence of fixed 

outcomes and fluidity of subject, offers a greater richness of possibilities. In 

terms of the future, none of us know. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
This has been a long and half deliberately half inevitably meandering talk. We 

will take a break now and I hope we can generate a discussion that explores 
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some of the propositions I’ve attempted to put forward. I will leave you with 

three questions that are starting point for the discussion which will follow the 

break: 

 

• How do artists think? 

• What are the differences between orthodox / empirical research 
practices, and those that are emotional / physical intuitive? 

• How can the two challenge and enhance each other? 

 

 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

Permission to reproduce or use all or any part of this text in printed for or as a 

teaching resource can be obtained by contacting the author through 

http://emmabolland.com Do not use without permission. 


