
 1 

Nurturing Creative Practice through Research 
Dr Elizabeth Colbert 

April 2016 

 

Introduction 

How can we nurture and further our creative practice through research? Research 

takes many forms as do creative practices. Understanding one’s personal creative 

practice demands reflection on personal processes, including research processes. 

Making use of research implies selecting a research path and integrating new 

knowledge into your bank of established knowledge and practices.   

 

Working in two new creative fields, drawing and ceramics, has introduced me to some 

new approaches and led me to reflect on how these are relevant to my creative- 

writing practice. In this lecture I will outline some of the approaches I have 

encountered, explore two descriptions of creative process and reflect on how my 

recent experiences have led me to reconsider my view of creative writing and the role 

of research in my creative practice. The particular focus will be on the use of content 

analysis. 

  

Understanding one’s personal creative process 

Creative processes often evolve outside the formal learning context. The creative 

practitioner often starts their practice within the context of their personal space – 

study or studio. Within the context of a class room, the creative processes used in the 

making of a work may not be the focus of the learning context. Emphasis may be 

placed on the qualities of a work such as in writing, the poetic use of language, the 

structure or form or a text or the development of character. Within my ceramic class, 

particular styles of ceramic works are selected for discussion.  

Challenges are thrown to students in terms of the standards to be reached in the 

process of making. Within the creative-writing context challenges are set within the 

academy demand that new knowledge be supported by research. One has to consider 

one’s personal development and written texts in the light of new knowledge learnt and 

the larger and relevant field of one’s particular practice. 



 2 

 

Working Creatively and Working Creatively with Research 

Below are two tables outlining some of the processes I have identified in creative-

writing practice: 

Working Creatively: ãResearch Presentation 
 

Beginning 
 

Making Finishing 
Inspiration, muse, 
unconscious revelations,  
 

Awareness, exploration 
and play with 
innumerable aspects of 
writing arising during  the 
development of a work as 
listed below 

Maintaining interest, 
coherence, cohesion 

Incident, lived 
experience, childhood 
memories/experiences/fee
lings 
 

Using craft and skills 
creatively 

Reading your text from 
the point of view of one 
attending to the quality of  
the text 
 

Playing, experimenting or 
exploring known forms, 
styles, genres 
 

Negotiation, development 
and continuity in chosen 
voice, style and 
characterization 

Understanding and 
applying professional 
standards when 
proofreading 

Playing, experimenting or 
exploring known themes, 
narratives, lived 
experience 
 

Crafting of narrative style 
through punctuation, 
sentence style, 
paragraphing and 
unfolding of narrative 
over time 

Being attentive to 
shading, language, clarity, 
 

Mind mapping, brain 
storming  

Ongoing attention to 
narrative detail, plot and 
relevant themes  
 

Holding your reader’s 
hand through complex 
passages 

                 ® 
                 ®                

Using all that is listed 
under Beginning 

Being prepared to rewrite, 
omit and tinker with 
loved passages 

 

 

Working Creatively with Research  

 

                                                
ã Elizabeth Colbert April 2016 
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Beginning  Making  

Research into style structure, genre, 

language, theme, history, anything of 

personal interest 

Research into style, structure, genre, 

language, theme, history, anything of 

person interest  

Research into the potential context of 

the work  

Research into the potential context of 

the work 

Research into the specific details of an 

area of  interest 

Research into the specific details of an 

area of interest 

Indentifying potential use of research 
ãElizabeth Colbert April 2016 

Integrating research into creative 

practice and/or work 

 

These ideas have been drawn from a broad range of theorists and my personal 

experience of working in different mediums (See: Creative Process Bibliography). 

Working with clay and pencil has influenced my view of the creative process because 

of the stronger sense I now have of the importance of a knowledge of the material 

with which I am working. I now place more emphasis on understanding what I am 

calling the ‘materiality’ of the created work; by this I mean the materials we are 

working with in the creative process. 

 

The table, Working Creatively, reflects the tensions and dilemmas a creative 

practitioner faces within the academic context.  These stem from the movement 

between explicable and inexplicable sources in the creative process often referred to 

as conscious and unconscious processes. These are reflected in the columns 

‘Beginning’ and ‘Making’ and continue throughout the making of any work. (Please 

insert arrows at the bottom to reflect this.) The second table focuses on ‘Beginning 

and Making’ because in my practice the last stage, while demanding, is a refining of 

what is work near completion and further research or major changes are less likely at 

this stage.  

 

Research speaks of intent but so often creative practitioners speak of moments of 

inspiration, ‘Aha’ moments or solutions to problems that have no rational explanation 

other than they are more likely to arrive in the shower. These moments often occur 
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during the beginning process but are clearly relevant throughout the making of a 

work. This tension is reflected in the writings of other theorists. Kevin Brophy, for 

example, in Creativity (1998) draws our attention to the work of the psychoanalyst, 

Lacan, and his recognition of the swing between science/researcher and poet/artist.  

 

Dominique Hecq in Towards a Poetics of Creative Writing, when considering the 

relationship between creative-writing practice and research, draws in a third aspect, 

poetics and rhetoric, which are reflected in the metaphors we live by. Within the 

writing process there is a triangulation between that which emerges and that which is 

known and knowledge. The distinction between that which is known and knowledge 

is described as follows:  

 
Knowing would denote grasping a situation or event using prior 
(unconscious) knowledge and synthesising as well as integrating new 
information, affects of stimuli into a personal knowledge base. 

Knowledge, on the other hand, would include identifying and evaluating 
new (rational) knowledge and making decisions about what the next steps 
or possible course of action might be (2015:23). 
 

I agree but also argue that in undertaking action based in new knowledge, the new 
knowledge becomes embodied and, in this process, open to being used 
imaginatively.  

 
Such theorizing is undermined to a degree by the fact that a complete understanding 
of the working of the human mind continues to escape us. Guy Claxton in The 
Wayward Mind examines both historical and more recent research into its nature. 
Although many of its vagaries remain to a large degree a mystery, Claxton suggests 
that ‘we can expand our identities to embrace the mystery, rather than being rattled 
by it’ (2005:353). He further posits, a point relevant to your context, the following: 

 

…the Enlightenment view of the mind is in urgent need of moderation. Its 
lopsided adherence to explicit, deliberate, conscious reason as the acme of 
intelligence is flawed. It leads to a contempt for symbols – for language 
that resonates in the intricate depths of the brain – and an overestimation 
of dull, literal prose. It leads to students being taught to pull poetry and 
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dreams apart; to plunder them impatiently for their ‘meaning’, and to a 

neglect of Keat’s art of ‘negative capability’ – the ability to dwell in 
‘uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reading after fact 
and reason’ (2005:357).  

 

What needs to be kept ‘in mind’ is that ‘our mind’ and its vagaries is open to some 

understanding if one reflects on one’s creative processes. Attentiveness to how you 

work can take place in tandem with the development of your work. Such awareness 

can also support the development of your work. Perhaps, too, it needs to be said that 

within your context science and art are being drawn together. 

 

I would now like to turn to my own practice and within this context give some sense 

to the role of research and another view of content analysis. I would like to begin with 

the question, how do we start to explore or look at that which is ‘out there’?  

 

In 2015 I developed an installation called Once Upon a Time. The installation, 

comprising works in clay and drawings including text, was based on my personal 

response to the abduction of nearly 300 adolescent girls by the Boko Haram terrorist 

group in Chibok, Nigeria on the night of April 14/15 in 2014. This event gnawed at 

me and continues to haunt me two years later with 219 of the girls still  missing. The 

development of this project arose from personal feelings but its form was influenced 

by many factors: the guidance of my teacher, the events themselves, my 

experimentation with clay, my preferred aesthetic with surfaces. My teacher 

encouraged me to research early forms of writing, a focus he felt important given the 

exhibition context – the annual Australian Association of Writing Programs 

conference. 
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 Clay is the material in which some of the earliest forms of writing are evident: in clay 

tablets, tokens and ostraca (potsherds). The early use of clay and the various forms 

used informed a number of the pieces. The large tablet told the story. 

 

Each girl was represented by a cylinder seal. Cylinder seals were inscribed and used 

to denote ownership – the representative symbol on cylinder seals were pressed into a 

tokens of clay and attached to bags of grain.  
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The story of the abduction also led to an exploration of materials and surface 

decorations. The stick figures arose from my drawing on my child hood experience of 

drawing stick figures and the simple line drawing in some of the painting of the  

 

 

Overnight

Traces
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French artist Jean Debuffet (2015). Simplicity was important in defining the different 

groups of people relevant to the abduction.  

 
 

The symbols needed to be read easily. These drawing are an example of the research 

undertaken; the figure in the upper right being the form that was most frequently used. 

I looked at examples of Abyssinian relief carving tyring to understand the way line 

had been used effectively. Further research included, written and visual reports of the 

abduction from the internet (it was  noted that Boko Haram deceptively dressed as 

soldiers when abducting the girls bu in the photograph of them with the girls whey 

were wearing cloth around their heads), quotations from members of the Stolen 
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Generation, particularly statements made by Frank Byrne (Byrne 2015) and Marcia 

Langton (Langton 2015); images from film footage of American slaves in 

documentary histories of black American musicians (Burns 2015).   

 

In a sense, I would arguer, I undertook a form of content analysis. I surveyed the area 

of early uses of clay and writing and selected a number to explore in detail. I selected 

criteria that informed my choices: line, the use of clay forms for story telling, how 

narratives unfold on tablets, the telling points of the abduction narrative and samples 

of testimonies from the stolen generation that reflected how the girls might feel for the 

drawings. All required a survey of the material and choices based on selected criteria, 

criteria of my choosing driven by my interests. Of course there is a difference between 

this and traditional content analysis which is used in quantitative research: there was 

no counting of the frequency of occurrence. I was searching for material to create a 

sense of loss not a data base for reporting on the nature of something.  

 

Imaginative variations occurred in the making of the smaller tablets which were 

inscribed with the markings made on some of the cylinder seals, drawn upon and in 

the case of the upper tablet, a black glaze which had been tested at the studio was  

used like paint.  

 
Research also took place through experimentation with different forms clay bodies, 

for example, in Derision a black clay body was used for the tablet and porcelain and a 

Traces
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paper clay were used for the tokens. The tokens were sandpapered so that they felt 

like silk to the touch.  

 

 

 

Derision
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One of the larger forms, the box, started as an exploration of making a cube and a 

desire to master the techniques needed. 

 
 

In the following work, the flat area was made by dipping a serviette in slip. The clay 

was like fabric and I tried to create a relief map of the mountainous area where the 

girls were taken; the form imagined rather than researched.  

Boxed up
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At the top of this slide you can see one of the tablets included in the installation. This 

tablet was a piece on which the slip soaked serviette was tested. Ceramic pencil 

drawings were made over the serviette with the aim of creating more diffuse, blurred 

lines like those in the drawings.  How would they fire? 

 

We are lost

Imagined outcomes
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The diversity of marks and forms on the cylinder seals was reinforced by their 

traditional function. Many were inscribed with words written in reverse so that if they 

were rolled on clay, as they were on the tablets in the background they could be read. 

The list of 200 words I drew upon was also researched using Roget’s Thesaurus.  

 

Several of the larger forms we developed spontaneously, such as the shoe/oven, a 

form that resembles both. Oddly this form became more significant when one of my 

teachers, Kate Jones, discovered it in a book on ceramic forms. It resembled a shoe 

that was used to hold human ashes, a larnax.  

 

 

 
 

Research also included looking up the Victorian Year 12 Physics exam. The relevant 

formulas were listed at the back of the exam paper. These were scratched into the 

surface of 6 clay structure to reference the exam the abducted girls were preparing to 

take. They might be scratched into a wall in a moment of remembered sanity. 

Imagination, projection and research are combined here.  

Surviving
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My current work involves research into clays, forms and glazes which are running 

along side the making of maquettes of possible forms. The theme of flight and the 

flight paths used by birds and the ecological changes that might affect these paths is 

being researched. The theme is loosely understood and reading and looking is taking 

place. Research into contemporary ceramic practices has revealed that one idea has 

already been used. It also led to a knowledge of a new technique. Once again, I am 

surveying a loosely defined territory to nurture my imagination.  

 

The second approach to creative practice I would like to outline is one encouraged in 

my drawing class. This involves exploring the possibilities of a still life drawing. 

Several avenues have been explored so far: creating an expressive work from a 

representational work; enlarging a particular section or detail of a work; extending the 

original drawing imaginatively. A further technique is taking the work of another 

artist and using it as a starting point. All of these techniques are possible in writing. 

Several of these I have used already, but I would like to explore today one example, 

that is, using a small paragraph of text as a starting point for an imaginative work.  

 

Remembering
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Several weeks ago, we were given a quote from Paul Auster’s Report from the 

Interior, a memoir that traces the ‘history of his psychological development from 

childhood to early adulthood’ (Mancuso S 2013). This is the quotation:  
 
In the beginning, everything was alive. The smallest objects were 
endowed with beating hearts, and even the clouds had names. Scissors 
could wok, telephones and teapots were first cousins, eyes and eyeglasses 
were brothers … The branches of trees were arms, stones could think, and 
God was everywhere. (Auster P 2913). 

 

From this we were asked to develop a drawing. For me, ‘stones could think was the 

starting point’. Stones became building blocks for an ambiguous drawing in which the 

marks could be layered rocks or tumbling buildings. From my perspective, if stones 

could think they might express them selves as strong, solid buildings, a very 

anthropomorphic projection on my part. 

 

How can I relate this to content analysis? In this creative process, the first step was to 

explore something outside the self. I asked, what characterizes a stone? As I worked 

with charcoal and conté, the ideas of layers of rocks also became significant as I 

thought of the rows of windows in a skyscraper. However, I could have considered 

many qualities: form, colour, shape, hardness, context, history, geological features 

and significance. In content analysis, one must select the criteria that will give form to 

the research and provide a descriptive framework to the analysis of the content. One 

could argue that in thinking about these qualities one is creating a system for 

organized observation.  

 

I would now like to turn to Mihaly Csikszentmahalyi’s (1996) description of the 

creative process and a summary of the heuristic research method as outlined by Clive 

Moustakas (Moustakas in Hiles 2001). A summarised form in the table Creative 

Process and Heuristic Inquiry shows that they are quite alike.  
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Csikszentmahalyi /Creative process  
(1996) 

 
 
Moustakas/Heuristic (Hiles 2001) 

preparation/immersion 
in a set of problematic issues that are 
interesting and arouse curiosity 

initial engagement 
find intense interest of personal nature 
research question emerges 

incubation 
a churning of ideas below threshold of 
consciousness, unusual connections 
forged 

immersion 
question is lived demanding alertness, 
concentration and self-searching 
anything becomes relevant to question 

insight/s 
sometimes called ‘Aha’ moments, may be 
interspersed with incubation, evaluation 
and elaboration and elaboration 

incubation 
retreat from intense concentration to 
expansion enabling tacit knowledge to 
clarify and extend understanding  

evaluation 
Is the insight worth pursuing? 
consideration of the domain, field and 
concern about opinion of others 

illumination 
awakening to new awareness, 
modification of old understanding, 
synthesis of fragmented knowledge  

elaboration 
creating the work 
 

explication 
a full examination of conscious 
understanding, organizing and depiction 
of core themes 

 creative synthesis 
creative synthesis of core themes 
following reflection often in report, 
thesis, poem, story drawing painting 
 

 validation of heuristic inquiry 
question  - does synthesis represent 
essence of experience? Reflection on data 
to determine whether necessary meanings 
conveyed. 

 

My interest in these summaries rests in the concluding creative syntheses and the 

process of arriving at it. The immersion and incubation periods suggest a very interior 

approach to the research. Artistic practice that draws on the personal and intense 

interest suggests  that the personal remains an informing perspective throughout the 

research and elaboration/creative synthesis process.  

 

However, while I don’t doubt the validity of the process, I now question some aspects 

of both because the outcome is expressed in artistic formats.  
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This questioning has arisen from my work with physical materials; clay, glazes, slips, 

paper, various pencils, charcoal and conté. Carol Mancusi Ungaro’s description of 

Mark Rothko’s process clarifies my point. Rothko used a combination of materials 

from his battery of tried media. This included oil paint, synthetic polymer, egg, and 

aqueous glue to achieve the desired effect. He further manipulated the conventional 

qualities of these materials through multi-layering and other techniques. He turned his 

canvas and the direction of the drips, He ensured the supporting structure of the 

canvas  left no trace on the surface.   

 

Unlike novel writing, with ceramics and drawing, I can ‘see’ the results of my work in 

a single glance at a single point of time. This awareness of the importance of the  

material  aspect of the created work has suggested that there is an experiential and 

outward approach that is equally important in the creation of any work. It isn’t just the 

idea. The process and materials a equally important. This awareness, I argue, has 

arisen out of a process similar to that outlined by Csikszentmahalyi (1996). Reflection 

on my process, in writing, drawing and ceramics and led me to the position that 

writing is in some significant ways different to working with physical materials to 

creative works viewed with an emphasis on sight: it takes a lot of time to develop a 

written work and there are differences in the later stages. The experience has led me 

to ask, what is the material of the writing process? Language with all its nuances?  

The wealth of form and structures?  The negotiation of time? The imagined flights 

and unexpected insights and collisions that being fresh insights into the human 

experience? All of the above depends on tacit knowledge, knowledge dependent on 

the experiential and embodied. (The implication here is that the acts of writing and 

reading both contribute to tacit knowledge.) 

 

The material qualities and the process of mastering these is an important part of  

writing. Mastering the sentence, the paragraph and being open to playing with the 

core elements, including language made me question the larger focus on the unknown 

internal aspects of Csikszentmihalyi’s process. Mastery of the skills also leaves open 

choices but on the other hand one must look to the work of others to understand what 

these are. At this point research becomes relevant. So for example, how does Peter 

Carey use the stylistic features of other writers to create his works? Which elements 
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has he used and which has he ignored? How has he played with other texts creatively?  

What aspects of Ned Kelly’s Jerilderie Letter did he use to establish the narrator’s 

voice in True History of the Kelly Gang (Carey P 2001) 

 

The focus of Ungaro Mancusi on the practical aspects of Rothko’s work is not unlike 

the analytical approach taken by John Mullan in How Novels Work. A survey of the 

contents reveals Mullan’s approach to his analysis and commentary: “Beginning, 

Narrating, People, Genre, Voices, Structure, Detail, Style, Devices, Literariness, 

Ending’(2006:7). A brief example hints at the complexity of his analysis: ‘In matters 

of character and personal destiny, the chronological complexity is often intriguing. 

DeLillo himself does not always seem to recognize the potential of his own narrative 

method ‘(Mullan 2006:163). 

 

My point here is that writing of any sort can be thought of as having its own 

characteristics and the writer’s awareness of these is enabling. However, there are 

many ways to analyse a text. Milan Kundera, in his The Art of the Novel (2005) is 

more concerned with what the novel is about. He accommodates the historical 

development of the novel in his philosophical approach to the writing and 

appreciation of a text: ‘Meditative interrogation (interrogative meditation) is the base 

on which all  my novels are constructed (2005:31). His knowledge and understanding 

of the development of the novel inform his work. In contrast, Mark Tredinnick in the 

little red writing book [SIC](2010) explores the writing world at a micro level and 

gives the reader tasks. These range from rewriting ‘bad’ sentences, constructing 

defining paragraphs and writing a novel’s blurb. This example of a task is long, but it 

gives a sense of the scope of his analysis and a sense of what I am describing as the 

materiality writing:  

 

Take a look through the books you admire. Look at 

their contents page … notice how each one is 

composed. How does each one deal with the structural 

questions I mention…? James Galvin’s book The 

Meadow, for instance, falls into two parts. And each is 

made up of fragments of differing lengths, any of them 
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as short as a paragraph. They chop from one time, one 

person, one place to another.. How are your favourite 

books structured? Why have their authors gone for 

those structures? What are the advantages and 

disadvantages of each? 

In the light of the variety of structures you observe 

among your favourite books, think about how you 

might organize your book or whatever it is (Tredinnick 

2010:163). 

 

Umberto Eco has written extensively on writing and literature, He asks, what is the 

point of the analysis? He suggests that when the critic applies theory he should start 

‘…from the awareness of the constants to see how the text calls them into question, 

makes them interact, and covers the skeleton with different skin and muscles in each 

different case (2006:172) 

: 

… the work of literature is a miracle of invention that 

keeps at bay and conceals the variables on which it 

nevertheless plays (Eco 2005: 172) . 

 

My interpretation of this is that our awareness of the constants allows us to create the 

variables. It suggests that we turn our attention to researching the materiality of 

writing and develop our skills and understandings of the constants and variables so 

that when we have that Aha moment we can play with them at ease. My point is 

referring to these writers on writing is that each of them view writing in a different 

way. Each has a different set of questions to answer. Each of them would be looking 

for different criteria if they were undertaking a content analysis of a text.  

 

I would now like to move away from way others have analysed and organized their 

texts and discuss now the more difficult task of understanding that which comes to us 

unannounced in the writing process. cockatoos and fences is recently written poem, a 

work in progress. What are some of the problems I have been grappling with since 

writing it mostly in a succession of Aha moments.  
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cockatoos and fences 
 
cockatoos  
flying overhead 
surf the stream of traffic 
along Burke Road 
white 
quills in flight 
shriek and wheel 
across the roof tops 
as 
Gerry Mulligan and Chet Baker 
swamp our car 
trumpet and sax 
easing 
our Easter Monday drive 
to family 
─ building fences the task ─ 
palings 
laminated with protective paint 
stand taught 
against the sea breeze a 
feathering 
lost to Burke and Wills* on their interior run 
no fences then except 
in their image of another’s land 
traces 
of their minds 
forged in parallel tracks 
narrow in the distance 
remnants   
too reside on the corner block where 
cars are waxed 
interiors perfumed 
Chet B 
trumpets an improvised riff 
smothering the Easter promise  
of chocolate instead of war and 
we 
scarred with false initiations 
lost possibilities 
and scented with failure 
drive  
the prescribed routes and 
mapping of the landscape 
determined by our forebears and 
flounder  
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in the levelling principle 
of deconstruction until we  
find ourselves  
stationary  
at a red light 
overhead the cockatoos veer North  
to their homeland scrub 
Mulligan 
scherzos over our panting dog  
in the back seat 
as we wait the green 
Easter 
Monday this year 
is about the certainty of  
building fences 
  
*(Burke and Will are Australian explorers who opened up the interior to white settlers.) 
 

The basis of this poem was a series of notes written as a passenger being driven from 

North Balwyn to East Bentleigh. The journey took place on Easter Monday and is 

sourced in observations and feelings. What were the problems that concerned me 

when I started to assemble the ideas? The tone, the structure and content. I wanted the 

tone to be conversational, no punctuation ─ line breaks were to define the phrasal 

breaks, the pattern was to be consistent with variety within it and I wanted it to read 

like prose.  As I was writing it a further ‘Aha’ moment led me to explore the historical 

referencing in the naming of Burke Rd and Burke’s responsibility as an explorer for 

mapping what was to be one of the first non-indigenous journeys into the interior.  

Having reached this point in the writing, a point where some of the conversational 

tone has been lost in my efforts to strengthen the poem’s poetic qualities, I am 

researching the journey of Burke and Wills to ensure that any reference is correct and 

to see if there is any specific vocabulary that may lead to a movement away from the 

Eco’s constants.  

The following is a small sample from Wikipedia’s Burke and Wills entry: 

In 1860–61, Robert O'Hara Burke and William John Wills led an expedition of 
19 men with the intention of crossing Australia from Melbourne in the south, to 
the Gulf of Carpentaria in the north, a distance of around 3,250 kilometres 
(approximately 2,000 miles).[1] At that time most of the inland of Australia had 
not been explored by non-indigenous people and was completely unknown to the 
European settlers. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_O%27Hara_Burke
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_John_Wills
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Australia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Melbourne
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gulf_of_Carpentaria
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Burke_and_Wills_expedition#cite_note-main-1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Australia


 22 

The expedition left Melbourne in winter. Bad weather, poor roads and broken-
down wagons meant they made slow progress at first. After dividing the party at 
Menindee on the Darling River Burke made good progress, reaching Cooper 
Creek at the beginning of summer. The expedition established a depot camp at 
the Cooper and Burke, Wills and two other men pushed on to the north coast 
(although swampland stopped them from reaching the northern coastline). 

The return journey was plagued by delays and monsoon rains, and when they 
reached the depot Cooper Creek, they found it had been abandoned just hours 
earlier. Burke and Wills died on or about 30 June 1861. Several relief 
expeditions were sent out, all contributing new geographical findings. 
Altogether, seven men lost their lives, and only one man, the Irish soldier John 
King, crossed the continent with the expedition and returned alive to Melbourne 
(Wikipedia 2016). 

The following is the list of words I thought might have potential: expedition, poor 

roads, slow progress, depot, camp, plagued, pushed, inland, monsoon rains and 

geographical findings.  These are words that might fulfil Brophy’s wish to dazzle. 

 

In terms of my table, Working Creatively, this research is taking place in the finishing 

phase. A warning against this: freshness is important. One can so easily kill a work. 

Further, looking at this extract, it struck me, in what might be considered another 

‘Aha’ moment, that aspects of the Wikipedia material might make an interesting form 

for a poem. Finally, what were the questions that led me to choose these words” 

Which of these words can also characterize my journey? Which of these words carry 

resonating sounds? 

 

So, how can content analysis be used? 

A couple of minor examples come to mind: In Ceramics Without Glaze (Perryman, J 

2008), Jane Perryman divides the book into four sections: Clay with surface Pigment, 

Clay marked y Fire, Pure Clay and Clay with Additions. She combines the 

photographs and interviews with 42 ceramic artist in her book. Each artists provides 

the details of their processes and interests. My interest is in the organization of the 

book, in her selection of the four areas. I’m not sure how she arrived at this. She may 

have chosen the categories and then researched the artists or she may have reviewed a 

number and established the categories. In either case this is a small example of 

content analysis. As a person working with clay, I found the section, ‘Clay Marked by 

Clay’ relevant to my current interests. I also like the aesthetic of these works and want 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Menindee
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Darling_River
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cooper_Creek
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cooper_Creek
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_King_%28explorer%29
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_King_%28explorer%29
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to know more about the processes that produced them. The relevance I see is in the 

writer’s coming to an understanding of what has been written before and how it has 

been done.  

 

I was recently given The Secret of Evil (2014) by Roberto Bolaño. I was intrigued by 

the cover and preliminary notes. They suggested that the collection of fragmented 

texts reflected a joining of memoire and fiction. How had this been achieved? After 

reading two stories, I realized that they, like life and memoir writing, there is a sense 

of the narrative continuing, that the life of the writer is a work in progress or a series 

of events connected through the writing body. This blending of the two genres was 

also supported by the narrative voice, the conversational tone, the inviting of the 

reader into the confidential space of the writer’s world and the ease with which the 

narrator slips seamlessly from the personal and seemingly factual into the fictional. 

Bolaño also shares in his stories his analysis of story and narrative style so that the 

narrator is ever visible (for example, he writes ‘… the verb to appear will appear 

often in this story (Bolaño,  R20124:26).  In The Colonel’s Son the narrative shifts 

from his reflections on the quality of a zombie film to an outline of the plot. As in the 

other two ‘stories’ there is neither a conclusion nor closure. I found this disturbing.  

 

One can see by my comments that I have a recognizable bias. My baggage includes: 

narrative voice, structure, genre, style and reader/writer relationship, a desire for a 

resolved plot. I also noted that I thought his writing reflected post-modernist values 

and I queried how he exemplifies and extends them? These criteria arise from my 

experience and interests. In undertaking an analysis of anything one must recognize 

that the criteria used in your analysis is not neutral. It stems from your purpose. In 

pursuing your particular writing interests and the role of content analysis in your 

research you need to be able to not only choose useful and relevant criteria, but locate 

them your research paradigm. 

   

Kevin Brophy in his discussion of the place of creative-writing in undergraduate and 

post-graduate courses paraphrases the critical comments of the American essayist 

Willaim H. Gass: 
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Gass goes on … to make a plea for those truly creative writers whose 

sentences are ‘fists’ and have ‘souls’. He wants to read sentences with 
energy, perception, passion, thought, music, movement, and imagination. 
For him, what is creative must have in some measure a sublime style. It 
must dazzle. All ideas, he writes, have been ‘fucked over’; no writer can 
have an original one, so all that’s left is style;: sentences with muscle that 
move (Brophy K 1988: 188) 

 

So is your task to use content analysis to understand style? Brophy argues that writing 

is more than that. He recounts his ‘story’ of accidentally taking marijuana into a 

Melbourne prison. The story is an example of the importance of the personal in 

writing:  
‘… the point I want to make here, is that this kind of writing involves exposure. 
It is the recurring dream of being stripped naked. It is an uncovering of what 
might normally not be paraded before strangers (1998:191).  
 

For me, we return to the ongoing negotiation between that which we come to newly 

through research and that which is already embedded in the deeply personal bank of 

the experiential.  We are led back to the role of research in its broadest sense, that is, 

of nurturing ourselves as writers in order to broaden that with which we can express 

ourselves. Further, it is often through research that we deepen our understanding of 

the materiality of our craft. 

 

In trying to establish some of the links between my creative practice in ceramics, 

drawing and writing, I have come to the conclusion that the creative process when 

writing is different to that in ceramics and drawing. This difference rests in the 

potential for the development and progression of an idea to take place over a long 

period of time, although Picasso did work on some of his canvasses for several years.  

With writing, it's not always easy to see what is there, even when we have written it, 

nor how others will see it. It can be difficult to finesse the nuances and the subtleties, 

to determine deletions and additions.  Gaining an objective perspective and removing 

the material held onto by one’s ego is a struggle, and remains so for me, even though I 

recognize what is happening.  
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Research has the potential to have a primary role in the development of a piece of 

writing; nothing is more evident than the research sitting behind the historical fiction 

of Hilary Mantel.  However, there are some concluding comments that I would like to 

make about this based on my own experience. Firstly, when the source material does 

not come from direct experience, it takes longer to integrate the material into a text 

and fix it firmly within the narrative voice. Dominque Hecq has written: ‘Ideas take 

time to percolate and make a difference in the fabric of our imagination (2015:216). I 

believe this to be true of the newly researched. Drawing on my experience as a 

creative-writing researcher, I would argue that new knowledge in the form of 

researched material needs to be fully integrated into the writer’s psyche  before it can 

be drawn upon imaginatively.  This takes time and multiple drafts. 

  

In conclusion, I correspond with a writer called Ceri Eagling. We met in Paris when 

we were both starting to explore writing. She, like me, drew most on the experiential 

and the imagination. She recently sent me a short story and responded to my 

comments by saying that the falling of the main character into the river was based on 

her aunt’s experience. It's not odd, but still provokingly interesting to me how a small 

incident, experience or event in our or another's life provides us with such a rich 

source of starting points for narratives, even if the starting point is the end. 
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