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What is familiar material? I try to remember the time when I was born. There 
are some pictures from that time, and I can imagine our home and the materials 
surrounding me. I clearly remember the brown tiles in our kitchen and the okra 
coloured cork flooring in our living room. The home where I grew up is still 
there, but it has changed over the years. Those materials that were part of my 
growing up have been changed into new ones, still they are very vivid in my 
memories: the colours, the tactile feelings and the sounds that occurred when 
touching or walking on them. Those materials from my upbringing have a feel-
ing of familiarity. 

There are also stories of other kinds of material encounters from my child-
hood. When I was a small child, I had a nasty rash caused by a baby cream. 
Later, it was thought that the suspected ingredient was formaldehyde. Today, 
we know more about materials, their long-term effects, and how humans might 
react to them. In Western cultures, we have come to think of materials as re-
courses. The material world is regulated, and some materials are considered 
beneficial for the health, others harmful or toxic. However, this is a very limited 
view of the material world.  

Another story from my childhood is that I was found sitting with a bucket of 
brown paint between my legs, eating the paint as it were chocolate sauce. After 
this, I had to take liquid paraffin for days to prevent that paint from sticking 
inside me. I was around two years old at the time, and of course, I have no 
memory of it, but I sometimes wonder if some undergoing effects remain in my 
body from these kinds of material encounters. 

When arriving at adulthood, we gradually stop exploring our world by digging 
mud and dirt or chasing butterflies in the sky. As adults, we begin to limit our-
selves by restraining ourselves from engaging with our changing environment. 

Today, when working with clay, I find this urge to taste a soft brown clay that 
is sticky and fluffy (Figure 1). It can have such similar qualities to chocolate 
mousse that it is almost irresistible to put it in my mouth. Chocolate must have 
had a strong impact on me as the association is so strong. 

When making ceramics, the material comes very close. Time-consuming pro-
cesses and distinctive qualities are part of ceramic practice. I am trying to ac-
complish something with the clay, but I am also trying to understand and learn 
how to work with the material. This familiarising with the material becomes 
closeness, understanding and relating to the material. Relating to material can 



be a serendipitous path inspired by an unreflected calling, but in the end, en-
joyment and relevance are found. 
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method in ceramic practice. 
 
In publication 4, the practice of planning, executing the workshops, and writ-
ing was a fluent collaboration between Helen Felcey and me. My individual 
contribution was to design and define the theoretical framework using the 
foundation built in my doctoral research, positioning the discussion and con-
tributing to the conclusions drawing from our work together as well from my 
doctoral research. The main outcomes are the results of our equal collabora-
tion. In addition to our collaborative work, Helen Felcey's contribution was her 
experience of Buddhist practice and meditation. 

 

 



 



Clay as a natural material is formed over a long duration of time and movements 
of this rocky planet that we call Earth. It consists not only of the Earth's raw 
materials but also as a mineral substance clay has developed from a multifold of 
different sources, including even stardust from before the birth of our planet 
(Enqvist, 2020, pp. 31-33). This understanding of clay as a material creates a 
connection to time and existence, time that is perhaps beyond our comprehen-
sion: "when we work with minerals, we work with eternity" (ibid, p. 33). This 
kind of connection with the world we live in is part of clay's appeal.  

When ceramics are introduced as a brick, a plate, or a vessel, it connects to our 
daily lives. The material is close to us; it is perceived as normal and natural. 
Humans and clay have been bound together throughout our known history. Ce-
ramics is part of our culture, and centuries-old ceramic vessels can even tell the 
story of a lost culture discovered through archaeology. This ability is bound to 
the material's functional quality; ceramics can be highly durable and resist time 
and erosion. From this perspective, ceramics ties our human history to its dis-
covery. 

Ceramics is close to us in our daily routines and living surroundings. As an 
unfired material, clay is a highly tactile material to work with. The handling and 
feel of the clay against our skin can create a connection to the ground, the soil 
beneath our feet. The connection is not only towards the material environment 
but also ourselves. Feeling the clay moving and moulding in our hands is the 
workings of our senses. Attuning to feeling and experiencing the material brings 
our body's sensuous understanding to the forefront. 

As an artist working with clay and ceramics, I have developed a relationship 
with this earthbound material. As a ceramist, meaningful material connections 
are part of the relationship between the practitioner and the material. Being 
connected to clay as materiality is grounding (Lautenbacher, 2020, p. 25). This 
grounding is not only related to being connected to the earth beneath our feet 
but also as a process it helps to concentrate and bring our attention back to the 
body. 

Through experiencing the material in creative practice, the multifold of con-
nections, whether connecting to time, nature, culture or on the personal level, 
builds a meaningful relationship that engages the practitioner with the material 
and its processes. This kind of relationship or kinship is formed through relating 



to the material. As a ceramicist, I have a need to familiarise myself with the ma-
terial. I need to understand how it behaves and the possibilities it affords when 
working with it. Through this meaningful relationship, I am committed to clay 
and have developed a path in my work that continually travels along with the 
material's qualities. 

Within the creative practice, the material relationship consolidates over time 
and through experiencing the material's qualities, becoming familiar with its 
nature. The repetitiveness of processes and different phases in ceramic practice 
brings forward the silence and meditative being with the material and its pro-
cesses. For me, there is something with clay as a material that resonates directly 
with my personality, and I am constantly drawn to it and its time-consuming 
processes. I can think and feel when touching and forming clay in my hands. 
The direct experiences with clay enable deeper contemplative thinking where 
the understanding is in the body instead of the rational mind. 

The creative practitioner often enjoys working in silence and using the work 
as the language rather than defining it with the use of words. This kind of re-
sistance towards verbal reflection is recognised in the context of art (Siukonen, 
2010). This problem of verbalisation and the languages of art has also been rec-
ognised within artistic research (Hannula, Suoranta & Vadén, 2014, p.31). The 
silence is there, and instead of fixating on verbalising it, it is also essential to 
understand the realm of that silence and its elemental dimension that becomes 
embodied and remains such, especially within creative practices. However, as 
this research points out, it is also valuable to give time and focus to that 'silence' 
and notice how it is a fundamental part of the material work in creative practice. 

My background as an artist has influenced how I have approached the subject 
of research. This artistic research uses workshops, artistic residencies, exhibi-
tions and studio practices as methods. The choosing of arts-based methods con-
tinues the established direction within artistic research that puts emphasis on 
the operation of aesthetics and subconscious understanding in the context of 
research (Greenwood, 2019, p.6). Although the creative practice discussed in 
this context is not limited to artistic practices, nor does it remain only within the 
frames of ceramics, it can also be examined within other creative practices in 
art, craft, and design. 

This research examines how I relate to clay and ceramics as a practitioner. I 
begin by examining my connections to clay from a subjective point of view and 
continue to reflect on the initial analysis within a shared context through col-
laboration with other professionals and workshops. I have divided these two re-
search phases (Figure 1) into subjective (Phase 1) and collaborative (Phase 2). 

Following from the visualisation of artistic research practice by Hannula, Su-
oranta, and Vadén (2014), I have used the elements of acts within the artistic 
practice and the public part of the research (p. 18, figure 2.1) to further simplify 
these parts as a subjective and collaborative approach to research (Figure 1). 



The visualisation in Figure 1 also reveals how the research path has developed. 
The first phase formed the initial understanding of the subject and the theoret-
ical framework. The results from the first phase are further developed during 
the collaborative phase of the research. The four publications discussed are also 
divided between the two research phases. The first two publications are out-
comes of the first research phase, and the following two publications are the 
outcomes of the second research phase. 

During the first phase of the research, the theoretical foundation was formed. 
The theoretical framework consists of different theories that help understand 
the research subject from a larger phenomenon as creative practice and zoom-
ing in towards the intimate aspect of felt and performed material qualities. For 
understanding the creative experience in ceramics, I open the discussion in the 
context of ceramic practice and reflect on theoretical discussions on experience 
and embodied cognition.  

In traditional approaches to making, where the maker mainly is engaged with 
hands-on techniques with the material, the embodied dimension in the act of 
making is an essential part directly influencing how the making proceeds. This 
kind of direct interaction between the practitioner and the material has been 
theorised as a negotiation (Aktaş and Mäkelä, 2019). A similar approach using 
wheel throwing as an example is framed as a nonlinguistic dialogue where the 
"experience of a dialogue signals an emotional involvement with the clay" 
(Brinck & Reddy, 2019). In their book Collaboration through Craft Ravetz, Ket-
tel and Felcey conclude that "materials draw the maker into a profound dialogue 
with the forces of decay and growth (2013, p.3). In that, they draw from Ingold, 
who calls the interaction a "meshwork of entangled lines of life, growth, and 
movement" (Ingold, 2011, p.63). Ingold also uses a craft practice as an example 
to form an understanding of making, conceiving of "making as a practice of 
weaving" (2010, 91). In that, Ingold explains that "practitioners bind their own 
pathways or lines of becoming into the texture of material flows comprising the 
lifeworld" (ibid.).  



The use of the word dialogue to describe the direct interaction with material 
is understood in the context of this current research as a metaphor that sheds 
light on the practitioner's ethical approach to the material world. The practi-
tioner has no intention of exploitation but in her practice embarks on a journey 
towards an equal stance between the material and herself. However, when using 
dialogue to describe the human material interactions, there is a risk of human-
ising the material and not seeing the other thoroughly as it is. When under-
standing the dialogue from a metaphorical perspective, the understanding is in 
the knowing body that extends itself towards the material world. Thus, the dia-
logue is between the body and the related material qualities and processes. 

Some of the recent research in the fields of craft and design (Aktaş, 2020; Valle 
Noronha, 2019) offer recognition for the body in the context of creative practice. 
The body, and particularly the movements of the body are in focus as parts of 
material interaction. Valle-Noronha also discusses how the bodies are affected 
by the clothes worn and their materialities (ibid.). However, there is still room 
for developing further insights into how the body is part of the creative practices 
such as art, craft and design and what bodily capacities are that can be devel-
oped through material work. 

In this current research, the focus is on the practitioner's experiences, what is 
felt within the body, and how we as body-mind beings interact and connect with 
the material through and within creative practice. This research suggests that 
there is inherent value in recognising, analysing and supporting the aesthetic 
dimension in creative practices. 

The aesthetic qualities of ceramic practice that I discuss in this dissertation, 
are part of my personal experiences as a practitioner and resonate through a 
sensing body. Aesthetics in this context is a philosophical inquiry and a practical 
investigation through a first-person approach to analysing the aesthetics during 
the acts of making and understanding what kind of ramifications the experien-
tial conditions have in the context of creative practice. Following Mark Johnson, 
the ‘aesthetic’ refers to the human capacity to make and experience meaning 
(2007, p. x). 

This artistic research follows the understanding that "the role of the prac-
tice-led researcher is to extract the experiential context in a form that speaks 
to academe" (Mäkelä & Routarinne, 2006, p.32). However, the perspective 
towards experiencing and what is experiential in creative practice is not through 
the object of art in this dissertation but through an artist's point of view, where 
I am experiencing aesthetics in artistic ceramic practice during the making pro-
cesses. In addition, aesthetics is not limited to material processes or their qual-
ities but is seen to connect the practitioner with the material within the pro-
cesses of making. 

In this dissertation, I emphasise the role of aesthetic qualities in creating con-
nections with the material and its processes. This research aims to unfold the 
relating to a material that is part of creative making. The investigation is done 
by examining a creative experience in the context of ceramic practice. The closer 
perspective is through three views on the practitioner’s body that also give di-
rection for the sub-research questions. These views are the experiencing body, 



performing body, and the sentient body, a more detailed discussion of these 
views is found in part 1.3. The four publications are analyzed together, drawing 
results from more than one publication at a time. 

This research argues that focusing on aesthetic qualities and giving attention 
to embodied connections can create a supporting ground for a meaningful ma-
terial relationship in the context of creative practices. Relating to material is a 
process that engages the body to perform in experiencing the felt material qual-
ities. These felt and performed qualities in creative material work can also have 
therapeutic possibilities and thus widen the implications of the research results. 
The focus is on the experiencing body instead of the expressive outcomes of the 
making and aims at a more nuanced and richer layer of embodied understand-
ing. 

In this dissertation, understanding clay's qualities goes beyond its functional 
properties for creating artefacts. Understanding clay creates connections to the 
time, cultures and even the existence of our known world. For the practitioner, 
clay is a malleable material that offers a being with quality, a direct tactile me-
dium that engages the body into its being. In her book: Vibrant Matter: a polit-
ical ecology of things, Jane Bennett (2010) argues on behalf of understanding 
matter's liveliness instead of perceiving it as dead and inanimate. Bennett also 
emphasises a more nuanced and subtle understanding of the connections be-
tween the bodies (p. 4). Bennett reminds us that we humans are of the exact 
same origin, the same matter and the use of the ‘body’ is to discuss the multi-
plicity of bodies also when perceiving our human bodies “…it is thus not enough 
to say that we are “embodied”. We are, rather, an array of bodies, many different 
kinds of them in a nested set of microbiomes” (p.112-113). Bennett aims to hor-
izontalize the relationship between humans and materials through vital materi-
alism by discussing the ‘matter’ that we are. This understanding sets forward a 
change in how we perceive ourselves and our bodies—the broader understand-
ing of ourselves. This kind of understanding of matter we are also fosters relat-
ing to materials. 

With its tactile qualities, clay has many uses other than the creative material 
for practitioners. Clay is a common material also used for therapeutic purposes. 
In the context of therapy, clay is used because of its supporting features that can 
be used for wellbeing and healing. Clay Art Therapy (CAT) (Nan & Ho, 2017) 
and a registered method called the Clay Field (Elbrecht & Antcliff, 2015; El-
brecht, 2019) use clay's malleable qualities. Particularly in the Clay Field, the 
touching of the clay, pushing, squeezing, pulling, and sinking one’s hands inside 
the clay are the main aspects of the clay work.  

What is very interesting in the Clay Field is that the hands' movement with 
and within the clay is described as "dreamy" (Elbrecht & Antcliff, 2015, p. 213), 
meaning that there is no intention of an outcome, an end-result of some sort. 
Instead, the aim is to enhance the being quality of the material. In this context, 
the clay is perceived as safe material as it can be endlessly formed and always 



brought back to its natural form. There is no risk of breaking it even if expressing 
strong emotions during the forming process. 

The Clay Field has been developed for children. It can be used, for example, 
for trauma therapy where material encountering can initiate a healing process 
for children with early childhood trauma. The therapeutical process begins in 
the body, when touching the clay, and understanding the trauma through bodily 
interactions with the material. This kind of approach to therapy is called a bot-
tom-up approach, where tracing the problem that needs healing is begun 
through the body instead of verbal dialogue. The problems can be challenging 
to discuss with children, especially with early childhood traumas, as the child 
may not understand or remember what has happened. Elbrecht and Antcliff 
conclude, "the body remembers" (2014, p.26). The body can carry the trauma, 
and hence it is natural that the healing is focused on the body. 

In this research, similar aspects have been brought forward. The making is 
understood through the being-with quality—not wanting to create an outcome 
of the process, but rather to remain with that experience and unravel the feeling 
with its embodied connectedness. 

The creative practice that I discuss here is defined within studio ceramics. Nev-
ertheless, I draw connections to other creative practices, especially performing 
arts such as dancing and music, where the practitioner's acting body receives 
more attention. 

The creative experience points to an act that the practitioner performs within 
the creative practice. Looking at performative arts like music and dance, this 
kind of creative experience can be singing a song or dancing according to a cho-
reography. The creative experience here refers to a creative act – a performative 
process with a beginning and an end in the context of creative practice in ceram-
ics. When examining a specific part of making or a process in ceramic practice, 
it is often a part of a longer process; the making of ceramics consists of many 
different processes and material phases and can include several creative experi-
ences. In this research, I emphasise that the aesthetic nature of creative practice 
builds up through time and repetitive acts of making where the creative experi-
ences have a role. 

Within ceramics, the particular interest here is with creative experiences that 
can be defined through the experiential understanding of the making. In the 
context of ceramics, rolling a clay pebble between the palms can be considered 
a process with aesthetic qualities attached to the specific tactile experience when 
experiencing the clay moving along the rolling movements between the palms. 
Thus one process, like rolling a clay pebble, can be a creative experience for the 
practitioner. The defining feature of creative experience is that similar processes 
and acts of making that hold similar creative intentions repeatedly happen 
within creative practice. 



This notion of creative experience has been discussed in performing art prac-
tices, such as in the context of singing a song (Szyszkouska, 2016, p. 281). Sing-
ing a song is a performative action for the singer, but the listener can also per-
form the song through active listening. Singing or listening to a song can be a 
creative experience and have aesthetic qualities. 

In Szyszkouska's research, listening to a song is argued to have not only aes-
thetic but also therapeutic qualities. However, the main point is in the healing 
aspect of singing a song. Szyszkouska writes: "I would like to focus on those, 
perhaps less often presented, examples, in which a singing person is also the 
one being healed; in which the song actively transforms the singer, allowing for 
the creative aesthetic experience to become both the way and the tool for the 
healing process within" (2016, p.281). In a way similar to the experience of sing-
ing a song, the creative experience of making ceramics can have therapeutic 
qualities. This is further discussed in publications 3 and 4. 

The aesthetic nature of the creative practice builds up through practising, 
meaning that defining features are not in the myriad of different kinds of aes-
thetic experiences pulled together, but through repetitive processes in making 
that hold the similar aesthetics belonging to similar processes. For the creative 
practitioner, it is relevant to understand the aesthetic qualities and how they are 
a part of the practice. This can be done by giving attention to practitioners' ex-
periences during the making.  

When considering the differences between the traditional ways of making and 
contemporary practices with digital tools, the embodied understanding of their 
processes differs. The contemporary practices involving working with digital 
tools such as computer software and hardware, such as a 3D printer, laser cut-
ter, or a robotic arm, consist of work that is difficult to define through physical 
processes. This creates a void in embodied relatedness, and the grasping of the 
making becomes complex. In this study, the embodied understanding is inten-
tionally sought with the use of metaphors. 

As Glenn Adamson (2007) states at the beginning of his book Thinking through 
craft: "Craft only exists in motion" (p.4), there is value in underlining that the 
making in creative practices is an action that engages the body to its processes. 
In the context of this research, the making is examined from the physical point 
of view giving attention to the body when experiencing and performing during 
the process of creative experience. 

In a recent discussion, theories of embodied cognition and the role of the body 
have been examined in design practices. In their research, The Knowing Body 
in Material Exploration, Groth & Mäkelä (2016) highlight the importance of 
physical material exploration in the context of design education. Their research 
shows that there is value in engaging physically with design practice, especially 
when exploring materials. The physical engagement is seen to create such em-
bodied understanding that the practitioner can use as a springboard for future 



work. Groth & Mäkelä (2016) recognises the body as central in knowledge pro-
duction. In their article, they argue for the meaning of material exploration 
when becoming a creative practitioner (ibid, p.18). Some of their research ex-
amples revealed how the more detailed decisions become relevant for creating 
the artefact when the making is taken into 3 dimensional instead of 2 dimen-
sional (ibid., p.13). These kind of results point towards the more nuanced un-
derstanding that is part of our bodily understanding of the world. Although 
there is a clear interest in the body and the embodied understanding in creative 
practices, there is still room for better understanding of the more nuanced role 
of the body in creative practices and as the locus of experiential knowledge. 

Understanding embodied cognition as an essential part of the creative act is 
not enough. The experiencing and performing body within creative practices, 
such as ceramics, needs better understanding and focus. These fields are specific 
types of experiential knowledge, and the embodied dimension can be supported 
through practice when given recognition and value. 

When involved in the acts of making, the practitioners' attention is commonly 
focused on the creative process itself, but in such a way that the making is di-
rected towards a specific outcome or desired result. Commonly, planning, de-
signing, or crafting is about the outcome, what the material offers for the prac-
titioner and how the process can be directed, altered, and understood.  

It is far less common that the practitioner stops and directs her attention to 
the body and the embodied aspects during practice instead of the results of the 
process. Nevertheless, this embodied aspect of the practice is a fundamental 
part of the act of making, and it is something that goes unnoticed and works 
primarily on the unconscious levels. The aim is to formulate an understanding 
of the experiential and embodied dimension as a capacity of the creative practi-
tioner.  

Architect Juhani Pallasmaa writes in his book The eyes of the Skin that "My 
body is truly the navel of my world, not in the sense of the viewing point of the 
central perspective, but as the very locus of reference, memory, imagination and 
integration." (2005, p.11). Similarly, in this research, the body is perceived as 
central, but in a way that opens connections with the material world and how 
the practitioner relates to the material in and through making. 



To focus on the body within the creative experience, I will analyse relating to 
clay in ceramic practice through three perspectives: the experiencing body, per-
forming body and sentient body (Figure 2). The four publications that are the 
research material for this thesis have been discussed and analysed together 
through these perspectives. The research, including the writing of the 
publications and the practices that have been done, has led to these perspectives 
being lenses with which to view the relevant results. In the following chapters, I 
will introduce these three perspectives. 

1.3.1 The experiencing body 

In artistic research and especially in the fields of art, craft and design, there are 
ongoing discussions on the meaning of knowledge and the kinds of knowledge 
within the creative practices (Mäkelä, 2007; Niedderer, 2007, 2013; Biggs, 
2004). Often, the discussions lean on the experiential knowledge of the practi-
tioner, focusing on the practice and how the making itself can be considered 
research and thus a form of knowledge production (Nimkulrat, 2012; Niedderer, 
2013). The discussions move around the processes of making, the acts and ac-
tions that produce an artefact, considering the material and others that influ-
ence the phenomena. 

In design research, the meaning of bodily experiences has been emphasised in 
the context of making and material interaction (Groth & Mäkelä, 2016;  Aktaş, 
2020; Valle-Noronha, 2017). When considering craft practices, the use of hands 



and tactile experiences are often emphasised. In their research, Groth, Mäkelä, 
and Seitamaa-Hakkarainen (2013) investigate the experience of thinking 
through hands. Their research examines deafblind makers to understand the 
workings of touch when working with clay creatively. In their research, they dis-
cuss the idea that through making the bodily limitations can be understood: 
“When we touch a material, we simultaneously feel ourselves and become aware 
of ‘being’” (p.7). This is valuable insight that also supports the self-reflective ap-
proach in creative making. 

Designer researcher Julia Valle-Noronha (2017) has examined the role of the 
designer body and different influences on personal experiences that impact on 
decisions during the design process (p.12). In her research, she discusses how 
situated aspects such as weather have an impact on the experiencing body and 
thus influence the making; for example, on a rainy day, she would have made 
different choices on the length of the dress compared to a warm or a sunny day. 

For creative practitioners, understanding how experiences influence our cre-
ative making has value. We constantly perceive the circumstances, whether pas-
sive or active, which can positively or negatively impact our creative work. Un-
derstanding personal experiences makes it possible to manage the experiential 
aspects as part of the creative practice. 

In his book Theory of Colours (original Germany title ‘Farbenlehre’) (2006), 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe writes about colours and how they belong to na-
ture. Although the book is about colours and how we experience them, Goethe 
begins his book by giving an example of sensing nature through the example of 
a blind man: 

“Let the eye be closed, let the sense of hearing be excited, and from the lightest 
breath to the wildest din, from the simplest sound to the highest harmony, from 
the most vehement and impassioned cry to the gentlest word or reason, still it is 
Nature that speaks and manifests her presence, her power, her pervading life and 
the vastness of her relations; so that a blind man to whom the infinite visible is 
denied, can still comprehend an infinite vitality by means of another organ.” 
(2006, p. xvii). 

This passage gives a holistic idea of how humans experience the world; it is 
not solely through one perception at a time but always through our bodies using 
all of our capacity to understand and perceive. In his work, Goethe had an unu-
sual approach to research which reveals an emphatical and respectful approach 
to nature, which was somewhat different from his peers at the time. Goethe ap-
proached his subjects of interest with time and attention and stressed the sub-
jectivity in knowledge production: 

 “It is sometimes unreasonably required by persons who do not even themselves 
attend to such condition, that experimental information should be submitted 
without any connecting theory to the reader or scholar, who is himself to form his 
conclusions as he may list. Surely the mere inspection of a subject can profit us 
but little. Every act of seeing leads to consideration, consideration to reflection, 
reflection to combination, and thus it may be said that in every attentive look on 
nature we already theorise.” (2006, p.xix) 



Goethe’s approach to understanding nature reveals a personal experiential 
manner. In Goethe’s book, The Metamorphosis of Plants (2009), Goethe’s ap-
proach to research was to live with the plants and thus understand plant life. He 
also wanted to understand the environment in connection to growth, thus cre-
ating a rather unconventional approach to understanding the natural world 
compared to his peers at that time.  

In the preface of the book, Gordon L. Miller summarises Goethe's attempts: 
“Johan Wolfgang von Goethe envisioned a fuller integration of poetic and sci-
entific sensibilities that would provide a way of experiencing nature both sym-
bolically and scientifically, simultaneously” (Miller, 2009, p. xi). Goethe’s ap-
proach to research has been used within this current research to aim towards a 
fuller use of the experiencing body and understanding of how to direct the at-
tention towards the sensing body. 

1.3.2 The performing body 

Although art, design, and craft practices are not considered performative forms 
of art, they still include an inherent performative process during the acts of mak-
ing. This kind of understanding is not widely recognised in ceramic art, but 
some attention is given to this aspect. For example, Finnish ceramic artist Kati 
Tuominen-Niittylä has been practising archery and recognises it as a supporting 
practice for her creative work in ceramics. She describes the practice of archery 
as training and perceiving one’s character (Halla, 2012). In another interview, 
she specifies that she has been training in Kyodo archery (Helkama & Vierula, 
1996) and links her practice to Eugel Herrigel’s (1985) writings in his book Zen 
in the Art of Archery. In archery, she finds the process of transferring the move-
ment particularly interesting. 

Eugen Herrigel (1985) writes about his experiences in learning the art of ar-
chery in Japan, following the Zen tradition and the Great Doctrine. His detailed 
descriptions of his trials and errors, along with his discussions with his Master, 
connect to the idea that he, with his physical being, and the bow becomes one at 
the moment of releasing the arrow. The Art is about letting go of yourself and 
the willful will, and only purposeless tension remains. Herrigel recaps the teach-
ings of his Master by saying: “So I must become purposeless – on purpose?” 
(1985, p.48). 

In Herrigel’s writings, a ceremony needs to be learned and perfected when 
learning archery as an Art through the ‘Great Doctrine’. This ceremony consists 
of bodily movements that are referred to as dancing. But the focus is not only on 
the body; instead, the ceremony aims to train the mind to focus on the practice. 
Through bodily movement, the mind-body unity is practised with the notion of 
being in that moment, not having to separate the self, the action, or the bow as 
separate things at that particular moment of discharging the arrow. In this kind 
of learning, there is an emphasis on the aspects that no “I” is performing nor a 
will that directs the shot. Learning is for thinking and being that happens ac-
tively and simultaneously. Here, it is clear that there is no separation between 
the body and mind. 



In contemporary art and especially performative art, there is a natural interest 
in focusing on the mind-body while training for the art itself. World-famous 
performance artist Marina Abramović has developed methods that help her 
train the mind-body for the difficult work that durational performance can be, 
for example, in her work such as The Artist Is Present.  

From the methods that she has developed for herself, she has continued to 
form a body of work around these methods that allow exhibition visitors to par-
ticipate in different exercises that focus on being present in time and space. The 
aim of the different exercises is to focus on breath, motion, stillness, and con-
centration (Marina Abramović Institute, 2020). 

Recently, Abramović has also published an online version of her methods 
which she calls The Abramović Method (WeTransfer & Marina Abramović In-
stitute, 2021). This online publication shares four exercises; drinking water, 
counting rice, slow motion walking, and mutual gazing. She describes the ex-
ercises as simple so that anyone can perform them. The exercises described help 
concentrate, focus on time, and be in the moment.  

The exercises emphasise devoting attention to different sensations and the 
qualities of those moments. For example, with the exercise of drinking water, 
the idea is to give time and focus on that simple process of drinking with atten-
tion to the material feel of glass and the movement and taste of water and how 
they feel in the hand and when drinking. Although these methods were first cre-
ated to support Abramović’s own performance work, she also states that these 
exercises can be done by anybody and within any field of practice to train will-
power, concentration, and physical and mental limits. 

Another example of exercises that train the mind-body within and for art prac-
tice is also from the performing arts. Finnish philosopher, artist-researcher, and 
performer Esa Kirkkopelto (2014) initiated a live art collective Other Spaces, 
that ideate and perform exercises together. Other Spaces refers to the states the 
performers intend to visit through the movement exercises. These states can be, 
for example, another kinds of lifeforms other than we are used to. During the 
exercises that the group have decided to carry out, the aim is to find enjoyment. 
The idea in these exercises is similar to Abramović's methods: they should be 
easy enough for everyone to perform. Kirkkopelto also recognises a possible 
pedagogy; they aim to share the exercises with others outside the group. Kirk-
kopelto notes that the “exercises also develop the individual’s ability to be a per-
former” (ibid, p.136). Kirkkopelto himself notices that  

“the exercises have changed me as an artist, my thinking about what it means to 
be an artist, how to be an artist, what is important in being an artist and so on. 
This way of working fulfills me as an artist pretty much completely. It is very re-
stricted, almost craftsmanship-like, but I am very happy… And I feel that I can 
keep on doing this as long as I live. I am committed.” (p.139). 

These exercises indicate that performance can be explored in a broader con-
text for creative practitioners working in different fields to develop as practi-
tioners.  



A physical performance such as martial arts can also be compared to creative 
practices such as ceramics. For martial arts, the reference is to the physical per-
formance needed to master or execute a process accordingly and the use of tools 
within the practice. In Kungfu, for example, the use of weapons has traditionally 
been a part of the training, and the relationship between the body and the tool 
can be seen as maximising human performance (Mullis, 2013, p.106). The 
weapon becomes an extension of the body through practice, similar to tools. 
This relation is realised, particularly between traditional handheld tools and 
weapons such as swords, knives, and spears. They can be considered handheld 
instruments, thus corresponding to a skilful practitioner's idea. The martial art-
ist “knows what it feels like to merge the body’s structural dynamics with the 
principles of physics so that a great deal of power can be expressed” (Mullis, 
2013, p.103). This felt aspect of the practice is used to build up motivation and 
push further. The body-mind unity is acknowledged and trained to achieve its 
full potential. 

1.3.3 The sentient body 

From the perspectives of experiencing and performing in making, there is also 
the more subtle dimension in our experience that easily goes unnoticed.  We live 
in highly visual surroundings, and in addition, today’s working conditions in-
creasingly involve screens. Although the visual captures our attention, it does 
not mean that the other senses do not perceive our surrounding environment 
concurrently.  

Contemporary artist Pia Lindman (n.d.) has defined a concept called subsen-
sory (see also Tuulonen, 2021) in her artistic work. The background for the con-
cept is that Lindman has suffered from mercury poisoning and, due to this, de-
veloped a heightened sensitivity. She defines the subsensorial as “interstitial 
work of mind and body” and has turned this as a capability and a tool in her art 
(Lindman, n.d.).  

Although the developed subsensory is due to toxicity in her life, it is interesting 
to think of how we can develop it, or how the sensitivity develops on its own due 
to circumstances in one’s life. This example shows how sensitivity can be used 
or harnessed as a creative capacity and a tool for artistic work. The possibility to 
develop sensitivity during creative practice is of interest in this current research. 
This is an area that has value for creative practitioners but doesn’t gain proper 
attention within research and education for creative practitioners. 

In other fields of research, there has been an interest towards embodiment 
theories showing that incidental haptic sensations influence our decision mak-
ing (Ackerman, Nocera and Barg, 2010; Schaefer et al., 2018). In these studies, 
the research participants are examined to see whether specific sensory experi-
ences, such as experiencing the hardness of an object or a surface, show a change 
in participants' actions that can be metaphorically associated with acting in a 
‘hard’ way. 



The priming effect in these studies indicates that the material qualities are 
performed in our bodies and metaphorically associated with the related con-
cepts. This also points to the working of our mind-body in line with the embod-
ied cognition theories. 

The body is not usually the starting point in education for creative practices 
such as ceramics. However, there are some examples where the body and, more 
specifically, the moving body and the use of subtle senses are considered. Lotte 
van Gelder discusses her teaching for students working with a specific craft like 
jewellery or textiles. In her courses, the body is a starting point, and she works 
with awareness aiming for a re-sensitization (van Gelder, 2016, p. 34). Van 
Gelder counteracts the visual and wordy languages and uses the “body as a tool, 
body as a lens, and movement as a sketching instrument” (ibid, p. 36). As a re-
sult of participating in these courses, she concludes that for those “who were 
both witness to and central in performing it, this experience provides a kernel 
that lingers and grows” (ibid, p. 39). 

Another example of creative practices is design researcher Adriana Amacker 
(2019), who discusses the ability to practice serendipity. She draws from her 
training with somatic practices and discusses an embodied approach to prac-
tising creativity (ibid, p. 1844). Like Lotte van Gelder, Adriana Amacker also 
educates future practitioners and focuses on the body in learning. Amacker 
states that “movement improvisation … physically evokes and brings into 
awareness habits of thought, feelings, and perceptions and allows them to be 
actively challenged” (ibid, p. 1845). 

Continuing from these ideas of developing through being more sensitive and 
body-aware in our creative practices, I discuss the more subtle understanding 
of our body that has a role in creative processes. With the use of our senses, we 
reach and relate towards the material when working with it.  

When looking into Eastern cultures and languages, there are different ap-
proaches to understanding our body-mind due to different traditions in philos-
ophies and languages. There are more detailed cultural differences and nuances 
when it comes to understanding different concepts and idioms, but when trying 
to unfold the main characterisations that differ between Eastern and Western 
philosophies regarding the understanding of mind-body, Eastern thinking is 
based on the idea that mind-body unity is something that develops and can be 
achieved over time (Yuasa, 1987). This thinking also comprises the idea that 
mind-body unity is personal, and the quality of the unity can differ depending 
on ourselves. In Western philosophies, the discussion of mind and body and the 
fundamental differences are bigger. Some philosophies even deny the unity of 
body and mind, and those that recognize the connection argue for a more fixed 
and universal unity of body-mind than Eastern philosophies (Yuasa, 1987).  

In Western languages, the body and mind are separate words, and this aspect 
alone can make it difficult to think and handle body-mind as an inseparable 
idea. In Western cultures, the ‘body-mind’ is used to unite the two different 
words in our language and thinking. In his book Experience and Nature (2018), 
John Dewey refers to an organism when discussing living bodies. Dewey also 
uses terms such as “physiological organism” (ibid, p.23) or an “organic body” 



(ibid, p.248) and also “psycho-physical” (ibid, p.254). The use of different terms 
in relation to our bodies, points to an open understanding of our bodies instead 
of being something fixed and defined. In Art as Experience (2005), Dewey also 
refers to the subtle layer of underlying quality when describing ideas that form 
a train of thought that they are somewhat “subtle shadings of a pervading and 
developing hue” (p.39). This points to the subtler dimension in our experience 
that is particularly of interest in this research.  

In this dissertation, I focus on ceramics' experiential and performative aspects 
that are still not fully explored within creative practices. The practitioner begins 
to relate to the material while practising, thus developing a relationship with the 
material. I emphasise the practitioner’s ability to relate to and understand the 
material during the processes of making. Thus, the focus is on the body during 
the creative experience. The subject of research is approached from the experi-
ential perspectives combining felt and personal aspects to the material qualities 
and processes to understand the permitting conditions in the context of creative 
experience. I focus on the body and the ways of being attentively involved in the 
making. The focus is also on the ways in which the practitioner can develop and 
understand the workings of sensory experiences when relating to the material. 

The main research topic is as follows: 

Investigation of the aesthetic qualities of creative practice by analys-
ing how a practitioner relates to ceramic material 

I examine the creative practice by focusing on the body and through the three 
analytical perspectives on relating to clay. From these three analytical perspec-
tives– the Experiencing body, Performing body and Sentient body I have di-
rected three research questions to analyse the four publications. The research 
results are viewed as a combination of several publications instead of analysing 
a single publication at a time. 

The first sub-research question addresses the aesthetics experienced in the 
context of ceramic practice. The creative experience in the context of making 
ceramics is a unique context for perceiving aesthetics. The experiential condi-
tions are subjective and situational, and it is therefore not necessarily possible 
to perceive the distinctive qualities through the outcomes of the making. 

The second sub-research question stems from the performing perspective of 
creative practice. The attention here is on the performing and perceiving body 
and how understanding materials and processes become embodied through 
making. The use of embodied understanding is also discussed as an asset for the 
creative practitioner. 

The third sub-research question explores the sensory level in the creative prac-
tice and focuses on understanding and developing the subtle senses. 



Sub-research question 1 
In what ways does aesthetics work as part of the creative practice? 

Sub-research question 2 
How is performing in making part of relating to a material? 

Sub-research question 3 
How can a practitioner understand and learn the workings of the subtle senses 
within the creative practice? 

The four publications that form the content for this research are analysed to-
gether, and the outcomes draw together these publications at the conceptual 
level. 

All four publications are co-authored, and some of the findings and discus-
sions are not included in this doctoral research. Therefore the sub-research 
questions are not the same as the publications’ research questions. The framing 
and summary of the four discussed publications are opened in part 4. 



In this chapter, I bring the theoretical discussions of aesthetics and embodied 
cognition into the context of ceramic practice. I begin by constructing the theo-
retical foundation to understand the research subject of relating to material in 
the context of creative practice as a frame, and then zoom in towards the sub-
jective bodily perspective in the creative experience. The understanding of aes-
thetics discussed in this research is tied to creative practitioners’ experiences 
and constructed along with pragmatist philosophy. When I discuss the bodily 
experience in relation to materials within ceramics, I draw from embodied cog-
nition theories.  

The referential frame aims to lay the solid foundation of the experiential con-
ditions for the creative practitioner and build the ground for the research struc-
ture and methodological design. The different theoretical discussions travel 
from a more general point of view on understanding human experience towards 
the specific phenomena of a creative experience that is tied to personal and sub-
jective conditions within ceramics. 

In the context of making ceramics, the creative practice is defined by the or-
ganism-environment interaction, where the experience and the qualities are de-
fined as belonging to the interaction between the organism and the environment 
instead of attaching to one or the other. The organism-environment interaction 
connects John Dewey’s pragmatist theory to Mark Johnson’s embodied cogni-
tion theory.  

As with the research on experience, so too embodied cognition direct the focus 
at the personal account of an event. The theoretical discussion accompanies the 
practitioner's experience towards the performative, experiential, and cognitive 
nature of creative practice and to how these dimensions can be understood as a 
capacity and used as a framework for method creation. 

Building together with pragmatist philosophy and the embodied cognition 
theories widens understanding of the creative experience as rooted in our mind-
body being. The basis for creative experience is how the subjective experience is 
all-inclusive. The difference here in framing the creative experience within the 
ceramic practice is made by adding theoretical discussion on relating to a spe-
cific material that holds particular qualities. Professional makers with an en-
gagement towards their materials have established a sensitivity towards the ma-
terials they use, and this process is built over time through practice. 



In this research, the emphasis has been on the aspect that experience is not with 
either the human being or the environment but more in the interaction between 
the human and the environment. The creative experience is located in material 
interaction or, more specifically, in the act of making between the practitioner 
and the material. This performative process draws from the physical, situational 
and material possibilities. 

Mark Johnson defines organism-environment interaction or organism-envi-
ronment coupling (2007, p.123) as a movement of a living entity, whether it is a 
single-celled organism or a human being within an environment. There is the 
same adaptive process with a more simple organism to more complex animals 
such as human beings when interacting with the characteristics of its environ-
ment (Johnson, 2007, p.123). The difference becomes apparent with under-
standing of the complexity of the organism, the environment, and the interac-
tion between them. 

Design researcher and craft practitioner Camilla Groth (2020) draws from her 
experiences in throwing in ceramics and argues that making can be seen as a 
way of interacting with the world. She refers to craft practices in general, saying 
that practitioners make changes to the material world and by so doing interact 
with the environment (p.52). Similarly, in this research, the creative practice is 
understood more generally as a mode of interaction with the environment. 

Design researcher Brian Dixon (2020) has recently published a comprehen-
sive overall look at Dewey’s theories and how they have been and can be used 
within design. His motivation is to open the benefits of Dewean pragmatism for 
design practice and design theory. Dixon aims to “form a Deweyan framework 
for design research involving practice” (p.25). He proposes that within Dewey´s 
extensive work, his theory of inquiry (Dewey, 1938) is the most significant for 
design. Dixon explains this by means of two main arguments: “Firstly, Dewey 
positions the activity of inquiring as a general explanatory narrative for how hu-
manity deals with environmental or social challenges. Beyond this, inquiry is 
also seen to provide the underpinning template for coming to know or under-
stand something.” (2020, p.63). This emphasises purposeful doing, where the 
acts and consciousness work towards a framed result.

Dixon also defines John Dewey’s situational connection to creativity within 
the design context: “… it seems more than likely that he [Dewey] would stress 
the need to consider context, to note what was physically and socially present to 
the individual designer or group, and to understand this as the grounds of their 
creativity” (2020, p.102). In the context of this current research, the situational 
aspect is understood, although the interest is directed at the bodily perspective 
of experiencing the material and situational aspects during material interaction 
within creative practice. 

In his book, Dixon also refers to Katja Battarbee’s dissertation: Co-Experi-
ence: Understanding user experience in social interaction (2004), where Bat-
tarbee’s discussion on experience aligns with Dewey's. In her work, Battarbee 
traces the term experience within design literature, connecting it to usability or 
rather the lack of it (p.23). This points directly at the use of designed artefacts, 



and the experience in focus is attached to the user. In user-centred design, the 
experiential is also attached to the end results of the creative practice. Battarbee 
advocates that designers should gain real-life experiences, co-experience with 
the end-users, and gain sensitivity and empathy that can be used for successful 
design work. Dixon recognises in this Deweyen thinking that experiences are of 
nature and not apart from it (Dixon, 2020, p.44). From the creative practition-
er's point of view, this entails that for creative practices there is a sensory capac-
ity that can be supported through real-life experiences. In the context of this 
research, particular interest is focused on the experiencing body and how the 
aesthetic dimension in creative experience can be elevated and analysed as part 
of the practitioner's abilities. 

Another example that Dixon offers is from interaction design, where Dewey’s 
theory of experience has been used by Ronald L. Wakkary (2009). In his disser-
tation, Wakkary states that Dewey’s philosophical pragmatism “ serves as a good 
and productive starting point for an epistemological framing of interaction de-
sign” (2009, p.35). In his work, Wakkary builds on Dewey’s theories and high-
lights that design is lived and that experience does not belong to the person or 
the situation, but lies more in the interaction between them (p.86). The interac-
tion as a platform for particular experiences is used in this research, pointing to 
making within the creative practice discussed here as a mode of interaction be-
tween the practitioner and the material. 

As living beings, interaction with the surrounding environment is at the heart 
of the understanding of experience in Dewey’s philosophy. When understanding 
Dewey’s concept of experience, we are organisms like any other organism in this 
world interacting with the living environment. The particular point is that the 
perspective is not on the objective environment but on a particular experiential 
environment where the biology of how we are able to perceive connects to the 
environment that in turn influences our natural actions (Alhanen, 2013, p.53). 

As mentioned earlier, the experiential is understood within this research 
through the practitioner’s subjective experiences within the creative practice. In 
the following, the aesthetics are discussed through having an experience, as a 
process, as qualities, and as a mode of interaction with the world. 

Through out my research, I discuss aesthetics from the perspective of personal 
experience in the context of creative making in ceramics. The basis for under-
standing this kind of approach to aesthetics is reflected through the pragmatist 
view, mainly focusing on having an experience defined by John Dewey (2005). 

Dewey´s philosophy is well-suited to creative practices such as art, craft, and 
design as the making involved is a way of understanding and creating experien-
tial knowledge. In the field of design, Dewey’s theories have been used for user-
experience design and interaction design. Still, as this research shows, his the-
ories also fit well also when creative practices are looked at through the acts of 



making and from the subjective point of view of the creative practitioner. How-
ever, in the context of artistic research, it is not so common to frame research 
on experience as such (Tuovinen & Mäkikoskela, 2020, ii). 

For this research, the notion of having an experience has built the foundation 
for looking into the creative practice from a practitioner's perspective. This re-
search examines the aesthetic experience within the ceramic practice and em-
phasises that an experience is an event or a process where the practitioner is 
active and in control.  

In his book Art as Experience, John Dewey describes having an experience as 
a process that has a clear beginning and an end: “we have an experience when 
the material experienced runs its course to fulfillment” (2005, p. 36), continuing 
that “in such experience, every successive part flows freely, without seam and 
without unfilled blanks, into what ensues” (p.37). Dewey also uses the example 
of a rolling stone to give an illustrated idea of the process of having an experi-
ence: 

“The stone starts from somewhere, and moves, as consistently as conditions per-
mit, toward a place and state where it will be at rest – toward an end. Let us add, 
by imagination, to these external facts, the ideas that it looks forward with desire 
to the final outcome; that it is interested in the things it meets on its way, condi-
tions that accelerate and retard its movement with respect to their bearing on the 
end; that it acts and feels toward them according to the hindering or helping func-
tion it attributes to them; and that the final coming to rest is related to all that 
went before as the culmination of a continuous movement. Then the stone would 
have an experience and one with esthetic quality” (Dewey, 2005, p.41). 

This passage also corresponds to the creative experience discussed in this dis-
sertation. In creative practices such as ceramics, the making is not merely a se-
ries of blunt repetitive processes similar to production lines, but a flow like an 
event where all the parts are valued, connected, and propelling the creation to a 
fulfilling outcome. The past experiences, the gained understanding of the mak-
ing, and material feel are part of that individual and distinct process. Yet, there 
is recognition, understanding, and anticipation of where the process is going. 
The process also welcomes serendipitous turns and failures, so that the practi-
tioner can turn all that occurs into part of the satisfactory completion. The en-
vironment and the gained experiences create depth and meaning for that pro-
cess that carries distinctness through aesthetic qualities. 

Brian Dixon sums up Dewey’s event of Having An Experience in his book 
Dewey and Design (2020), making a clear connection to organism-environ-
ment interaction: “An experience, then, can be seen as uniting of organism and 
environment, as an evolving and unfolding event that is definite but at the same 
time emergent, an event that reaches a conclusion and, in this, affords a feeling 
of completeness and finality” (p.39). 

In the visualisation of Having an Experience (Figure 3), the ground for aes-
thetic experience is formed with prior experiences and the environment. I have 
formed this visualisation to better understand the aesthetic experience's ecology 
and draw out the difference between the everyday experience and the aesthetic 



experience. In the visualisation, having an experience is defined inside the cir-
cle, using words that Dewey (2005) uses to describe the elements attached to 
the process of having an experience. The words left outside the circle on the left 
Dewey uses to explain what is associated with a common experience compared 
to aesthetic experience. 

For the purpose of this research, the understanding of Having an Experience 
(Figure 3) creates the basis for directing the creative making towards the expe-
riential conditions. From the perspective of this research, the aesthetic nature 
of creative experience is formed on the repetitive nature of making. Through 
repetition, I confirm my understanding of the material and its qualities, and 
therefore, repetition is a fundamental part of relating to the material. The aes-
thetic qualities that define the creative experience are formed and confirmed 
through time and repetition.  

Dewey (2005)  associates repetition with the automatic activity that does not 
understand the process and where it is going (p.40). Dewey connects repetitive 
making with something that happens automatically. In this respect, it is essen-
tial to emphasise active participation during the making. Dewey also empha-
sised the uniqueness of aesthetic experience, that it is distinct and memorable, 
standing out from others. Reflecting on this from the creative experience per-
spective defined in this research, the practitioner is able to confirm the aesthetic 
qualities through time and repetition in practice. In creative experience, the em-
phasis is more on the repetitive nature of making than the uniqueness of an ex-
perience. Although the creative process carries a certain amount of uniqueness 
as every work of art is different, the processes that create the outcomes are also 
distinctive. Simultaneously there is recognition, repetition and habits of action. 



The prior understanding stemming from the acts of making is part of the fol-
lowing process, and the qualities of those past experiences are refined during 
practice. 

For the purpose of this research, the idea of having an experience is about the 
ability to understand the personal and the environmental aspects that play an 
elemental part when having a fulfilling qualitative experience. The emphasis is 
that harnessing embodied capacity and using subtle senses is directly attached 
to sensitivity to work as a creative practitioner. 

2.2.1 Aesthetic Process 

Dewey describes having an experience, emphasising a clear beginning and an 
end. This aspect simplifies the aesthetic experience as a singular event that can 
be described and analysed in detail afterwards. In the context of artistic practice, 
the aesthetics often accumulates and strengthens during practising. The notion 
of aesthetics can be viewed as something that builds up during practice and can 
be examined as a singular event. The personal experiences with aesthetic quali-
ties become embodied through practising and building an engagement towards 
the creative practice defined by the personal connections with the making. 

In his book, Experience and Nature, Dewey (2018) theorises experience as 
double-barrelled. With this, he opens up the passive and active roles inherent in 
the experience. The double-barrelled nature is attached from one side to life, 
history, love and what we strive for, and the other side is how we act, imagine, 
enjoy, believe, etc. This Dewey calls processes of experiencing (p.8). Although 
describing the experience as double-barrelled, it also holds the thinking that 
these processes come together as undivided. 

At the beginning of this research, the understanding of aesthetics as a phe-
nomenon was first understood through material processes. This led to examin-
ing a process that is rich in aesthetic qualities. In publication 1, the aesthetic 
process as a concept investigates the practitioner’s creative experiences in a re-
vealing manner during the acts of making, especially in the context of material 
interaction. The aesthetic process was defined using video works that captured 
material processes, such as the moments when a glazed ceramic surface begins 
to crack due to rapid cooling (Falin & Falin, 2014). This causes specific sounds 
that hold aesthetic qualities and are part of ceramic practice. This is further dis-
cussed in part 3.2. 

In the context of creative experience, the idea of aesthetic process is helpful to 
open up the experiential conditions and to tune into the aesthetic dimension 
within the processes of making. 

2.2.2 Qualities that define 

Dewey explains the qualities in the same manner as he framed the experience, 
as an interaction between the organism and the environment: “the qualities 
never were “in” the organism; they always were qualities of interactions in which 
both extra-organic things and organisms partake” (2018, p.259). The specific 
interest in this research is in the aesthetic qualities. By naming the particular 



qualities aesthetic, the emphasis is placed on the subjective process of experi-
encing. A simple example can aid in elucidating the meaning of subjective in 
aesthetics. The following example is of colours and how one might experience a 
specific colour. Suppose turquoise is particularly enjoyable or even somehow 
meaningful for you, giving some connections with that colour through life expe-
riences. In that case, those prior connections are attached to that particular col-
our. When the desired colour is experienced again within a specific situation, 
that event can result in having aesthetic quality and even aesthetic experience 
in the event that the experience runs to the fullest, having a satisfactory conclu-
sion in the end. 

In comparison, for another person, the same colour could have the opposite 
result. When there is no particular connection with or interest in the colour, it 
cannot result in an experience with aesthetic quality but merely recognition of 
that colour. With the aesthetic, there is also a level of active perceptiveness. It 
does not refer to mere feelings or sentiency but to the level of active participa-
tion in that process of experience. The aesthetic quality is active by nature and 
connects the organism with the environment through interaction. Thus, 
aesthetics emphasises the subjectivity of experience. 

Dewey writes that “Experience is a result, the sign, and the reward of that in-
teraction of organism and environment which, when it is carried to the full, is a 
transformation of interaction into participation and communication.” (2005, 
p.22). As the experience does not belong solely to the organism nor nature but
stems from the interaction between the two, so do the qualities that connect the
two. In aesthetic qualities, the organism and the environment come together
through a felt connection. The aesthetic qualities, that are often part of the em-
bodied connectedness in the world in which we live, are also the level where the
organism-environment interaction happens. When something is perceived as
aesthetic, the connection between the organism and the environment is made.



In the visualisation (Figure 4), the creative practice of making ceramics is seen 
as a mode of interaction with the environment. The ‘making’ is understood as 
an action that is part of an ongoing creative practice that forms through different 
experiences of making and is defined through aesthetic qualities. Through 
ongoing practice, the aesthetic qualities replenish and become confirmed. These 
processes often have similarities, connections, or even a history of a kind to the 
prior creative experiences. 

By understanding aesthetic qualities, the making can be directed to the 
experiencing body and the personal material connections. The implications in 
perceived aesthetic qualities during material interaction are not only for creative 
practitioners to enhance sensorial capacity but also for other purposes, such as 
therapeutical use. This is further discussed in publication 3. 

This research focuses on the body and its ability to experience, perform, and 
sense within a creative experience. To fully embrace this bodily perspective, em-
bodied cognition theories have been used to understand the embodiment or, as 
Mark Johnson (2007) puts it, the Aesthetics of Human Understanding. By this, 
Johnson means that ‘aesthetic’ is something “that goes into the human capacity 
to make and experience meaning” (2007, p. x). From this point of view, embod-
ied cognition theories further define the subjective dimension of creative expe-
rience and how aesthetics is part of the foundation of understanding through 
our bodies. The underlying premise of embodied cognition is that the mind and 
body are not two different things but aspects of one organic process (Johnson, 
2007, p. 1). 

In the following, Johnson summarises the problematic worldview of the tra-
ditional western philosophies that have undermined the role of our bodies in 
knowledge production. Even among the creative practices, embodied 
knowledge works in a background, and usually, it is not given attention during 
practice or within education. In his book, Johnson emphasises the value of un-
derstanding our bodily being:  

“Coming to grips with your embodiment is one of the most profound philosophi-
cal tasks you will ever face. Acknowledging that every aspect of human being is 
grounded in specific forms of bodily engagement with an environment requires a 
far-reaching rethinking of who and what we are, in a way that is largely at odds 
with many of our inherited Western philosophical and religious traditions.” 
(Johnson, 2007, p.1) 

From the aesthetics of our understanding, the following will concentrate on 
the bodily and sensual dimensions in embodied cognition theories and mainly 
refer to Mark Johnson (2007).  



2.3.1 Embodied understanding 

These sensations and concepts of twisting, moving, shaking, turning, standing 
up and leaning towards the right, and so on are all because of our body’s capacity 
to move and act. We understand through our movement what these are due to 
having felt these as movements, and through moving, they have become part of 
our embodied understanding.  

Drawing from our past experiences that are embodied, it is also possible to 
grasp even abstract issues. For creative practitioners, this results as ‘storage’ – 
a referential basis for using our subtle senses that can be used when expressing 
through creative practice or when analysing a situation, a form, an artwork, or 
such. Nuanced life experiences result in a more creative capacity to be expres-
sive and deliver outcomes that, as a material output, articulate the experiential 
world that we have lived in and, as such, create novel creations for experiencing 
and interacting.  

In Western cultures, the body and mind are often separated, and this is partly 
due to the traditional philosophies, such as the work of Descartes, but also from 
the religious perspective undermining the material world in which we live. In 
his book, Johnson (2007) traces the reason why it might be so easy to separate 
mind and body from each other in our thinking. His discussion on the subject is 
that our bodies hide from us. We are not aware of our bodily functions and the 
processes of neural responses at the time of experiencing something in our lives. 
Johnson concludes, “All our acts of perception are directed to or at what is ex-
perienced and away from the body doing and perceiving” (2007, p.4). This also 
highlights the problem of understanding the embodied as a capacity. It is a dif-
ficult task to direct and maintain attention within the experiencing body when 
our attention naturally goes away from the body and in other directions, for ex-
ample, the outcomes of the making. 

What has become embodied is through lived experiences, through active in-
teraction with the material world. This process unfolds through what we see, 
hear, or what is out there in the world to be concerned with. When we engage 
with the world, our complex organic system enables us to focus on something 
else other than our internal operations. That this results in something becoming 
embodied is unnoticed and fails to catch our attention. 

Mark Johnson (2007) builds his theory on embodied cognition, referring to 
Dewey’s thesis of continuity, stating that, “The principle of continuity entails 
that any explanation of the nature and workings of mind, even the most abstract 
conceptualisation and reasoning, must have its roots in the embodied capacities 
of the organism for perception, feeling, object manipulation, and bodily move-
ment” (Johnson, 2007, p.122). As this lays the foundation for the human mind, 
this also points out how there is value in recognising the embodied as capacities. 
Many aspects of creative practices become embodied through time and practice. 
Craft, which is inherent in art and design, is much about embodied learning 
where the practitioner becomes more sensitive and more aware of the presence 
of embodied knowledge in her work. 

It is invaluable for creative practices to harness the embodied dimension in 
the creative experience, which points directly to the ability to draw and embrace 



a qualitative experience connected to prior life experiences. Therefore the em-
bodied is not limited, for example to, skill-learning, but instead points to the 
ability to sense and feel the subtle nuances within a creative experience and be 
open to the complexity of the situation. Thinking of the embodied as capacity 
points to creativity, thus turning our attention towards the body, and this cre-
ates an opportunity to analyse and support this capacity. 

2.3.2 Conceptual metaphor and the idea of a scaffolded mind 

The ability to perceive material qualities and interpret forms and processes be-
gins in our body’s ability to move and experience. Bodily movements and abili-
ties or disabilities become concepts that can be used for other purposes than 
directions to move our bodies.  

In publication 2, metaphors were used to gain embodied understanding over 
an unfamiliar process. The concepts from music were used to gain a bodily 
equivalent for a digital process. When practitioners are used to gaining new 
knowledge of a novel technique or a material by bodily engages to the making 
processes, some contemporary digital techniques are still difficult to grasp if 
there is no similar experience for evaluating the process and how to engage with 
it. Thinking through metaphors is to use our experiences to reflect another is-
sue. The experiencing body is at the core of metaphorical thinking. 

Embodied cognition theories have also been used in the context of consumer 
research. In their research, Ackerman, Nocera, and Barg (2010, 2012) examined 
haptic sensations through the use of active or passive touch and their relation to 
decision-making. In their research, they ask: “Why might our sense of touch di-
rect our impressions about untouched or even untouchable things?”. Their re-
search shows how material qualities are metaphorically associated. For exam-
ple, “weight, exemplified by heaviness and lightness, is metaphorically associ-
ated with concepts of seriousness and importance” (2010, p.1713).  

In one of their studies, research participants were directed to sit either on a 
hard or soft chair and asked to imagine shopping for a car. This resulted in that 
sitting on a hard or soft chair primed the person with associated concepts that 
influenced how they performed the act of negotiating the price of the imagined 
car. During the negotiation of the price of the car, the persons sitting on a hard 
chair were less likely to reduce their prices compared to the persons sitting on a 
soft chair. Thus, the experience of hard or soft through a passive touch influ-
enced the decision-making processes metaphorically. 

In their paper, they do not refer directly to the embodied dimension per se in 
the context of experience, but to a physical substrate, proposing that “mental 
action is grounded in a physical substrate, and thus sensory and motor pro-
cessing constitute necessary components of cognition” (Ackerman, Nocera and 
Barg, 2010, p.1713). Their research draws a connection to the concept of a scaf-
folded mind. Ackerman et al. state: “This “scaffolded mind” perspective de-
scribes the ontological process by which touch experiences might ground touch-
related conceptual knowledge” (Ackerman, Nocera and Barg, 2010, p.1713). 



The idea of a scaffolded mind is that early life experiences of the physical world 
form an embodied structure that works as a mental ground for later develop-
ment and abstract thinking (Williams, Huang and Bargh, 2009). Thinking of 
scaffolding as a process in the context of creative experiences, it seems that this 
has a high value and relation to the creation of sensitivity towards the material 
world and creativity concerning how to use and manipulate the materials. Also, 
for connections to materials that seem to be intrinsic, the idea of a scaffolded 
mind provides a personal account and a process that could be opened up for the 
practitioner at least to some degree. This understanding has value for the prac-
titioner to develop and deepen the material relationship in creative practice. 

Metaphor is part of the idea of a performing body: the bodily understanding 
is a process of performing the metaphor in our bodies, and this requires a rep-
ertoire of lived experiences that can be tapped into and brought forward when 
performing this metaphorical process. In terms of relating to something, meta-
phors work as a part of a seeking will that aims for a compassionate understand-
ing of something that directly has no direct equivalent experience in our bodies. 



At the heart of this artistic research is the creative practice of making ceramics. 
It is not merely a means to an end, but it is also examined as a unique platform 
for creative experiences that engages our body-mind to its processes. 

“Art, product, and process allow and even invite art-makers to explore and play 
with knowing and meaning in ways that are more visceral and interactive than 
the intellectual and verbal ways that have tended to predominate in Western dis-
courses of knowledge.” (Greenwood, 2019, p. 4) 

It is expected that artist-researchers use their professional practices as the plat-
form for their research and thus use the experiences gained through practising 
as the prior knowledge from where they also draw research direction (Biggs, 
2004; Barrett, 2007). In research that concentrates on art, craft, and design as 
a creative practice, experiential knowledge is often highlighted. However, it is 
also noted that artistic research is usually not regarded as research on experi-
ences (Tuovinen & Mäkikoskela, 2020, p.ii). In the context of artistic research, 
the sensuous and the bodily are valid sources and comparative to, for example, 
a laboratory setting or surveys (Hannula, Suoranta & Vadén, 2014, p.21). 

“There is a skill of being sensitive and open toward this multi-layered and multi-
faceted nature of human experience, and that skill can manifest itself in fields like 
art. As a skill, it can be cultivated.” (Hannula, Suoranta & Vadén, 2014, p.20). 

It is common to begin investigations from within the artistic practices in artistic 
research. When the research process develops, it often includes public parts that 
feed back into the process (Hannula, Suoranta & Vadén, 2014, pp.18-19). The 
public parts can be a product, an aesthetic response, or a result derived from the 
artistic practice that can be considered public parts and argued as the research 
outcomes. For example, artist and academic Maarit Mäkelä (2003) formed an 
artistic research process in her doctoral research where she included three ex-
hibitions as parts of her artistic research. These three exhibitions also discussed 
the three main parts in her written thesis, where she examined the main themes 
of her research individually within the different exhibitions (Mäkelä, 2003, 
pp.38-39).  



Mäkelä describes her main research method as a “retroactive approach” where 
the exhibitions work as a “device to halt the creative process for a retroactive 
vision” (Mäkelä & Routarinne, 2006, p.28). In Mäkelä’s research process, the 
art practice and the exhibitions have been the initial form of research from and 
upon which the writing has followed after each exhibition (Mäkelä, 2006, p.75). 

There is an existing understanding of the public parts of the artistic research 
as something that goes out from the subjective point of view and returns, feed-
ing back into the research process, which is mainly perceived as a subjective 
process as a whole. However, in this current research, the materialized out-
comes of creative practice are not handled as the public part nor the outcome of 
the research but seen more as a by-product while the focus has been on the prac-
titioner’s creative experience and what is and becomes embodied during and 
through creative practice.  

The so-called outcomes of the artistic practice that mainly belong to the work 
conducted during the first phase of the research (Figure 3) are regarded in this 
context as documentation of the aesthetic processes (see video and audio re-
cordings in Falin, 2014b), sensory tools (ceramic pebbles in Falin & Oksanen, 
2021) and ways to identify key aspects that direct attention during creative 
making (3-minute video exercise in Falin & Felcey, in press). 

As visualized in Figure 3, this research was conducted through two phases that 
can be identified as having different approaches to conducting research. Han-
nula, Suoranta, and Vadén (2014) consider texts as public parts of the research 
similar to works of art or, for example, in Mäkelä’s case, the exhibitions. In the 
context of this research, the four articles are considered public parts. In addi-
tion, the second phase of research is as a whole operates within the public realm 
through collaboration with other professionals and the use of workshops. This 
difference between the subjective and the public parts of research takes another 
step towards the public, emphasizing the meaning of sharing when it comes to 
personal or subjective knowledge production. 

One essential aspect of artistic research is that it remains open: “there must 
be no limitations on where the process might take us” (Hannula, Suoranta & 
Vadén, 2014, p.5). The openness in artistic research and the use of different 
methods together enable the exploration of non-verbal and fully embodied lev-
els of being. As practising artists and academics, Estelle Barrett and Barbara 
Bolt (2010) recognize that practice-based research has relevance for “extending 
and articulating our capacity to discover new ways of modelling consciousness 
and designing alternative methods” (p.2).  

The subjective approach during the first phase of the research developed the 
initial conceptualisations for relating to material. In addition, the methods used 
during the second phase of the research drew from the insights of the first re-
search phase. The second research phase further explored the findings from the 
first phase on a collaborative level. During the first phase, the subjective ap-
proach was crucial in forming the initial understanding of the embodied and the 
aesthetic qualities and what is elemental concerning how the understanding can 
be gained of such an elusive phenomenon. In the second phase, the gained un-



derstanding was examined on the shared level with interdisciplinary discus-
sions, collaboration and workshops that focused on the methods and how crea-
tive practice can support engagement. This is further discussed in chapters 3.2 
and 3.3. 

In publication 3, we approached the research subject by circling around it in 
our discussion between two professionals from two different fields. The publi-
cation examined tactile experiences related to ceramic pebbles and recognized 
muteness as a felt quality. As the research target goes beneath the conscious and 
verbal level of our understanding, the methods tend to circle around to arrive as 
close as possible to such phenomena. Professor of ethnology Billy Ehn recog-
nises this kind of approach to investigation as belonging to artists’ way of work-
ing, saying that artists: “stare at it, tear at it and turn it over again and again, 
until finally, something begins to happen” (2012, p.16). The circular nature in 
research has also been recognized by artist-researcher Kirsi Heimonen (2020) 
in her article Writing about the ungraspable: silence as the spatiality of corpo-
reality. In her article, Heimonen “circles around silence as ungraspable, alt-
hough lived in the flesh” (2020, p.57). Heimonen writes that by circling, she can 
approach the silence but also admits at the same time that the silence can never 
be known. 

A similar approach can be understood as the overall research structure in this 
dissertation. This geometric drawing (Figure 5) visualizes the idea of the circular 
nature in artistic research. The different coloured circles represent the different 
artistic methods that have been used to examine the research subject. 



At the beginning of the research, the research inquiries are circles that cross 
paths, but not in a way that draws a clear outline of the targeted phenomena. 
With further circling of the subject, the understanding of the phenomena begins 
to create a clear understanding of what kind of nature it has and define the 
methods that bring the subject closer.  

The closeness of other lines of inquiry is an impact that the line before has put 
forward. One inquiry develops the other. There is a clear relationship between 
the different inquiries, and that creates a circular nature. In the end, the density 
of the lines begins to form the precise centre (Figure 6). This image also shows 
how the core remains untouched. When the subject of research is such as the 
embodied dimension in our understanding and the aesthetic quality in the cre-
ative experience, the core evades a total exposure and verbalization. The circu-
lar approach to such phenomena creates a successful framing of the research 
subject and makes it possible to analyse within specific settings. 



The visualisation in Figure 6 indicates how the crossings of these methods 
map the research area and define the centre of the research focus. The lines of 
inquiry come together with intensity and closeness, resulting in the focus area 
becoming clarified. 

When looking at a research inquiry as crossing paths or lines, there is a simi-
larity with a practice-based research methodology A/r/tography (Irwin, 2013). 
However, in A/r/tography, the lines are compared to a rhizomatic structure in-
stead of a circular one. A/r/tography is described as a process of becoming 
A/r/tography (Irwin, 2013, p.198). 

“It is at once one project and a multiplicity of projects intersecting with possibil-
ities. It is a self-reflective and self-reflexive engagement ever recognizing the pres-
ence of many individuals who have physically, emotionally, intellectually, and 
spiritually taken this journey with me – if even for a moment – touching the life 
of one another. Their presence and absence, whether planned or unplanned, in-
fluence the folding and unfolding of becoming a/r/tography.” (Irwin, 2013, 
p.199).

In a/r/tography, the notion of becoming is emphasized to focus on what 
emerges through multiple inquiries instead of what is an outcome of one singu-
lar process. Although in the context of this current research, the felt essence of 
multiple uses of different research inquiries is described as circling around a 
subject, there is a similar recognition of other paths crossing the researcher’s 



paths during the research journey, as is beautifully encompassed in the rhi-
zomatic structure. 

The notion of shared authorship has been recently discussed within the re-
search through creative practices. In that research, the subjective approach to 
conducting research is recognized as the primary underlying means for investi-
gation. However, the research also put forward the notion that it “is rarely lim-
ited to the individual input of the practitioner-researcher” (Vega, Aktaş, Latva-
Somppi, Falin & Valle-Noronha, 2021, p.3). Artistic research is open by nature 
and considers all influential aspects, whether human or non-human. As in the 
a/r/tography and in the circular research structure, this influential aspect is in-
herent with the representation of lines moving and crossing and forming the 
overall understanding of the subject. 

3.1.1 Towards dwelling in making 

Approaching the research subject using different methods and techniques in ar-
tistic practice, I began to formulate the idea of dwelling as another way to be 
with the material and the making processes. In the context of this research, 
dwelling is an approach to making where the experiencing, performing, and sen-
tient body is in focus. In the dwelling perspective, the attention is in the aesthet-
ics of the material interaction. The act of making with clay becomes seeking of 
closeness with the material. 

Dwelling with the material implies being with the material, giving time, and 
directing attention towards the experiential aspects instead of relentlessly pur-
suing the results of the making. It indicates a direction and a guide for the prac-
titioner and how to approach the making. To dwell corresponds to the research 
approach on how to explore the embodied and personal connections with the 
material. It can be regarded as a defining feature of the methods used in this 
research as well as a guiding idea to design the research path. It also corre-
sponds to the circular nature of research.  

If thinking in metaphors, I could describe here a situation where one is dwell-
ing in one’s living room to give an understanding of how I move around with the 
use of different methods to investigate the research subject: 

I feel restless and unfocused, and I want to relax and unwind. I lay down on the 
sofa. After a while, I feel the tension in my body releasing, and I start to relax. I 
notice that the sofa begins to feel too soft. I decide to sit on the armchair and read; 
I enjoy having time. I feel that I have reached what I was looking for, but I don’t 
want to sit or lay anymore. I feel focused and attentive. I walk by the window and 
look out; I listen to birds singing. I feel at home. 

Shifting positions when dwelling within the research area gives familiarity and 
closeness to the subject. In the end, the feeling is constructed through all the 
aspects of dwelling with the material. In this metaphorical story, the notion of 
being at home describes the moment when there is a feeling of familiarity with 
the research subject. The phenomenon becomes embodied as well as a contex-
tualized phenomenon.  



In publication 4, I have further explored the use of the words dwelling or to 
dwell within or even indwelling to describe how one begins to understand the 
embodied connectedness. Publication 4 explores the idea of dwelling and how 
it is used to guide the workshop participants into an unconventional mode of 
making with different aims and goals other than solely material artefacts with 
expressive intentions. 

This research can be divided into two phases that have been conducted with a 
different research approach. The first phase was defined by a practice-led ap-
proach to understanding the aesthetic nature of the ceramic practice. In this 
first phase, the research took a more traditional approach to artistic research, 
where I focused on subjective experiences during the acts of making. I concen-
trated on different techniques and material processes to focus on the aesthetic 
qualities, and I recorded parts of the experiences that hold aesthetic qualities. 
By exploring the aesthetic qualities through different techniques, I reflected on 
my own experiences with the theoretical basis of having an experience. 

I conducted the first phase of the research within studio practice, artist resi-
dency, and participating in artistic workshops. I have directed the research 
scope, drawing from the understanding gained as a practising ceramic artist 
about the experiential aspects of clay and how the material processes unfold 
through different techniques.  

To understand the roles of aesthetic qualities in creative practice, I have ex-
plored different techniques in ceramics. The natural beginning for me was to 
start exploring ceramic raw materials through testing. With exploring ceramics 
as an experiential material, I continued to explore aesthetic processes. 

Hands-on making is a more traditional approach to ceramics through which 
the practitioner directly connects with the material. In these techniques where 
the practitioner directly interacts with the material, the tactile quality is part of 
the material’s aesthetic nature and the experiential understanding of the maker. 
However digital tools bring different dynamics in experiencing the making also 
for the creative practices. To further explore the change in dynamics in the prac-
titioner’s experience, I examined clay 3D printing.  

3.2.1 Material exploration 

At the beginning of the research, I began exploring ceramic raw materials. Mak-
ing test pieces in ceramics is a common part of the practice where the aim is to 
test raw-material combinations for finding different qualities for different pur-
poses. For example, for functional qualities, clay bodies and glazes are tested 
together to create safe and durable outcomes.  

While the aesthetic features are also part of the material testing, it is not com-
mon to solely focus on experiential features. For looking beyond functional 
qualities in the traditional sense, my interest in experimenting with raw mate-
rials was entirely for examining different materials' potential for artistic pur-
poses (Falin, 2013). I was interested in the experiential aspects of the materials. 



These aesthetic experimentations (Figure 7) were exhibited in the Nordes con-
ference exhibition, and I used the opportunity to ask exhibition visitors to leave 
comments on how they experienced the aesthetic qualities in these test pieces. 
From the comments, it was evident that the experiential features are directly 
connected to the viewer's life experiences (Falin, 2014b). The practitioner’s ex-
perience is not only connected to the material qualities, but it brings the lived, 
learned, and perceived together. This understanding directed the research focus 
on aesthetics as part of a subjective experience. 

Directing the research focus towards the practitioner’s experiences with ce-
ramic materials and their processes led me to investigate the particular aesthetic 
that is part of the making. The research practice moved towards aspects such as 
the sound of materials and the aesthetic processes. Recording and capturing 
parts of a process that holds aesthetic qualities became relevant at this moment 
(Figures 8 and 9). 

My studio practice with ceramics was now directed to enhance the experiential 
qualities of material processes. This helped me understand the theoretical dis-
cussions on aesthetic experiences. Capturing a material process with enhanced 
aesthetic qualities supported the idea of having an experience (Dewey, 2005), 
with defining an experience with a specific beginning and end. This also helped 



frame the investigation into a creative experience discussed during the intro-
duction. 

The material investigation helped to focus and analyse the kind of aesthetics 
that can be experienced during ceramic practice. Later, when the research ap-
proach developed more towards the bodily perspective on creative experience, 
the material exploration had another essential role in exploring the embodied 
understanding of clay and its qualities. 

During 2018 in an artist residency in Jingdezhen, China, I developed pebble 
making as a way to feel and understand the different material qualities and nu-
ances. In China, the porcelain clays are different from those used in Finland, 



and I wanted to familiarise myself with the local porcelain clays and simultane-
ously examine the tactile experiences. The pebble making began from the need 
to direct the making towards the experiential moment in material interaction 
without constantly aiming for an outcome of the making. To investigate the 
ways of keeping the focus on the tactile experiences, I began to repeat the pro-
cess, doing the same thing of rolling a clay bit between my palms again and again 
(Figure 10). 

Although there was a clear outcome of the making, a pebble, the outcome was 
not directing its making (Figure 11). I was able to direct my attention to the tac-
tile experience and stay with the feeling. I noticed that over several days of mak-
ing the pebbles, I grew attached to the pebbles. I found myself eagerly coming 
back to the pebbles each morning, seeing how they are and looking after them. 
The round shapes and smooth surfaces felt pleasing to the hand. To enhance the 
tactility of the pebbles still further, I began to burnish some of them. 



As objects, these pebbles remind me of the making process and just by holding 
a pebble in my hand, it is not the evaluation of an artistic artefact but the feeling 
that the small clay object creates in our body. 

The pebble making helped to pull together many aspects of making that are 
later further explored with the two workshops. Repetition, giving time and being 
with the material are all part of the pebble making process, and as an exercise, 
it also supports the idea of dwelling with the material. 

3.2.2 Factory processes 

After focusing on raw materials from the aesthetic perspective in my artistic 
practice, I began to examine different ways to reveal the aesthetic qualities in 
my own practice in ceramics. Continuing from studio practices that focused on 
exploring ceramic materials and their processes, I participated in a Brick work-
shop in Denmark. During that period, I examined the aesthetic experience in 
my artistic practice using an augmented diary method that consisted of a pre-
planned questionnaire, diary pages, and material pockets (Falin, 2014a). The 
diary method was designed to gather research material during my artistic prac-
tice.  

During that workshop, the main artistic work consisted of making 3-minute 
video recordings of different factory processes (Figure 12). 



The broader reflection with different processes in ceramic practice gave a bet-
ter understanding of the practitioner’s experiences and how qualities are per-
ceived. The shift from this point onwards was to how the practitioner uses her 
embodied knowledge during the making.

The artistic practice developed influenced the methods used in the second 
phase of the research. Initially, the idea was to look for aesthetic qualities in 
factory processes and better understand the aesthetic experience during my ar-
tistic practice. In the end, the diary method was not successful, but the artistic 
practice that defined the 3-minute method for making factory videos influenced 
the later research and also aided in defining the different aspects that have a 
role in directing one’s attention towards the experiential and the aesthetics in 
one’s own practice. The artistic practice itself had a more significant impact on 
the research findings than the preplanned research methods. This video method 
also helped to develop dwelling as an approach to making.

3.2.3 Clay 3D printing

In order not to limit the understanding to only traditional approaches to mak-
ing, I included clay 3D printing as a contemporary practice with different dy-
namics compared to the traditional hands-on approaches to making. Today,
digitalization influences all practices, including traditional practices that tend
to be regarded as the opposite of digital environments, offering the counterbal-
ance for digitalized work. Nevertheless, digitalisation brings new tools for the 
creative practitioner working within traditional practices (Hansen & Falin, 
2016). Due to digitalization, the form or dynamics that the making takes are
changing, influencing the practitioner’s engagement with the practice itself.



Clay 3D printing as a technique was a new process for me, and I could not 
build on to existing understanding in the way to that I had done with hands-on 
making techniques. For clay 3D printing, the initial understanding came 
through working on different projects. In those projects, I followed the field as 
a researcher, and I was able to gain a more comprehensive understanding of 
how the 3D printing technique had developed for the use of clay, and how it had 
been included within art, design, and craft education (Figure 13). 

Only afterwards did I begin to explore the technique in my practice. The initial 
test was during my artist residency in Jingdezhen, China, in 2018. I had the op-
portunity to send my own files for 3D printing, and my practice began with ex-
ploring inner structures (Figure 14). 



I continued exploring the clay printing technique in a clay 3D printing work-
shop, and later I explored the process on my own in the Aalto University studios 
(Figure 15). Combining all the understanding of the process and the field led to 
publication 2. 



The printing process is interesting as a significant part of the making is to create 
a file that directs the printer head when it extrudes the clay. When working with 
clay directly, I am not focusing on my hand and how it moves. The dynamics of 
working with digital tools are very different compared to handheld tools. It is 
also challenging to grasp the process when there is no comparison to evaluate 
it. 

The understanding gained concerning the clay 3D printing resulted in publi-
cation 2. We proposed a metaphorical viewpoint to gain an embodied under-
standing over an unfamiliar process, as 3D printing still is for many ceramists. 
The borrowed metaphor was from the field of music, and the particular interest 
was in the understanding of composing and playing an instrument that was re-
flected against the printing process. 

During the second research phase, the understanding of aesthetic qualities in 
practitioners’ experiences was defined at the shared level through collaboration 
with other professional practitioners. This reflection from a subjective point of 
view moved towards discursive reflection, bringing other perspectives into dis-
cussing the felt qualities of the material experiences and how to direct attention 
within creative practice. 

The second phase of the research built on the foundation created during the 
first phase.  The subjective approach to investigating the aesthetics in ceramic 
practice was further developed and became defined during the second phase 



through collaboration. The notion of an embodied dimension in the practi-
tioner’s experience is further examined through shared platforms.  

Publications 3 and 4 are the outcomes of the second phase. Within these two 
publications, the outcomes emerge through collaborative discussions. 

3.3.1 Discussions and collaboration 

In artistic research, it is recognized that studio researchers' task is to take an 
interest in circulating the outcomes beyond the studio processes (Barrett & Bolt, 
2010, pp.7-8). As discussed before, the collaborative research approach is the 
second phase of the research that builds on top of the first research phase. The 
collaboration and discussions between other professionals resulted in publica-
tions 3 and 4. 

In publication 3, the shared discussion that leant on the professional experi-
ences formed the material of the publication. The main outcome of muteness as 
the quality of the tactile experience surfaced in our discussion related to ceramic 
pebbles. The discussion was between a psychotherapist and me. In this inter-
disciplinary discussion, the subjective approach to understanding the tactile ex-
perience through making that I have as the artist-researcher gained another 
perspective on how the tactile experience related to the ceramic pebbles can be 
used in another context, such as therapy. 

The mutually recognized quality of muteness enabled us to discuss the partic-
ular tactile experience further and define the felt quality from different perspec-
tives. The metaphorical naming of the tactile experience helped us reflect the 
feeling associated with clay and ceramics. In this context, relating to the mate-
rial is clear, and the felt quality of muteness is performed in the body while 
touching the clay pebble between the hands. This performed material quality 
helps to change one’s attention towards the body. Within the therapy context, 
this aids in focusing on the body and silencing the ruminating mind. 

During the second research phase, the collaborative work also involved an-
other ceramic artist, Helen Felcey. Our work is based on continuous dialogue 
where we discuss insights based on our professional backgrounds as practition-
ers working in relation to clay and ceramics. However, our discussion goes 
deeper into understanding clay as an experiential medium, drawing also from 
our childhood experiences.  

In this dissertation, the collaboration with Helen Felcey is focused on our work 
for planning and conducting two workshops. This work is the material for pub-
lication 4. In our discussion, we discussed the aesthetic experience and embod-
ied cognition theories based on my findings during the first research phase. We 
also reflected on the meditative aspects of aesthetic processes and defined the 
Subtle Ground emerging in our discussions and reflections in the two work-
shops. 

During the planning of the workshops, a significant part of our discussions 
concentrated on how we could direct the workshop participants' attention to ex-
periencing clay instead of merely pursuing an outcome.  

The methods and exercises were developed based on the subjective experi-
ences gained during the first phase of the research. We continued to develop the 



different techniques and processes that I had used during the first research 
phase. Our discussions and the two workshops we conducted resulted in a more 
detailed understanding of the creative experience in ceramics. These findings 
fed into the selected and formulated exercises and the whole workshop struc-
tures for guiding the participants towards the workshop’s aims and goals.  

3.3.2 Workshops 

Helen Felcey and I held two workshops, Embodied Clay (2018) and Sensorial 
Ground (2020). These two workshops were part of the British Ceramics Bien-
nial (BCB) Summer School programme. These workshops, especially the collab-
orative work that produced these workshops, formed the material for publica-
tion 4. In this part, I describe the workshops separately. 

The Embodied Clay workshop 
The first workshop, Embodied Clay, aimed at finding individual processes 

with clay and reflecting on how the practice is developed through material ex-
periences. Embodied Clay workshops were held at the Old Spode Works factory 
China Hall, and the workshop lasted for five days (Figure 16). Altogether, there 
were 14 active participants. Most of the participants were professional artists 
working with ceramics. Some participants were working in other professions 
and were interested in using clay as part of their work. 

With Helen Felcey, I had the freedom to develop the content and structure for 
the workshop. However, the idea, topic, and commission came from Dena Bagi, 
who worked as the Health and Community manager for BCB at that time. 

We spent several days planning the workshop content. We discussed the aims 
and processes that direct the focus during making ceramics. I introduced pebble 



making as a process to Helen Felcey, and we decided to develop it as a starting 
point and an exemplary process for finding embodied connections with clay. We 
also reflected on aesthetic experiences and particularly the having an experience 
and how it relates to the clay as a material and particular material processes.  

For understanding the use of our senses during creative practice and the no-
tion of embodiedness, we discussed the embodied cognition theories trying to 
capture the essence of body-mind being with the material and how this aspect 
can be put under focus. In these discussions, we formed a mutual understanding 
of what processes are applicable during material interaction, how to direct bod-
ily awareness and attention with different exercises, and how to give support 
and guidance. 

Our collaborative work was based on continuous discussions, before the work-
shops, during the workshops and after. We wanted to evaluate each step and 
examine how the exercises led the process during the workshops. If needed, we 
modified our plans by adding or removing some aspects along the way. After the 
first two days, support was given more at the individual level, more specific 
guidance on how to focus on the bodily experiences with clay. 

At the beginning of the workshop, we introduced the exemplary process of 
pebble making (Figure 17). After the pebble making exercise, the participants 
continued to explore their individual processes with clay (Figure 18). This pro-
cess was directed from the subjective experiences of enjoyment that they had 
recognised when working with clay. Simultaneously, they were also encouraged 
to question why something was experienced negatively or as difficult, and why 
some material qualities had an offputting feel instead of one of closeness. 
Through this, the aim was to begin to understand personal connections with the 
clay and how the experienced aspects of making work as part of the practice. 



The personal experiences were highlighted and guided by exercises that en-
couraged staying within the process and the material experience. The emphasis 
was on being with the material and unfolding the embodied connectedness at-
tached to that material. The participants' work developed around finding and 
understanding the material qualities relevant to their practice (Figure 19). 

To aid participants in reflecting upon the embodied experiences with clay, we 
decided to explore and focus on one sense perception at a time. We used blind-
folds to enhance the tactile experiences with clay and encouraged giving time 



and attention towards the personal experiential aspect during making. Blind-
folds have been widely used within research and education for example to sim-
ulate disability (Maker, A. J.; Williams, D & Sparks, A. C., 2020), or to enhance 
other senses such as the tactile experience (Loke et al., 2013; Groth et al., 2015). 
In the Embodied Clay workshop, the purpose of using blindfolds was also to give 
time for other bodily experiences with clay and explore the notion of being with 
clay when tactility is enhanced by removing the reliance on visual perception. 

Recording and noting down was also encouraged when working with clay. This 
aspect was directed towards the most meaningful aspects of those experiences 
and how they might be done in a way that captures the essential features. For 
this, the participants had the chance to use different tools to enhance and cap-
ture a particular aspect of making (Figures 20, 21 and 22). 



The British Ceramics Biennial gathered feedback from the workshop for their 
own use, and the overall response to the workshop was very positive. These pro-
fessional ceramicists who attended the workshop found that it was beneficial for 
their practice. 

Sensorial Ground workshop 
Continuing from the experiences in the Embodied Clay workshop, we had the 
opportunity to hold another workshop as part of the BCB National Summer 



School programme during 2020. At that time, the world faced lockdowns due to 
the pandemic, and it was decided to hold the workshop entirely online. This re-
sulted in the opportunity to change the length from a week-long intensive onsite 
workshop to a four-week long workshop working from home and having regular 
meetings with the workshop group. 

Although this created a challenge concerning how to guide and support a sen-
sitive personal process online, there were also benefits to working online. Work-
ing from home and the studio provided familiar surroundings for investigating 
personal connections to clay, and what developed during the workshop natu-
rally became part of the daily routines. 

During the Embodied Clay workshop, the beautiful China Hall in the Old 
Spode Works factory site offered a supportive environment for sensitive per-
sonal investigations. When we designed the online workshop, this sense of a 
safe, supporting space was an important concern. Much of our attention as fa-
cilitators and educators was dedicated to how we addressed issues in our dis-
cussion and gave space for individual responses. We decided to use the Google 
Classroom application to create an online platform for the workshop. As open 
software, this was relatively easy and quick to create. Even now, the platform 
still exists and is open to facilitate contacting the group. 

When planning the Sensorial Ground workshop, we continued reflecting on 
the previous workshop and deepening our understanding of the material rela-
tions. We found that the aspects of ‘being with’ and ‘giving time’ had a meaning-
ful role in directing attention during clay work. The making of clay pebbles 
worked as a successful process for tuning in to the clay’s experiential qualities 
and helped to understand the aesthetic nature attached to tactile qualities. 

From the findings of the exercises used and the approaches to making from 
the Embodied Clay workshop, we wanted to develop further exercises and ex-
amine the dwelling aspect in clay work. As an approach to making, Dwelling is 
an idea that I recognised and started developing in my research. The idea of 
dwelling was already discussed during the Embodied Clay workshop, but it was 
not focused on at the time.  

We decided to take a practice-led approach to examine our initial thoughts for 
the workshop. Being forced to remain at homes, we developed the workshop 
idea so that the near surroundings are the venue for the individual processes, 
but in a way that would lead to experiencing our familiar surroundings in a new 
way. We discussed ‘wilderness’, referring to the closer and more detailed obser-
vations of our near localities (Figure 23). Through this ‘wilderness’, we aimed at 
a new understanding of experiencing the world we live in. 



Between our discussions, I walked around my living surroundings almost 
every day. The walks became the core of the practice that helped frame the more 
detailed exercises. I examined how I perceived the nature around me and let it 
guide my paths. During that time, it was spring in Helsinki, and because of the 
short winter that year, the spring and first flowers began to grow very early on. 
I found myself very drawn to the growth I experienced around me. I sought after 
particular examples of growth that created a strong feeling in me (Figures 24, 
25).  





We decided to focus on different themes during the four weeks and introduced 
one guiding theme each week. A similar structure of regular meetings, walks, 
assignments, and material reflections was maintained throughout the work-
shop. We continued using repetitions to enhance focusing and reflecting on per-
sonal experiences and found connections to clay and surrounding nature. 

The four guiding themes were: Embodied tactility, Light, Sound and Dwelling. 
Through the first three themes, we explored the specific experiences related to 
the themes and sought to find our personal connections concerning how we find 
closeness or the opposite: something that makes us shut our eyes or turn away. 
The idea is that by reflecting on our preferences, we begin to understand the 
personal dimension in our experiences. The subjectivity was perhaps more evi-
dent with the theme of light than with the other themes. Whether the light was 



bright or dim or even understanding the light through darkness, there were ap-
parent differences in finding enjoyment.

One workshop participant tried to understand the condition of losing one’s 
eyesight during the Light week by creating clay goggles that reduced her ability 
to see and perceive light (Figure 26). 

This was a compassionate act to understand what her close family member 
was going through at the time. We wanted to respond to this as a group and 
added the goggle-making as a short group exercise during one of our group 
meetings (Figure 27).



During the last week of the workshop, themed as Dwelling, the focus was on 
the ways of being with the material in our work instead of focusing on one par-
ticular aspect in our experiences. When we introduced the concept of ‘dwelling’ 
during the workshop, it was still an open and developing idea in our work. The 
idea of dwelling was examined through the workshop and with the workshop 
participants. The final articulation of dwelling and the exercises used are pre-
sented in publication 4. 

As a group, we travelled through the weeks, themes and exercises and reflected 
upon the responses through shared personal findings during the workshop. As 
the sub-title of publication four describes, we were ‘feeling our ways’ towards 
the final outcomes. This research was a collaborative work between Helen 
Felcey and me, influenced by the workshop participants' reflections. 

These two workshops functioned as platforms to investigate and develop the 
ideas and research findings in two different workshop settings. 



In this part, I summarize the four publications. All the four chosen publications 
have been co-authored and there are some parts that are not discussed here in 
this dissertation. The full versions of the publications can be found at the end of 
this dissertation after the compilation part. This compilation part is written so 
that it can be fully understood as a standalone text. 

The four discussed publications within this dissertation are divided between 
the two research phases. Publications 1 and 2 are outcomes of the first research 
phase, and subsequent publications 3 and 4 are outcomes of the second research 
phase. 

During the first phase of the research, I examined the experiential qualities in 
my own practice. In the beginning, I began examining aesthetic processes 
through audio recordings and video works (see Falin, 2014b). The first phase 
continued to explore aesthetics in creative practice and also examined the sub-
ject also through clay 3D printing. The contemporary practice of clay 3D print-
ing was selected due to its different dynamics compared to traditional ap-
proaches to making.  

During the first phase, the creative work was also used to reflect and define 
the theoretical foundation. The practice done in this first phase took place in a 
studio context and can be defined as practice-led. I focused on the clay and its 
processes from different perspectives and developed the initial findings that 
were further developed within the second phase of the research. 

The second phase concentrated on collaboration with other professionals 
through workshops and discussions. During the second phase, the findings from 
the first phase were used and explored within a shared context. Publications 3 
and 4 offer methods and broader implications for the research findings. In pub-
lication 3, the main focus was on the practitioner’s experiences and the specific 
qualities that enable deeper examination and understanding of the embodied 
dimension in creative processes. Through material experiences, the connection 
is also with mental health care, where the clay has been used within art therapy 
and psychotherapy for its therapeutic qualities. This aspect has been further dis-
cussed during the second phase of the research within publications 3 and 4. 

A more extended summary of the following publications can be found in part 
4.



Making and perceiving: Exploring the degrees of engagement with 
the aesthetic process 

This publication is a part of research phase 1, where the research focus has been 
on a subjective approach to the creative experience. 

Publication 1 aims to expand the discussion around the role of aesthetics in ar-
tistic processes in the context of practice-led research. The publication discusses 
process aesthetics and uses the concept of aesthetic engagement to analyse the 
different degrees of involvement in the artistic process. The publication identi-
fies making and perceiving as complementing ways of being involved with the 
artistic process. These two ways of being involved with the artistic process were 
analysed using the concept of aesthetic engagement. In the findings, the re-
search draws connections between making with affordance and perceiving 
with performativity in the context of process aesthetics. 

This publication uses examples from ceramic practice to unpack the aesthetics 
that are part of the making processes, but not in a way that could be traced back 
solely through the outcomes of the making. Three video works that capture mo-
ments from material processes are used to discuss, share and analyse the subject 
(Figures 28, 29 and 30). These videos are also used in the publication as an ex-
ample of the discussed process aesthetics and as a method in practice-led re-
search. The videos show moments from ceramic practice, particularly from a 
material process that is part of the practitioner’s aesthetic experience and de-
fines the aesthetic nature of the ceramic practice for the practitioner.  

The publication investigates the qualities of aesthetic engagement and the as-
pects that influence the ways that enable involvement with the creative process. 
The paper builds on aesthetic experience (Dewey, 2005) and the tacit dimension 
in knowledge production, referring to philosopher Michael Polanyi (1974). Pro-
cess aesthetics and the use of video can open up the creative process and its 
aesthetic nature for the perceiver. Commonly, the aspects and nuances of the 
making remain tacit, and they are therefore part of the maker’s knowledge. 

As a medium, video captures moments of material processes that hold a rich 
aesthetic quality. As a result, these videos can open up the understanding of the 
aesthetic experiences that are part of creative practice even when perceiving 
without the experience of the making itself. The videos communicate the aes-
thetic processes; thus, they can facilitate engagement with the material and its 
processes. 

The publication brings forth other examples where the concept of process aes-
thetics is discussed, within the changes of landscapes (Barrett, Farina & Barrett, 
2009), and in the discussion of the role of aesthetics in organizational design 
(Weggeman, Lammers & Akkermans, 2007). The difference between the other 
examples discussed and this research’s use of the aesthetic process is the partic-
ular interest in examining the potential of using the concept of process aesthet-
ics to engage the maker or the perceiver with the material process in a way that 
conveys practical knowledge. 



The videos in question are created within artistic practice and created to en-
hance the aesthetic qualities of that particular event. In Figure 28, the focus is 
on the sound of crackling flux on a ceramic plate. The video recording has been 
shot during the rapid cooling process that initiates the cracking creating the dis-
tinct sound that the substance produces. The remembrance of this particular 
sound is from glazed ceramic objects that can crack due to tension in the glazed 
surface. The cracking is not always welcomed, mainly when the glaze surface is 
intended to be intact and cover the ceramic surface, for example, for functional 
usage. 



The second video (Figure 29) captures the moment of ink absorption. The al-
ready cracked glaze surface absorbs coloured inks through the cracks when the 
surface is hot. When the temperature of the ceramic surface is optimal, the ink 
goes inside the ceramic object’s glazed surface and creates a visual effect by 
making the cracked glaze surface visual.

When the ceramic objects’ surface is too hot, the ink immediately begins to 
boil when it contacts the surface (Figure 30). The ink boils and burns on the 
surface, leaving different visual effects.



In these videos, the aesthetical nature of the event also informs the practitioner 
of what influences the different outcomes. Depending on the practitioner's ex-
perience, the recorded video material can offer different possibilities concerning
how to direct the making and what kind of outcomes are aimed at. The event 
that occurred stimulates further actions. In the publication, this event is re-
ferred to using the concept of affordance, referring to James J. Gibson (1986).
Another aspect attached to the video recordings is the performativity of the 
event itself. In this, the publication refers to Arnold Berleant, who uses the ex-
ample of dance when arguing for a need for an “activator” in art: “The viewer 
performs the artwork in the process of perception” (1991, p.153).

The different ways of involvement with the creative process are seen to have 
degrees depending on the individual variations: for example, considering the 
previous experiences and situational aspects of the practice. The degrees of en-
gagement are attached to personal and intrinsic qualities that have a role when 
the practitioner engages with her artistic practice.

In the visualization of process aesthetics (Figure 31), the degrees are dependent 
on the complimenting ways of engagement through making and perceiving. The 
level of engagement with the process aesthetics draws together making with af-
fordance and perceiving with performativity. In the moment of experiencing 
aesthetic qualities in material processes, there is no difference between the 



maker and the viewer as the practitioner is perceiving and experiencing during 
the process aesthetics. 

Drawing together the publication’s outcomes can be summarized by saying 
that process aesthetics requires an active engagement with the creative process 
to work as part of an aesthetic experience. The practitioner's aesthetic experi-
ence that connects all that has gone before to the situational aspects of the event 
leading towards the desired outcomes is seen here built on material engage-
ment. In terms of research on creative practices, process aesthetics offers the 
possibility to open up the practice from the maker’s perspective. Thus, it gives 
more value to the investigation and understanding of the process itself instead 
of the outcomes of the creative practices. 

Practitioners’ Experience in Clay 3D Printing: Metaphorical viewing 
for gaining embodied understanding. 

This publication is part of research phase 1, where the research approach is sub-
jective and examined within a studio setting. 

This publication discusses digitalization, focusing primarily on the use of digital 
tools and their presence within the traditional context, such as design, art, and 
craft practices. When a traditional practitioner is faced with new tools, their cur-
rent understanding of the practice becomes challenged. Unfamiliarity and the 
ungraspable feeling of the new ways of making can hinder the exploration and 
engagement with such practice. From this perspective, the publication suggests 
metaphorical viewing using embodied understanding to explore unfamiliar 
practices such as clay 3D printing.  

Contemporary practices such as clay 3D printing are perceived differently 
from the perspective of the practitioner’s experience compared to more tradi-
tional practices that have been understood as a dialogue between the maker and 
the material. In digital practices, the digital tool influences the practitioner’s ex-
perience and the perceived dynamics in the making are different. From this per-
spective, the process of clay 3D printing can create a hesitation towards contem-
porary practices as the understanding and managing of the full process differs 
from the traditional practices. 

For creating an understanding of the clay 3D printing process, the publication 
uses embodied understanding related to music and views the full process of clay 
3D printing metaphorically. The publication suggests that there is value in un-
derstanding the experience of the making in order to creatively engage with the 
contemporary practice. 

The research question is: How does metaphorical viewing help to engage 
with an unfamiliar process? By using already embedded conceptual metaphors, 
the assumption is that it is possible to unfold an idea of the unknown to explore 
possibilities to establish engagement with the practice. 



Coming from the traditional understanding of the material and its processes, 
contemporary practices might seem somewhat unattractive for the practitioner 
as understanding and managing the whole process is unclear. In these situa-
tions, the embodied understanding can aid in viewing the entire process as a 
whole and offer a means for creatively exploring the full process with digital 
tools. 

The investigation through practice introduced in this paper was done by an 
artist-researcher (author 1) and a designer (author 2). Author 1 concentrated on 
clay 3D printing from the perspective of the practitioner’s experiences, and au-
thor 2 contributed by creatively exploring the printing process through improv-
isation. There were shared similarities caused by working with the same printer 
in these practices. 

The creative practice discussed in the publication has a direction from tradi-
tional practices toward contemporary practices. In this, the understanding in 
the traditional ways refers to making where the maker has a close or direct con-
nection to the material. Contemporary practice refers to making with digital 
tools such as computer software and a 3D printer. 

For an artist working with ceramics, understanding the material and its pro-
cesses is connected with hands-on making. The experience of making and the 
aesthetic qualities are also connected to the close connection with materials 
(Falin, 2014b). The tactile material can create a feeling of enjoyment for the 
practitioner and establish a connection between the maker and the practice that 
works on an intrinsic level (Falin, 2014b).  

The metaphorical viewing in this publication is constructed around music. 
Music is understood across cultures, and to a large degree the idea of singing, 
playing an instrument, and creating or composing music has become embodied 
through life experiences. From this perspective, music can be used metaphori-
cally to give embodied understanding and to view other practices. 

The printing process can be compared to playing an instrument with the pos-
sibility of improvisation. The publication compares the maker to a player or a 
performer using the instrument, a performance which has the potential for im-
provisation. 

The process in clay 3D printing is linear and, in this regard, comparable to 
music. The printer adds clay similarly to how music is created, meaning that the 
notes already played cannot be undone. 

The publication also introduces a borrowed concept from music: the score. 
The term ‘score’ refers to the written notation created for single or many differ-
ent parts or instruments. In this publication, the idea of a full score is of interest. 

“A full, or orchestral, score shows all the parts of a large work, with each part on 
separate staves in vertical alignment ..., and is for the use of the conductor. (The 
notation for each performer, called a part, contains only the line or lines he or she 
is to perform.) Thus, the conductor can see at a glance what each performer 
should be playing and what the ensemble sound should be. Usually, the score 
consists of musical notations in which each instrumental or vocal parts are in ver-
tical alignment.” (Encyclopædia Britannica, 2017) 



To further compare the making to music, the maker can also be thought of as 
the conductor of the 3D printing process. Figure 32 shows the full score for an 
orchestra (left image) compared to the G-code (right image), which is the digital 
language that a 3D printer reads. 

The concept of a score is used in this publication to visualize the process of clay 
3D printing. The full score (Figure 33) describes the entire process. The process 
of clay 3D printing consists of different parts that can be focused on as an indi-
vidual practice. In Figure 33, the process is divided into three sections: digital 
work, 3D printing, and material work. The visualization borrows from sheet mu-
sic/notation. The lines indicate “which notes belong together, thus facilitating 
score reading” (Gehrkens, 2006, p.108). 



The visualization in Figure 33 is used to examine the full experience of clay 3D 
printing. Compared to a conductor of the full process, the maker can estimate 
what kinds of different skills are needed and how one can engage with the prac-
tice or instead decide to share and co-work with others. The idea of score writing 
used in the visualization can be used to manage and creatively engage with an 
unfamiliar process. 

The outcomes of this publication are valuable for practitioners who experience 
unfamiliarity with contemporary practices. The transference of the embodied 
understanding embedded in conceptual metaphors can help when using digital 
tools. 

The publication examined the concept of a score for creating a visualization of 
the clay 3D printing as a full process. The use of a score helps manage the con-
temporary process creatively, and the score also indicates how the full process 
can be shared with others. When examining the full score written for a clay 3D 
printing process, the clay 3D printer can be compared to an instrument and the 
maker to the player that performs the digital file using that instrument. Improv-
isation is possible with this creative act when ‘playing’ and interpreting the dig-
ital notes. 

Ceramic pebbles as sensory tools: exploring the quality of muteness 
in tactile experience 

This publication is part of research phase 2, where the approach is collaborative, 
especially through interdisciplinary discussion. 

In this publication, the creative experience of making a clay pebble by rolling a 
bit of clay between the palms was discussed together with a psychotherapist. 
The tactile experience related to the clay pebbles was discussed with two differ-
ent approaches to understanding the implications of touch-related experiences. 
The first approach is from the artist-researcher who engages in tactile experi-
ences by making and feeling the different clays in her hands and exploring the 
material's nature with the embodied dimension in tactile experience. The sec-
ond approach is from the psychotherapist who used the ceramic pebbles in the 
context of therapy and reflected upon the use of a pebble as a transference object 
(TO). 

The core idea of the paper is perceived muteness as the quality of a tactile ex-
perience related to ceramic or clay pebbles. With the use of the term mute or 
muteness to define the felt experiences, the two different practitioners were able 
to discuss and reflect on the specific tactile experience related to the ceramic 
pebbles. 

The research question in the publication is: how does the idea of muteness 
help to explore tactile experiences? The publication discusses the idea that tac-
tile experience has an aesthetic quality in the process of touching. Touching is 
examined as an aesthetic process, thus expanding the idea of experience in the 



making. Philosopher Arnold Berleant writes that aesthetics offers a basis for un-
derstanding the experiential conditions in our lives and a setting for valuing 
them (Berleant, 2010, p.26). 

Mainly, muteness in this publication is discussed as the felt quality of the tac-
tile experience. The positive aspect of the experienced muteness is that it allows 
other narratives to surface. 

Muteness is proposed here as a metaphor for the non-verbal dimension in tac-
tile experience. It can be seen as our bodies’ understanding of not being able to 
speak – having no mechanism for forming speech. Using muteness as a meta-
phor when discussing the tactile experiences helped to engage the imagination 
to understand the tactile experience and gave a bodily understanding of its na-
ture. 

In the field of consumer research, there is an interest in incidental haptic ex-
periences and how they influence human decision-making (Ackerman, Nocera 
& Bargh, 2010). In that research, it was shown how material qualities, mainly 
through (active or passive) touching, can influence our thinking. 

From the perspective of artistic research, the tactile experience is discussed 
through the acts of making. Understanding of the experiential making is given 
through an example of rotating and forming a clay pebble between two palms. 
In this action, the making can be understood as touching, feeling the clay in 
one’s hands. The intention in this action lay not in the results but in the process 
of feeling. By feeling the clay, the intention was to understand the material, how 
soft or coarse it is and how it reacts to forming, and the closeness of the skin. 

The perceived muteness in making offers an opportunity to focus on the tactile 
sense, and this shift in attention creates awareness of the embodied dimension. 



This kind of mute process creates a body-mind space that enables bodily aware-
ness and focuses on the embodied connectedness during the making. The repet-
itive nature of mute practice gradually builds a relationship with the making and 
the pebbles (Figure 34). 

The clay pebbles remain open and active during a mute process. Muteness also 
impacts upon the authorship of the pebbles as an outcome of such a process. 
There are no solid referential features that could point back to the maker. The 
relationship is between feeling and caring instead of authorship. The process 
becomes mute when the making takes a direction other than expressiveness. 

In the context of psychotherapy, a stone-like form that is more abstract than 
representational can be seen as having muteness as an attribute. This kind of 
muteness allows other narratives to be discovered other than the pebble’s. 

In psychotherapy, methods are based on a sensorial “selfless” self, and the 
cognitive mechanisms of the mind offer information material such as emotions, 
thoughts, and reactions that can be moulded. In psychotherapy, the goal can be 
gaining a meditative muteness of mind. 

It is common to use different objects in psychotherapeutic sessions. Psycho-
therapists can ask the patient to bring symbolic objects to sessions that in some 
way signify patients’ adulthood, resilience, or overcoming of past traumas. In 
this view, ceramic pebbles can also be used as transitional objects (TO) to en-
hance a process where a person defines herself or her past in a new, restoring 
way. Traditionally, a transitional object is attached to children and can be, for 
example, a favourite toy. The TO is a real existing object, but it is also a creation 
of the child. TOs can bring safety when the child is not with her caretakers (Win-
nicott, 1953).  



This publication discusses how the ceramic pebbles work as a non-verbal 
method directing the patient's attention to the pebble’s mute weight/struc-
ture/surface (Figure 35). The ceramic pebbles were also used as tools for reflec-
tion, sensory stimulus, or chosen as transitional objects. Pebbles can also be 
used for identifying schemas that the patient has embodied or attaching identity 
qualities or traumatic experiences to the pebbles that the patient has chosen. In 
this context, the muteness of the pebbles creates openness, and the patient is 
free to give individual dimensions to the pebble. The moment of choice in pick-
ing up a particular pebble and how a patient might connect with different qual-
ities of the chosen pebble to her/his identity or narrative is interesting as such. 
This is one of the questions generated by the paper and needs further research. 

Clay as a material has been recognized as having a value in the context of art 
therapy and psychotherapy, though usually, the clay is used because of its mal-
leable nature, and the focus has been on working with the clay. However, this 
publication frames the discussion around the tactile experience concerning 
clay/ceramic pebbles and aims at a deeper understanding of the embodied di-
mension of the tactile experience. 

Experience of the muteness of the ceramic pebbles supports the process of si-
lencing the ruminating mind. The same muteness that implies the formlessness 
attached to ceramic pebbles also offers space in which the stones can be attached 
to different narratives other than the form itself. The mute practice provides 
embodied awareness and reflection on the embodied dimension. The muteness 
is a felt quality. When being mute when making it is possible to gain awareness 
of the embodied self. 

The act of naming the felt quality related to the pebbles as ‘muteness’ made it 
possible to discuss and reflect upon the embodied dimension of the tactile ex-
perience. Bringing together both professional experiences, the quality of mute-
ness turned the focus towards the embodied self. 

Subtle Ground: Feeling our ways towards a supportive method in ce-
ramic practice 

This publication is a part of research phase 2, where the research develops 
through collaboration and, especially in this case, through workshops. 

In this publication, the main outcome of the thesis is introduced: the Subtle 
Ground method. The publication discusses how the collaborative work for plan-
ning and facilitating two workshops, Embodied Clay and Sensorial Ground, 
were brought together as material and testing sites to develop the Subtle Ground 
method. The same theoretical background introduced in the previous publica-
tions was also used in this publication for the shared discussions and the work-
shop structures and goals development. The aesthetics used in this context 



leaned on the pragmatist idea of having an experience (Dewey, 2005). The re-
search was situated within embodied cognition to understand personal experi-
ences in the context of creative practices.  

The novel theoretical addition introduced in this publication was the poet-sci-
entist approach that inspired the practice-based planning phase for the Senso-
rial Ground workshop. This approach to making and exploring one’s surround-
ings was ideated reflecting Johann Wolfgang von Goethe's work for his book 
Metamorphosis of Plants (2009). In the forewords, written by Gordon L. Miller 
(2009), Goethe’s approach to the plant research is described as follows: “This 
mode of inquiry aims to overcome subject/object dualism by endowing detailed 
sense experience of the outward forms of nature with the enlivening inward 
power of imagination, while also grounding subjective imagination in objective 
forms and facts.” (Miller, 2009, p. xxiii). 

The strand of argumentation in this publication is utilising the research on 
embodied cognition within creative practices such as craft and design. The re-
search recognizes that there is a broad understanding of embodied cognition in 
these research areas and points toward the gap that overlooks the embodied as 
a capacity of the creative practitioner. The research shows that in the context of 
creative practice, the embodied dimension can be analysed and understood as a 
capacity that can be supported. 

The research introduces the notion of a subtle body and its relation to creative 
practice. The subtle body understands the unity of body-mind and especially the 
experiential layer in our sense perception where the body and mind cannot be 
separated. The research aims to understand how the subtle body works in crea-
tive practice and to explore the personal connections and embodied dimensions 
that shape the practice. The Subtle Ground method thus formulated supports 
and upholds ceramic practitioners’ engagement in the creative practice. The 
method highlights the subtle body-awareness and brings it to the forefront, and 
attention is thus directed through sense perception and aesthetic qualities in the 
making. 

Subtle Ground is built on clay’s supportive qualities, where sense perception 
and physicality are firmly connected. This foundation further connects to the 
aesthetic qualities, bringing the practitioner close to meditative practices 
through ceramic practice. To open up understanding of the clay’s supportive 
qualities, the publication discusses how clay has been used in the context of 
therapy. Clay’s quality as an elemental substance is recognized in this context as 
is its ability to be moulded repeatedly. Clay is understood as open and offering 
a space to be, furthermore offering a safe space for body-based self-discovery. 
Ceramic practitioners have also noted the therapeutic qualities within their 
practices. The meditative nature of repeating processes with clay has been con-
nected to Zen (Beittel, 1989). 

The Subtle Ground method was constructed from different practises, such as 
walking in our surrounding areas, discussions, documentations of our discover-
ings during the walks, and shared readings. The authors’ individual and shared 
practice was used to create the Sensorial Ground workshop. Later on, the prac-
tice was also used when reflecting and defining the method. 



In Falin’s walks, her interest began to focus more and more on the growth she 
experienced during the springtime in her surroundings (Figure 36). During the 
repeated walks, she explored why the spring had such an impact on her, and she 
connected this to her childhood where the feeling of springtime was connected 
to making the spring, getting rid of all the snow in the yard, and letting the grow-
ing begin. The memories of wanting the spring and summer to arrive quicker 
were embodied and made her gather as many experiences as possible with the 
abundant growth that she witnessed living in the southern parts of Finland. This 
discovery was essential for understanding the embodied connections and how 
they can be traced back and reveal the embodied dimension in one’s experience. 

Felcey also reflected on a childhood memory. She recalls a specific place where 
she used to go and feed the cows. The memory is filled with sensations of the 
place, the cows, and the feelings attached to that moment. That event itself has 
left embodied traces that she can readily recall and make a connection with. 

The Sensorial Ground workshop was a continuation of the Embodied Clay 
workshop, where Falin and Felcey began working together. The Embodied Clay 
workshop was the first where they started using pebble making as a process to 
settle and tune in to a process that directs the attention towards the sense-per-
ception instead of the outcomes of the making. The experience from the Em-
bodied Clay workshop was used and further elaborated within the Sensorial 
Ground workshop, where they had the opportunity to use more time to dwell 
with the sense experiences.  

Sensorial Ground was an online workshop with four weekly themes: tactility, 
light, sound, and dwelling. Focusing on one sense experience at a time made it 
possible to slowly tune into the process of discovering the subtle and nuanced 
experiences that are part of our daily living. The weekly structure used repeti-
tion, exercises, documentation, reflection, readings and, at the end of the week, 
also sharing the discoveries with the group. As defined in the publication, the 



weekly pattern corresponded to breathing where the given introductory mate-
rial and exercises were seen as inhaling and the individual contribution to ex-
haling. This notion of breathing connected the inward and outward within the 
personal experiences. 

The visualization of the Subtle Ground method (Figure 37) uses this under-
standing of breathing as a process based on the body. The method also uses the 
idea of dwelling as an approach to making. In this, the publication point to giv-
ing time and attention to the embodied dimension in the making and the per-
sonal connections that are part of the creative practice. The Subtle Ground 
method is described as a process from dwelling to indwelling, pointing to the 
understanding of embodied experiences as a capacity. Indwelling is described 
as “being an inner activating or guiding force” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). 

The publication also discusses the use of exercises such as sensory walks, pebble 
making, and being with a 3-minute video exercise, but also notes that the 
method itself is not limited to these alone. The main elements of the method 
that are regarded as more relevant than the exemplary exercises are being with, 
giving time, repetition, and becoming familiar. This emphasis involves under-
standing personal qualities that direct the use of exercises to enable the notion 
of dwelling with the material and thus allowing the method to work.



The three sub-research questions draw from all four publications, and the out-
comes are from multiple articles instead of defining the outcomes from one pub-
lication at a time. In the following, the outcomes of this research are discussed 
through each sub-research question. 

In what ways does aesthetics work as part of the creative experi-
ence? 

The understanding of aesthetics gradually developed through artistic practice in 
the context of this research. The reflections on aesthetics were investigated 
firstly through test pieces that examined ceramic raw materials for artistic use, 
focusing more on the different qualities and the possible connections with the 
person perceiving them. However, the initial investigation into aesthetics that 
was targeted with the ceramic raw-material test pieces called aesthetic experi-
mentations (Figure 7), together with the theoretical discussions, directed the 
research towards understanding aesthetics as a process of having an experience 
instead of fixing the aesthetic discussion on the objects and material outcomes. 
This change in the research perspective resulted in aesthetics being discussed 
through a process and as a quality that is part of the experiential condition fus-
ing the practitioner, material and situational aspects together. 

Publication 1 discusses aesthetic processes through the use of video works that 
are recordings of material processes, emphasising aesthetic qualities. These vid-
eos presented capture moments during material work that unfold the aesthetics 
that is part of the creative process and experienced by the practitioner. These 
videos are also documentations of aesthetic processes and can also inform the 
practitioner and others perceiving them. When perceiving the object in a con-
text detached from the processes that have produced it, only a practitioner with 
similar experiences can fully appreciate the aesthetics and the processes that 
have been part of its making. However, publication 1 showed that aesthetic pro-
cesses also have the potential to engage the perception of people other than the 
makers. 

The aesthetics perceived through a material process engage the perceiver 
through perception, and the understanding of that process depends on the per-



ceiver's experiential knowledge. Extracting a single aesthetic process from cre-
ative practice allows understanding its connections to the knowledge gained 
through practice. The use of process aesthetics allows examination of the expe-
riential conditions from different perspectives. 

Publication 3 proceeds from there to examine the aesthetic process within cre-
ative practice and in the use of psychotherapy. The focus is on a particular tactile 
process that forms clay pebbles between the palms and thus focuses on the di-
rect connection to clay. The process of touching the clay and feeling the clay 
moving within the palms of the hands is an experiential part of the making with 
aesthetic quality. This kind of process is not bound to visual perception but en-
gages the experiencing body with its tactile qualities. Tactile processes allow re-
flecting the embodied connections with the material. 

Publication 3 discusses a particular aesthetic quality that is termed here 
‘muteness’. This muteness is examined from two perspectives: from the point of 
view of the creative practitioner as well the perspective of the psychotherapist. 
This quality is part of the experience of feeling the clay pebble in the hands 
through making or holding. This felt muteness is shared within these two per-
spectives and discussed from the maker’s perspective when forming the clay 
pebbles in hand and when using the ceramic pebbles as tools for therapy ses-
sions.  

The experience of muteness points to a body-mind space, which enables being 
bodily aware and focusing the mind on the embodied self. Thus, tactile pro-
cesses with clay enable self-reflection. When the body becomes the focus in the 
creative experience, there is the possibility of a therapeutic impact. This thera-
peutic dimension has broader implications outside the creative practice and 
should be further researched. 

This combination of the results derived from publications 1 and 3 shows that 
aesthetics can be examined and understood through the experiential conditions 
as a process and a quality. The findings also point towards therapeutic dimen-
sions that need further research to explore this element's full potential for the 
creative practitioner and other contexts. 

How is performing in making part of relating to a material? 

For this sub-research question, the outcomes are gathered from publications 1, 
2, 3 and 4. The findings are discussed through the performing body. Performing 
is discussed, pointing to the bodily work that the practitioner performs during 
ceramics practice as well as to a metaphorical thinking process, where the em-
bodied understanding is gained through metaphors. 

In publication 1, the performing is connected to the perception of the aesthetic 
processes. This connection is built on the idea that art is always performed, 
whether the context is creating or appreciating the art, thus highlighting the ac-
tive contribution in perception (Berleant, 1991, 4). 

Metaphorical thinking is similar to the idea of performing a material process 
through perception. The primary outcome of publication 2 is metaphorical 
viewing that uses embodied understanding embedded within the experience of 



music, especially within the understanding of how to create music. In publica-
tion 2, composing, playing an instrument and working with sound as the mate-
rial of music is compared metaphorically to clay 3D printing. This metaphorical 
viewing is developed for practitioners with material-oriented backgrounds 
where the making traditionally is closely interacting with the material. 

Publication 2 also introduces a modified score-writing to visualise the entire 
process of clay 3D printing. The purpose of using the score is to engage with the 
digital practice more creatively. The full score for clay 3D printing also aids in 
the management of the process as it also creates an understanding of how the 
process can be shared with others. 

The use of metaphors continues in publication 3, where a felt aesthetic quality 
is described as ‘mute’. The metaphorical use of muteness to discuss a tactile ex-
perience and the particular felt quality attached to clay pebbles and the experi-
ence of touching the clay pebbles in one’s hand offers the possibility to harness 
existing bodily understanding and transfer it for analytical reflection of the tac-
tile experience. In publication 3, muteness is a metaphorical perception of a 
form and a forming process. The metaphorical reflection directs towards our 
bodies the capacity to understand and sense. 

In publication 4, a similar kind of metaphorical perception is used when de-
scribing the main outcome, the method of Subtle Ground through a process of 
breathing (Figure 37). This metaphorical use of breathing centres understand-
ing within the body. With the example of performing a process – inhaling and 
exhaling – the method directs the practitioner’s attention in the context of mak-
ing from dwelling to indwelling. 

In publication 3, performing is attached to the repetitive nature of making ce-
ramics. The repetitive forming and feeling of the clay when making clay pebbles 
directs attention to the performing body. The unattentively produced clay peb-
bles create a connection with the experiential process that produced them, and 
the tactile clay pebble becomes an attachment for the practitioner.  

The publication sets forward an understanding that the change in attention 
from doing to being is significant and causes openness and awareness. This also 
indicates that the body is recognized as performing during the creative practice, 
and thus this aspect can be given full attention. The felt muteness implied clarity 
of attention for body-mind being and sensory observations. The practice takes 
a meditative turn towards understanding the experiential conditions. 

How can a practitioner examine the subtle senses within the crea-
tive practice? 

For the third sub-research question, the outcomes were entangled with two 
main emphases: understanding the subtle body and the thinking that the expe-
riential dimension in material interaction can be understood as a capacity for 
the creative practitioner to investigate and analyse. For this sub-research ques-
tion, the findings are from publications 1, 2, 3 and 4. 

To answer the third sub-research question, publication 1 forms the initial per-
spective on discussing the different stands that the creative practitioner has on 



understanding her practice, especially regarding the experiential conditions 
within the processes of making. 

Although in the position of a maker, the conductor of the material work, the 
practitioner also is a perceiver and appreciator of the aesthetics attached to 
those creative processes. The different stands, the making and perceiving, come 
together during creative practice, meaning that the practitioner manages the 
material processes and simultaneously experiences the aesthetic qualities dur-
ing the making. The material qualities are performed during making and per-
ceiving. 

This initial opening up of the practitioner’s approach to making was further 
developed in publications 3 and 4, where the focus is directed more towards the 
experiential conditions of making and how this shift in attention has value for 
the creative practitioner is discussed.  

In publication 3, the emphasis is on the sensorial knowing body as the central 
for perceiving aesthetics, and publication 4 discusses the subtle level in sensing 
that is embedded in our embodied perceptiveness within the creative practice. 
This points to a more subtle layer of being involved with the material processes. 
Directing the practitioner’s attention to the experiential dimension in creative 
practice demands the use of our senses, and this is discussed as a capacity within 
creative practice. The recognition of how the subtle body works as part of the 
creative practice has value for the creative practitioner. 

As a result, publication 4 offers the supportive method of Subtle Ground. This 
method is constructed using the concept of a subtle body that focuses on the 
subtle layer of sensing, encompassing mind and body as one. The method shows 
how a creative process can direct the practitioner’s attention. Through a process 
of self-discovery within a meditative material work, a personal relationship with 
the material can be understood and supported.  

This method emphasizes how the subtle body is performing, where all senses 
are heightened, and less emphasis is given to the importance of the vision and 
verbalization. The aim is to develop the body's capacity to perceive and under-
stand aesthetic conditions during the creative experience. The method guides 
and directs the practitioner to understand and learn how the subtle body works 
and develop the capacity to use the subtle senses within the creative practice. 

As a result, drawing from the research as a whole, I have recognised two main 
concepts that are essential when relating to material during creative practice. 
The results point to two concepts: the Subtle body and Dwelling with the mate-
rial. 

The subtle body is central for understanding the experiential conditions and 
the working of the subtle senses. The subtle body points to a personal, embodied 
level of understanding. The articulation of the body-mind is refined in the con-
cept of the subtle body, where the emphasis is on the subtle layer of sensing the 
material nuances in creative work. The subtle body also points to the ability to 
perceive nuanced layers of qualities when encountering the material world.  

This giving of attention to the subtle body in creative practice needs another 
kind of approach to making than the expressive outcome-oriented focus. The 



second main finding defines an approach to making where the experiential con-
ditions are in focus. For dwelling with the material, the clay’s being quality is 
emphasised, which supports the meditative self-reflective work. In the dwelling 
approach, the making is directed at the material qualities felt in the body. Qual-
ities such as muteness experienced through the form or making processes allow 
identifying and examining personal connections within the material work. 

Metaphorical thinking is part of dwelling with the material, where the material 
processes are performed in the body, giving embodied understanding. Further, 
what has already become embodied, can be used through metaphorical viewing 
to gain embodied understanding over unfamiliar processes.  

When dwelling with the material, the repetitive and body-based processes be-
come meditative. The Subtle Ground method applies an approach where the 
practitioner is gradually directed to her sense perception and the embodied di-
mension of personal experiences. In publication 4, we similarly recognise that 
in ceramic practice, there is a relation to meditative processes that Kenneth 
Beittel highlighted in his book: Zen and the Art of Pottery (1992). 

The idea of pursuing a meditative state in the making can reveal the connect-
edness that is part of the aesthetic nature of creative practice. This kind of at-
tention during making can reveal how we have embodied the material qualities 
and how this kind of embodied understanding is part of our creative practice. 



As Johnson (2007) already firmly argues, everything related to the human mind 
is grounded in evolutionary development and continues to develop responding 
to changing environments (p.121). Although this is not an aspect that would con-
cern a person going through everyday life, it still offers the frame that experien-
tial living and encountering the world within our environment also supports the 
understanding within different kinds of situations. For example, digital envi-
ronments where the sensorial experiencing is still very limited and requires 
more from our sense-making than a tangible environment. 

Although this research has not been focused on the education of future crea-
tive practitioners, it is clear that the findings from this research can also be con-
sidered in the context of education. The discussion on creative experience as 
part of creative practices can provide more ideas on developing personal paths. 

From the perspective of creative experience, the practitioner can approach 
making with different performative strategies and, as a result, can have an al-
tering impact on the experience and the outcomes. Similarly, manipulating the 
environment can also change the experience resulting in different kinds of in-
teraction with the material. This provides multiple tools for the practitioner to 
influence and take advantage of the situational aspects of the creative practice. 
A closer look at digital practices would also create a more nuanced understand-
ing of the experiential dimensions attached to digital processes. 

By directing the practitioner’s attention to view making from the perspective 
of experiential dimensions, the practitioner can engage in making in a more cre-
ative manner. Bestowing more attention to aspects of the making that are com-
monly understood as unconscious parts or levels in our being, the implications 
are that the practitioner better understands meanings and influences that are 
part of their creative practice. 

The discussion on metaphors was focused on gaining embodied understand-
ing over an unfamiliar process. However, the potential of metaphorical investi-
gation should be expanded. Metaphors can also be explored in creative practice 
as material metaphors. The tactile or haptic experience of feeling a specific ma-
terial or a process that reveals a material quality works as a metaphor giving a 
direct embodied understanding of an abstract phenomenon. In this disserta-
tion, such feeling conncected to tactile experience has been discussed as mute 
in nature. These kinds of material qualities that can be metaphorically under-
stood can open up the embodied dimension of conceptual thinking. Therefore, 



it allows us to draw connections to what is embodied in our sense-making of the 
world. 

The foundation of embodied cognition is deeply rooted in the early phases of 
human development and how an infant begins to connect to the world around 
her. The notion of scaffolding and the so-called scaffolded mind (Williams, 
Huang and Bargh, 2009), where a child's early experiences form a kind of a 
structure that works as the basis for conceptual knowledge, has influenced the 
methods that I have used for investigating the research subject.  

The scaffolded mind is connected to a “haptic mindset” (Ackerman, Nocera 
and Barg, 2010, p. 1713). In their research, Ackerman, Nocera and Barg describe 
the haptic mindset as follows: “touching objects triggers the application of asso-
ciated concepts (and only associated concepts, not more general feelings or un-
related preferences), even to unrelated people and situations.” (Ackerman, Noc-
era and Barg, 2010, p. 1713). 

The question caused by the idea of a scaffolded mind is that if during child-
hood the process of scaffolding is for some reason incomplete or at least there 
are extensive gaps in it, how much it can be restored during adulthood through 
material encounters? This also points to the potential of exploring material met-
aphors and relating and performing processes in one’s body for restorative pur-
poses. 

Focusing on the senses and feelings attached to an object allows individual 
narratives to have a therapeutic dimension. This therapeutic dimension also ex-
ists within creative practices but is mostly undirected and unreflected upon. 
Still, it is interesting to consider whether supporting the practitioner’s under-
standing of her subtle body and developing it as an embodied capacity for crea-
tive practices would aid well-being? This direction within the creative practices 
is made possible by focusing on the meditative and therapeutic dimensions in-
herent to creative experiences. 



At the heart of this research has been the experiential nature of the ceramic 
practice. This artistic research is structured through two research levels of prac-
tising. The first research phase took a more traditional approach to practice-led 
research and built the foundations for the theoretical and practical work. The 
second research phase proceeded from the first phase’s findings and took a 
shared approach to conduct research through collaboration and workshops. 

This defined structure adds value to different levels of artistic research where 
the shared and collaborative level develops from the subjective level and defines 
the second research phase. The two different levels that proceeded from subjec-
tive to shared had value in articulating the research outcomes and pointing out 
the important concepts. 

For identifying the main concepts, the four publications discussed were ana-
lysed as a group. Together with the artistic practice that has been at the core of 
this research, three perspectives emerged that were used to analyse the results. 
The results were directed from the perspective of the experiencing body, per-
forming body and sentient body. These analytical lenses made it possible to re-
flect upon the different aspects of material work and find relevant openings con-
cerning how the practitioner relates to material in creative work. 

The artistic methods used targeted the experiential conditions of material 
work and aided understanding the theoretical discussion on aesthetics and em-
bodied cognition. The creative practice used to investigate the aesthetics at-
tached to material and its processes also developed a method that directs atten-
tion during the creative making. 

The circular nature of using artistic methods helped understand the research 
subject and created the initial understanding of how to direct the attention dur-
ing the creative making. The closeness of the methods used during the first re-
search phase led to the idea of dwelling. The aspects of giving time and shifting 
positions to familiarize with the material in creative work formed the basis for 
dwelling with the material. 

This examination has resulted in a supportive method for creative practition-
ers that supports creative practice by giving time and attention to the practi-
tioner’s subtle body by examining aesthetic qualities in material experiences. 
This research shows how to concentrate and understand the workings of the 
subtle senses for creative practitioners. This ability is part of getting to know 



and understand the material, but at the same time it is a process of understand-
ing the experiential and performative conditions of making. 

During the collaborative research phase, the initial idea of dwelling was dis-
cussed and reflected upon and finally used as an approach to making and a part 
of the Subtle Ground method. In the Subtle Ground method, the elements iden-
tified are being with, giving time, repetition and becoming familiar. In the Sub-
tle Ground method, the most meaningful aspect is not the specific exercises but 
the ways of investigation that are tied to personal qualities and allow meditative 
contemplation with the material. 

This research provides a more defined analysis of creative experience within 
ceramic practice, taking into account the workings of the processual aesthetics, 
aesthetic quality, and the repetitive nature of creative practices. This research's 
direction on aesthetics shifts the focus from the outcomes of creative practice to 
understanding what kind of aesthetics belongs to creative practice and artistic 
processes. This alone is an essential opening for discussing how aesthetic edu-
cation comes together in the practitioner’s creative experiences. 

The creative practitioner’s embodied capacity to draw and understand con-
nections is part of the creative practitioner’s ability to perform and create. The 
practitioner can extend her embodied understanding by relating to material in 
creative work, where the material’s qualities become embodied. The felt and 
perceived material qualities and processes are performed in the body; thus, the 
practitioner performs the material during the creative experience. 

Performing a quality or a metaphor is also a part of the creative capacity and 
points to an ability to view material processes metaphorically. Music is felt in 
the body and performed by the body; this embodied understanding can be used 
for constructing novel understanding for unfamiliar situations. This form of 
bodily reflection of embodied knowledge demands that there is a full capacity 
within the subtle body to be able to tap into experiential references. For the cre-
ative practitioner, the embodied reference storage that is constructed is a capac-
ity that can be supported. The likelihood of engaging creatively with an unfamil-
iar practice, process, or tool is far greater when the reference storage is more 
comprehensive. 

When looking into contemporary practices with digital tools, the existing re-
ality is that the in-depth material knowledge often fits poorly with the skills 
gained for using digital tools or designing for digital tools. For example, the 
practice of clay 3D printing can feel too broad a field for a design or art student 
to manage. This is because the skills needed for digital practices differ from 
those is needed for mastering a traditional studio practice.  

In a digital environment and when working with digital tools, the creative 
practitioner faces new forms of making. In contemporary practices, the material 
engagement and the enjoyment attached to direct material interaction is trans-
formed into digital processes and interaction with software and hardware, leav-
ing the material work outside the focus. This shift between traditional and con-
temporary practices creates a significant change in the felt dynamics of the mak-
ing process when it comes to the practitioner’s experiential understanding, 



causing hesitation regarding how to engage creatively with the digital environ-
ment and its tools. For this reason, the metaphorical viewing that publication 2 
introduced offers tools for gaining embodied understanding of digital practice 
using metaphors borrowed from music. 

Understanding the different roles and capacity of our body in creative work 
can directly impact the ways we engage with the materials. The workings of our 
senses and the subtle layer of our experiences are of value for developing the 
relationship with the material that the creative practice is concerned with. 

The broader implications that relating to material has are not only to other 
creative fields but also for therapeutical use. There is a potential for change 
when focusing on embodied experiences with clay. The perceived qualities of 
clay can be used for silencing the ruminating mind. The repetitive nature of cre-
ative practice can offer meditative processes that develop the ground for under-
standing creative practice's sensorial level. 

Thinking of making as a craft, a physical process of manipulating material, a 
learning process, and a developing skill, the outcome for the practitioner is that 
the professionality is within the body – the subtle body.  Practitioners become 
the experts of embodied understanding through material work, and this should 
be regarded as an elemental asset that can be cultivated during creative practice. 
The personal experiential and a subtle dimension within the creative work can 
support creativity and engagement towards the practice itself. Without the need 
for articulating the personal connections and the embodied dimension in mak-
ing, there is still value in seeking to recognize these aspects in order to give time 
and meaning to the experiential aspects and aesthetic qualities during creative 
practice. 
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