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Abstract

This qualitative study examines the sources and channels of information used by emerging artists living in Montreal.  Professional artists are an information-rich, savvy group who use various means of communication to exchange knowledge and feed their art practices. Working outside of an academic institution or corporate context, these artists seem isolated but are actually adept at gathering, analyzing and synthesizing information to create art.  This case study explores the artists’ methods of connecting with their community and finding information to pursue self-guided projects.  The main finding of this study was a common perception among artists that the strategies and sources that they are using for information are somehow inferior to the way they think they should be working.  While each artist’s practice is different, there was a tendency to rely on a mix of print and digital materials; the most important sources to them were their personal connections and their own experiences.
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 Introduction

Little research has been done on the information-seeking behaviour of artists, and even less in the specific area of this study, which is the sources and channels of information used by artists. In his literature review on the information seeking-behaviour of artists, Hemmig (2008) found that “there has not been a published study of the information behavior of a community of practicing artists.” Even in the domain of psychology where the field of “creativity research has undergone a recent explosion, there is little research into the details of the creative process based on the observation of creative production by those involved in a particular field of creative endeavour” (Mace, 1997, p. 266).  This study begins to fill this gap in the scholarship, by exploring where visual artists look for information, what digital and print resources they are using and how they are using this information. 

Artists

According to the regroupement des artistes en arts visuals du Quebec (RAAV), a professional artist is a person who declares themselves as an artist; produces work on their own behalf; exhibits, produces, publishes, presents in public or is marketed by a presenter; is recognized by their peers as a professional artist by way of an honourable mention, an award, a prize, a scholarship, an appointment to an adjudication committee or an invitation to participate in a salon or by any other similar means (raav.org).  They typically have some training in the field as well and earn some or all of their income from their art. A broader definition could include “any person who manipulates physical media for the purpose of communication with an audience or with him- or herself” (Cobbledick, 1996, p. 246).  

In a survey of 80 Toronto artists on the topic of artistic identity, Bain (2005) argues that artists assert their professional status “through the construction and maintenance of an artistic identity”, rather than a particular set of criteria (Bain, 2005, p.34). Some artists adopt the title of ‘professional artist’ in order to be taken seriously in their community (Bain, 2005, p33). Bain found that artists are isolated and socio-economically marginalized (Bain, 2005, p. 35).  She also notes “ although the ultimate goal for many artists is financial independence derived entirely from the sale of their own artwork, few artists actually succeed in making sufficient sales to permit a full-time, undisturbed commitment to their art” (Bain, 2005, p.39). In her study most of the artists spent 35 hours per week on a secondary form of employment (Bain, 2005, p. 40). 

Although studies have found artists to be at or above the norm in intelligence tests, and most artists are highly educated people, the perception persists that artists are “somehow less able to function in the everyday world, and perhaps even less intelligent than most” (Cowan, 2004). Contemporary artists develop their own methods of working through their art practice.  The incorporation of research, both conceptually and aesthetically begins in art school, but artists may be “reluctant to discuss it because the romantic image of spontaneous art-making is still deeply rooted in our social and economic definition of ‘artist’” (Taylor, 2007, p. 5). Despite this perceived lack of intelligence, that artists themselves may perpetuate, many artists have a university level education and often play the role of artist/curator/writer/cultural worker, especially in the context of Artist-Run-Centres and approach their art-making from a scholarly point of view, reflecting on theory and what has come before (Taylor, 2007, p. 5).  Sullivan’s (1996) interviews with artists who participated in a group show as curators and then spoke as critics as they reflected on their process exemplifies the collapse of the distinction between those categories (Sullivan, 1996, p. 212).  

Artists make up a community of practice, defined as a place where “ knowledge is created and resides” and where “in pursuit of a common practice, individual members are attuned to one another” (Davies, 2005, pp. 104).  In this sphere “learning is the focus of communities of practice, specifically, learning as social participation” (Davies, 2005, pp. 104).  In spite of pursuing individual practices, artists do have a community and they share information. “A useful assumption is to consider the complexity of contemporary art in a similar way to the stance taken by qualitative researchers who seek to understand multifaceted realities such as life in communities or classrooms” (Sullivan, 1996, pp. 210). Artists are unique, just as each student in a class has their own particular goals, motivations and practices. 

This group of users tends to be ignored in the scholarship and in practice. Libraries are under-serving artists, who are information rich but possibly financially poor. “As a commodity, information’s value is diminished to its exchange value.  Its potential, its use value, its value as a social good, all are subordinated to the concept of exchange value.  The praxis to which libraries have traditionally adhered has been informed by an ethical stance in favor of free and equal access to information…Without making a conscious or explicit decision to change the ethics that traditionally inform library practice, the profession seems to be increasingly infiltrated by creeping commodification” (Cowan, 2004).  One way to counteract this commodification is to study and serve library users who are seeking out knowledge for its own sake, or in this case, art for art’s sake.
Information

Defining information is problematic. Is something considered information if it is useful, physical, structured, part of a process, intentional or true (Case, 2005, p. 50)? Is there “value in subjective information, more information, taking information out of context or from a particular source, matching a query with an exact answer, having access to the information and accessing appropriate channels of information” (Dervin from Case, 2005, p. 8)? In the case of an art practice, any physical object or idea could be combined to create some new aesthetic comment and in turn, new knowledge.  Therefore, almost anything could be considered ‘information’ to an artist.

If creativity comprises the radical and new combination of static elements, then the more “information”, that is bits of data (or thoughts, symbols, images, words, etc), one has to combine, the more opportunities there are to combine them in new ways and thus be creative. Information does not always reduce uncertainty, which suggest a narrowing rather than a broadening (Case, p. 51, from Bouzza, 1989 p.145).  Instead, it may well increase possibility. For the purpose of this study, information is ‘that which can be used or combined to create an idea or knowledge’.  

Problem Solving & Problem Finding


The idea of problem solving as a linear exercise is not always appropriate in the  domain of artistic practice.  While at times artists may seek out a specific resource or piece of information, they are not likely asking a question that has one specific answer.  In fact, the artist may not even know what they are looking for until they find it.  While artists may seek out certain specific information for a particular project, the bigger concerns for their general art practice are better served by their tendency to browse.   The scholarship on creativity and the information seeking behaviour of artists showcases their non-linear approach  (Ecker, 1963; Runco, 2007; Edstrom, 2008; Nelson & Rawlings, 2007; Lubart, 2001; Cowan, 2004; Mace, 1997).   

Following Dewey’s assertion that “the artist has his problems and thinks as he works”, Ecker (1963) calls the artist “a born experimenter” engaged in “qualitative problem solving” (Ecker, 1963 p. 287, 288). What makes the behaviour of artists experimental is “not a neat progression of steps but a single, continuous means-ends progression, sometimes hesitating, halting, groping; it may be rethought, move forward again, start over” (Ecker, 1963, p. 288).  

Edstrom’s (2008) phenomenological study on artistic development also illustrates the meandering and sometimes cyclic nature of art practice. For example, one student he interviewed remarked “ Often when you work it’s like you’re in a curve, sometimes you’re down and you don’t get much done.  Then you read some literature and try to come back to an old idea of yours, and then you arrive at the new piece and then you exhibit” and another says “I’ve learned to just do something without a specific aim from the start, and let it change on the way…It can be tough to sit down and work when you feel you don’t have any…if you’re paralyzed and then you think that ‘I’ll just do something, anything, whatever’, it usually still leads to something” (Edstrom, 2008, p.10). He also noted that professional artists present learning situations are influence by their previous learning experiences, such as some sort of formal education or training (Edstrom, 2008, p. 18).

Nelson and Rawlings (2007) studied artists who were asked to talk about “the creation of a recent or current artwork, particularly the way in which they perceived and solved problems”.  They noted a “tension between desire based on a felt lack, and an intuited artistic object” where “the artist engages in a process of exploration,” which “clarifies the artist’s implicit guiding idea” (Nelson & Rawlings, 2007).   As the artwork is completed the artist “remains ambiguous and open to change” resulting in a “non-linear but rhythmic progression” (Nelson & Rawlings, 2007). 

Cowan (2004) was plagued by her preconceptions about problem solving in her case study of one artist: “I had assumed information-seeking was an action motivated by a perceived need, by a lack, rather than a creative process motivated by curiosity, pleasure, or sensory feedback.  In spite of my best intentions, I walked into the interview with the scholarly category of ‘information need’ reified in my mind”.  Cowan astutely points out that the crucial step is “how a situation where there is no problem to be solved gets transformed into a situation where a problem ready for solution exists” (Cowan, 2004).  The nature of the practice is pluralistic in that “artistic creativity is sometimes a kind of problem solving, but also sometimes self-expression, exploration, experimentation, or some other activity that is not problem solving” (Runco, 2007 p. 99).

Mace (1997) found that “although problem solving is a major component in creative production, there exists a more important forerunner: problem finding (Mace 1997, p. 267). In “The Creative Vision: A longitudinal study of problem finding in art” by Jacob W. Getzels and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1976), the idea of problem finding in art is first introduced. The authors categorically reject the idea that art is a linear problem solving exercise.  Instead, the task of the artist happens in the process of executing a project, when the finished ‘solution’ and the discovery of the problem are found at the same time.  In their experiment, where artists created a still life drawing, they did not have a clear idea of what the final product would look like until they had finished.  In a way, they were making marks on the page as a response to the stimuli they were presented with but they were not aiming for a particular effect.  The final result, a surprise, represented the culmination of their explorations but there was no direct path to getting the final result.   Mace notes that “there may be many possible solutions for one particular artistic concept” leading artists who work in series to experiment with multiple ways of executing a particular set of criteria (Mace, 1997, p. 275).  In fact, artists may leave a “delay in problem foreclosure” in order to discover new relations between conflicting elements” and “engage in essentially problem-finding activities of the discovered-problem orientation rather than in a presented-problem orientation” (Mace, 1997, p. 277).  Because artists don’t necessarily have a distinct problem in mind, their information gathering practice can continue throughout their process.

Models

The field of information science is rife with models of information use. No specific model exists for the sources and channels of information used by artists and none also for the way artists use information.  However, in the domain of creativity research, several models do exists, stemming from a four stage model developed by Wallas (1926).  Mace & Ward (2002) also created a four stage model of creativity which they used in their research on how artists create art, which touches on information behaviour. Both of these models recognize the non-linear nature of art practice and acknowledge that the four stages may overlap. This observation is congruent with Foster’s non-linear model of information-seeking, which is one of the only models from the information science domain that deals with the looping, complex, non-sequential gathering techniques used in information situations that may not have a clear question and answer ‘problem’.
Wallas

Wallas’ (1926) fours stages of the creative process have been either emulated or refuted by nearly every researcher studying some aspect of creativity since 1926.  The four stages are: preparation, incubation, illumination and verification.  Wallas acknowledges that the process of creating may not be entirely linear when he states that a person may “have several kindred problems in his mind, on all of which the voluntary work of preparation has been, or is being done, and for any of which, at the Illumination stage, a solution may present itself”.  Although this model has been widely used, “these four stages, which can be distinguished in creative thought, may overlap” (Patrick, 1976, p. 78). Moreover, “all four of these activities are mixed together; they are constantly (or alternately) going on throughout the whole process (Beardsley 1965, p.293).  Lubart’s recent survey of the literature on creativity suggests that “the basic four-stage model of the creative process may need to be revised or replaced” (2001, p. 299).  
Mace & Ward

Mace and Ward (2002) have prepared another model of the creative process in relation to the information seeking behaviour of artists.  The four main phases of this model are: artwork conception; idea development; making the Artwork; and finishing the artwork.  These phases occur throughout the ongoing development of art-making knowledge.  Information gathering and researching is consistent throughout the phases (Mace & Ward 2002). Information gathering is especially important for artists if the work they are creating is a “part of a newly establishing body of work”, for if the work is part of an established body of work the “background context of information” has already been developed (Mace & Ward, 2002, p. 185).   This “dynamically interactive” model with its loops and zigzags shows that  “the process of art making is not linear and the boundaries between phases can be fuzzy”.   The seeds of this model came from earlier research, based on Wallas’ stages, that sought to “explore the experience of creative production and to determine any patterns in the process” (Mace, 1997, p. 266).  The domain of art making is unique in that “knowing when the problem is solved is determined by the problem-finding process.  Of course, the art-making process may not consist of distinct stages of problem identification, problem formulation, and problem solving.  Rather, it may involve simultaneous problem discovery and solution.” (Mace, 1997, p. 272).
Foster

Foster (2006) developed a non-linear model of information behaviour because “a simple linear interpretation may not sufficiently explain the complexity of information seeking” (p. 160). He claims his non-linear model is “a new perspective that seeks a holistic understanding of the inter-relationship of multiple individually complex variables that form information behaviour” (Foster, 2006, p. 156).  The core processes of his model are opening, orientation and consolidation, which “continually interact internally with themselves, and with the information seeker’s cognitive approach, internal context, and external context.  These elements are considered wholly interactive and non-sequential.  Each component of the model is composed of activities, events and sub-processes” (Foster, 2006, p. 158). The non-linear model suggests that the construction of information problems is an ever-mutable process and that problems are continually redefined until they are solved (Foster, 2006, p. 160, 162).  His model goes against the standard as it incorporates multiple loops and interactions between stages. Artists may be using the broadest combination of data to produce knowledge, and therefore the standard linear problem-solving model does not apply to the artist’s task of art creation. This model may be useful for examining information behaviour patterns in general, but this study on the sources and channels of information used by artists seeks rather to understand which resources artists use in their practices. 
Summary

The application of an information behaviour model is particularly inappropriate with this group. “The cliché is that a picture speaks a 1000 words, and for non-linear information seeking creating a graphical representation of data that is accessible and enables research analysis is a significant challenge” (Foster, 2006, p. 167).  Many artists described the flow or channeling nature of producing art.  They are not necessarily analyzing their problems and solutions as they are encountering them, and they certainly are not speaking about them in those terms. While many models exist, none will be applied in this research paper.
The artistic process

Cobbledick (1996) found that preconceptions regarding artists as “intuitive, self-contained individuals who create via inspiration” exist and the library seems to be on the periphery of that process (p. 344). To locate the “visual elements that appear in the finished work” an artist relies on her own imagination, the medium itself and chance (Cobbledick, 1996). The artist also relies on the magical serendipity many researchers in previous studies on artists’ use of information have referred to in studying artist’s user needs (Hemmig, 2008).  The inspirational information includes the “ideas, moods, emotions, general or suggestive visual information – anything that serves as a motivator or catalyst in the creation of art” (Cobbledick, 1996, p. 348).  However, in practice and in previous studies, artists do rely on external sources for inspiration, creation, and dissemination of their work.  

Browsing and Serendipity

Trends emerged from the existing scholarship.  Artists find information most often through serendipity and browsing. Cobbledick emphasizes that the “ extent and importance of browsing cannot be overstated” as the artists she interviewed used browsing to locate material for a specific need by browsing within limited subject areas. Bates’ (2005) work on berrypicking acknowledges that searches are constantly being modified based on new information found during a query. Erdelez’s Information Encountering (IE), which is defined as “an instance of accidental discovery of information during an active search for some other information” describes the serendipity experienced by artists throughout their creative processes (2005, p. 180). The development of Erdelez’s functional IE model, which includes “stopping, examining, capturing and returning”, is parallel with Bates’ browsing definition. (Erdelez, 2005, p. 181). 

 Chang (2005) employs the term browsing to refer to library use or human-computer interaction (Chang, 2005, p. 69).   He breaks browsing down into five themes: situational browsing during a specific search, seeking based on common characteristics, keeping up-to-date, ‘finding out’ and goal-free invitational browsing (Chang, 2005, p. 72).  These behaviours range from problem-solving situations to problem finding situations, with the last them of ‘goal-free invitational browsing’ being the closest to serendipity. Gerlich & Perrier (2003) mention browsing in relation to new technologies and noted that students were well equipped to use technology for gathering information and representing points of view. (Gerlish & Perrier, 2003, p. 79). 

Foster’s idea of Eclecticism is “a strategy for accessing vast amounts of information, across disciplines and from many information sources, and not only accessing, but also storing and filtering information for future incorporation into further information-seeking activities” (Foster, 2006, p. 157).  This is classic behaviour of artists who source and store images, sounds or objects for incorporation in to future projects. Frank (1999) found that most students reported browsing and they “wandered over to the library and looked through materials to consider their work within a broader context” (p. 447). 

McBirinie  (2008) defines information seeking as “purposive and goal-related with respect to a particular need”.  She suggests that these chance encounters can actually be willed. “The seemingly random, elusive and unpredictable nature of serendipity presents considerable practical challenges both to the practicing information professional and to the research; nonetheless, accounts illustrated in the literature suggest not only that serendipity exists, but also that it can be a critical occurrence, positively altering the course and outcome of information seeking”. The fortuitous circumstances that lead artists to the information they include in their practices as well as the people and places who inspire these practices seem to belong completely outside the realm of the standard query and response dichotomy. Cowan (2004) echoes past studies by stating “It is widely agreed that artists like to browse, yet browsing is consistently mentioned as if it were a flawed information-seeking technique, and an inadequacy on the part of the artists”.  Through browsing, serendipity and through referrals, artists consult a range of sources outside of the ‘visual art’ realm. Litrell’s (2001) report finds “browsing is necessary because traditional search techniques are text oriented and artists are notorious for using discovery as a primary tool” (Litrell, 2001, p. 293).
Problems

In a recent study, Leclerc (2004) sought to identify the “problem space” explored by an artist in the course of the artistic work and practice (Leclerc, 2004).  The result of the case study of one artist revealed that an artist’s creative process involves two main spaces: “the artistic-practice-as-problem-space and the career-as-problem space” (Leclerc, 2004).  In other words, artists are trying to solve two types of problems through their art practice: the inherent philosophical and aesthetic concerns that arise out of the process of making art as well as the commercial and relationship issues of the business of art-making. 

Because most previous studies have not focused on practicing artists, the ‘career-as-problem’ space has received less attention. Furthermore, few studies have examined the distribution of artwork as part of the creative process.  However, Cobbledick (1996, p. 363) found that artists rely on “interpersonal sources to keep on top of the local art scene” (Cobbledick, 1996, p. 363).  There may be a possibility of “gatekeepers” and an “invisible college” within the academic community of practicing artists (Cobbledick, 1996, p. 363).  The nature of the social structures, which enable or prevent artists from succeeding outside the academic realm, may be less obvious.

The moment of inspiration

A lot of attention has been paid to the “aha” moment that scientists, artists and other creative people experience during their creative processes. The moment of creation often occurs during a break from active work on a project. “When we consider any artistic work of major proportions, whose creation we know something about, we are often struck by the gap between the final achievement and its humble incept” (Beardsley, 1965, p. 293). The idea for a work of art “may simply pop into the artist’s mind…or it may come from external sources, accidentally (Beardsley, 1965, p. 291). Sometimes this flash of insight is synonymous with the idea of creativity (Gruber, 1988, p. 42).   

Gruber (1988) suggests three points: “First, the occurrence of an insight indicates a certain degree of mastery of a domain, something comparable to being able to speak a language with spontaneity…Second, insights often represent a moment of consolidation or confirmation, a sort of recognition of what one already almost knows.  Third, when the insight occurs, it is affectively laden in a way that accentuates the experience.  This leads the person to preserve and pursue the new idea” (Gruber, 1988, p. 45). Some of the artists studied by Torrey et al (2009) used a “backburner approach” by putting a project aside to let it simmer, while others used a “just keep moving” approach to “make sense of things in action”. 

Lubart (2001) found that artists may reach a crucial point in their art making, where they perceive a problem that prevents them from moving forward. As the artist seeks to find a task they may experience an incubation period where they are “blocked or fail to find creative ideas” (Lubart, 2001, p. 298).  At this crucial impasse “the point of creative frustration involves making a decision on how to deal with difficulties encountered during problem solving”  (Lubart, 2001, p. 298).  This moment may pass when the artist takes a break and has a flash of inspiration. Aha!  

Sources and Channels of Information
The process is making art is hardly over when an artist gets inspired.  As artists create their work, they rely on a variety of sources including books, online resources, journals or magazines, colleagues or friends and original works of art (Visick et al, 2006).  Throughout the process of art making, artists look for answers to technical questions and seek out seemingly non-art related subjects.  The way that artists navigate the resources available to them is unique because they may not be using the information in a way in which it was originally intended to be used.

The physical creation of work, no matter the medium, has its particular technical problems. The resources chosen to deal with these issues can be problematic as well. In Frank’s (1999) study, art students turn to the library for technical information to help them produce their art while they use internet searches for visual resources.  Her study was consistent with other findings that artists need very specific information in a wide variety of domains, depending on the particular project (Frank, 1999, p. 448).  Students referred to “seeking non-art subjects that they claimed related in some way to their work in the studio”. The students browsed periodicals but rarely consulted periodical indexes for their creative needs.  They also looked at newspaper, specialized library collections such as oversized book collections, children’s books, art encyclopedias and they visited special libraries.  Students in Frank’s study found libraries “hard to use” and “they did not understand library organization” (p. 452). 

In other studies, artists tend to rely on other people over print or digital resources for technical questions.  People are “especially critical in accessing technical information” (Cobbledick, 1996, p. 363). The literature suggests that belonging to a community is an important part of an artists’ world (LaChapelle, 1991).  As in other disciplines, artists turn to other artists first for information.  Case (2005, p. 289) points out that “humans tend to return to the sources that they have used in the past in strong preference to trying out new sources of information”.  This is consistent with Case’s analysis of Zapf’s principle of least effort, especially if the artist-consultants are studio-mates (Case, 2005, p. 289).
 Artists are “interested in nonart subjects,” especially the “verbal content of these print materials” and they “all use public, academic, and/or specialized libraries” (Cobbledick, 1996, pp 351). “Many artists reportedly develop their own collections of reading material, or do their ‘research’ in bookstores” (Stam, 1994, p. 276).  Artists’ “needs for images are usually very specific” and “catalogs are more of a hindrance than help to artists…LC classification are particularly inappropriate” (Stam, 1994, p. 277-278). 

Cobbledick (1996) found that trends emerged during her interviews, namely a reliance on “print materials, especially monographs”. While there is an increase in the use of electronic resources and specifically online resources among today’s practicing artists, they still prefer print materials over digital sources and look to their personal collections instead of using the counter-intuitive taxonomies and indexes they have to navigate at libraries, although “ as technology improves and libraries change…the behavior of artists will continue to evolve” (Visick, 2006). 

Torrey et al (2009) looked at “the nature of information seeking in the domains of art and craft.  They state that studies of the information-seeking needs of artists have not addressed in detail their engagement with online resources.  The artists they studied used online resources for creative inspiration as well as technical information.  All these artists were regular users of search engines, though they encountered a number of difficulties when using a keyword search. “When people do not know what an object is called, they use alternative techniques to triangulate and discover the right keyword” including image searches.  Artists’ use of digital technologies mimicked their tendencies with print resources, in terms of browsing and serendipity.  Two popular strategies were seeking and browsing potentially related sites, and positioning themselves to receive what Torrey et al called “information gifts”.  Artists also browsed forums, blogs and mailing lists which reduced their effort because they did not have to specify a query. 
Going with the flow

Although gathering information is an important part of the artistic process, creativity research suggests that other forces are at work. Artists work through their practice by going with the flow.  They consciously set aside their foundational experiences and the information they have gathered for a particular project as they set about to do the work.  Their physical practices of going to the studio and making the work hands on are integral to the final outcome of a realized piece of art.  They take breaks, get interrupted and delayed as part of their practice. 

 Nelson and Rawling’s (2007) study found that intuitive mental processes are a central part of the artistic creative process.  These intuitive processes group together with other factors, such as the sense of effortlessness, confidence, non-awareness of technique, the physical body or passing of time, to constitute an aspect of the experience frequently referred to by participants as ‘the zone’ or ‘flow’ (Nelson & Rawlings, 2007 p. 239). They identified a paradox where the artist held “at bay the knowledge derived from previous artistic experiences and trusting that artistic intuition and perception will recognize emerging artistic configurations that contribute to the intentional object” (Nelson & Rawlings, 2007, p. 241). 

The physical process of making art is integral to the practice. “Artistic creation requires hands-on activites.  Just having an image or a concept is not enough.  To implement an image or a concept into actual artwork, an artist needs to use his or her body” (Yokochi & Osaka, 2005, p. 252). In their study of a chinese ink painter, Yokochi and Osaka (2005) recognized that the painter used the knowledge and skills that he had obtained through years of experience to create artwork in a smooth, quick manner.  He also used particular books to learn rules that he applied in his art practice. 

 Interruptions are also a part of the process (Gruber, 1988, p. 37).  The idea of flow comes up in this work including “clear goals every step of the way, immediate feedback to one’s actions, action and awareness being merged, distractions excluded from consciousness, no worry of failure, self-consciousness disappearing, a distorted sense of time, and the activity becoming autotelic” (Nelson & Rawlings, 2007, p. 249). Artists assess their work as they are doing it, discovering along the way whether more information is necessary, in a process Foster calls “consolidation” (Foster, 2006, p.158). Creative work “puts a premium on innovation and must consequently be organized so as to accept the risks of disruption, delay, and failure (Gruber, 1988, p. 37).  Artists see uncertainty and instability as positive states (Edstrom, 2008, p. 18).  

The artistic process is a meandering route through aesthetic, conceptual and technical concerns that usually results in a physical object.  This process is facilitated by browsing and serendipity, which the literature suggests plays a role in artistic practice.  Aside from dealing with the particular problems that artists deal with relating to their career, their creative tasks are fed by many resources and experiences.  The moment of inspiration may come about during a break or interruption from work.  Artists gather information from various sources and channels, including print and digital mediums as well as other people.  They may look for subject material that does not appear to be art related.  Artists go with the flow in their physical practices. The question becomes, given what we know about artists’ creative processes and information gathering habits, how can libraries and librarians serve them better?

How to serve artists

Cowan (2004) stated that information professionals have two choices regarding artists: “we can disparage them and take it upon ourselves to teach them prescribed library usage or we can look at what their information needs and patterns are, and learn from them” (Cowan, 2004). Everything from cataloguing to circulation policies and library hours should be re-evaluated if this user community is to be best served (Littrell, 2001, p. 293). 

Stam (1995) makes excellent suggestions for serving artists better.  She states that source imagery in the form of vertical picture files, resources on gallery openings and opportunities, as well as flexible loan periods would make the library especially useful for artists (Stam, 1995, p. 279). Restrictions causing materials to be used on the premises of a library are of no use to artists and therefore “materials that are typically non-circulating should be considered for circulation” (Cobbledick, 1996). 

Physical materials are especially important for artists as their “reality is most often a manipulation of physical materials to encode abstract ideas and passions” (Stam, 1995, p. 282).  Open stacks, supplementary cataloguing, and access to photocopiers and scanners would make libraries an ideal place for artists to do research (Stam, 1995, P. 280). Because “it is clear that artists use the library differently from other patrons”, the library must change to become a “place where ideas are born and brought to fruition” (Littrell, 2001, p. 294).

Methodologies

Many studies on how artists use information have used a survey questionnaire to gather data from a large number of participants (Visick et al, 2006).  Other studies have focused on a small number of participants but used the more in-depth approach of a semi-structured interview (Cobbledick, 1996).  Still other studies, especially those looking at the nature of creativity have set up some sort of experiment (Dudek & Cote, 1994; Getzels & Csikszentmihalyi, 1976; Patrick, 1937).  However, these experiments “do not accurately reflect problem-finding and problem-solving processes as they occur in real-world creative contexts” (Mace & Ward, 2002). 
Surveys

While the methodologies employed in previous studies are varied, most relied on surveys (Visick et al, 2006; Van Zijl, 1998; Pool, 1999).  Cowan (2004) argues against using the survey as an instrument in defining the user needs of artists and suggests instead “interdisciplinarity and a dialogic narrative-based interview methodology” to move beyond the “library-centered user study template”.  She suggests that “we constantly need to question our motivations and our assumptions about who our patrons are and what their needs are, and consciously choose our opinions and actions, in order to truly enact the values of the library and assist its users” (Cowan, 2004).  Surveys can be especially problematic because of the language choices made by scholars.  They tend to be a fairly rigid tool because with “objectivist categories and language, informants have little choice but to fit their needs and behaviour into the available categories whether they are accurate representations or not” (Cowan, 2004). 

Interviews

Various studies (Sonenwald, 2005; Cowan, 2004; Nelson & Rawlings, 2007; Leclerc, 2004; Frank, 1999; Foster, 2003; Cobbledick, 1996) make a case for the interview as the best technique for this area of study.  Cobbledick’s (1996) study set a precedent by replacing the survey with the semi-structured interview. “A researcher investigating the information seeking behavior of artists cannot simply trot out a standardized user questionnaire, with its standardized array of bibliographic and interpersonal sources, and expect it to be an effective tool for gathering information on this subject” (Cobbledick, 1996, p. 345). Through interviews, she looked at five types of information artists’ use through their unique process: inspirational information, specific visual information, technical information, information about trends and events in the art world, business information. 

Interview questions should be open ended and allow the artists to speak freely for themselves, without being confined to particular categories from the outset.  Cowan indicates “a preference that informants speak in their own words about their processes and what is important and meaningful to them” and “let the information gathered, the ‘data’ speak for itself rather than shaping it with librarianly assumptions and survey instruments” (Cowan, 2004).  A recent phenomenological study used only two broad, open-ended questions when interviewing artists: Describe a particular experience of artistic creativity and describe an experience when they were satisfied or pleased with their artistic activity (Nelson & Rawlings, 2007).  Their recommendations for studying this topic include interviewing artists while they are “engaged in the artistic process” (Nelson & Rawlings, 2007, p. 251). In favour of open-ended questioning, Foster (2003) argues “Rather than beginning with a recent specific example as a basis for the interview, the interviewer asked participants to talk in general about their behaviour and allowed them to choose examples from their whole experience”.  Frank (1999) used focus group interviews to establish “what art students look for in academic libraries to help them make art” (Frank, 1999, p. 445). She coded and categorized “broad topics or themes as they evolved” (Frank, 1999, p. 447). 

Recent studies have adopted mixed methods and have incorporated novel ideas for communicating with artists. Sonenwald (2005) took an innovative approach in her analysis of “social networks and  contexts in information behaviour” by having the participants in her study draw out their own social networks.  This methodology “primarily consists of an interview during which study participants are asked to provide a graphical and verbal articulation of their information horizon in a particular context.  That is, each study participant is asked to draw a map of his or her information horizons showing all information resources, including people, they typically access when seeking information within a specific context” (Sonnenwald, 2005, p. 191). Erdelez’s (2005) mixture of surveys and interviews allowed for “rich descriptions of users’ experiences and to create a shared conceptual understanding and openness of communication between the researcher and the respondents” (Erdelez, 2005, p. 182). 
Samples

The number of participants in previous studies varies.  Cobbledick’s study looked at 4 artists (Cobbledick, 1996).  Marsh and Vollmer chose a sample of 5 artists (Marsh & Vollmer, 1991). Some researchers focus on only one artist, such as Cowan (2004) in her case study. Other studies were much larger, such as Visick et al’s study of 96 South African artists.  The determining factor in the sample size seems to be data collection technique.  The semi-structured interview is used for smaller samples, while studies with larger samples tend to rely on a survey instrument. While a survey does allow for a broader sample, the in-depth interview provides a more complex understanding of how artists use information.  

Most previous studies in the domain of the information seeking behaviour of artists look at art students in a university setting (Getzels & M., Visick et al, etc etc.). In her landmark study on the user needs of artists, Cobbledick (1996), cited by many later scholars including Foster (2005), Littrell (2001) and Zach (2005), focuses on the gap created by her academic predecessors who looked at art students and art librarians, by turning her attention to working professional artists.  However, the sample of artists Cobbledick chose were all faculty members at the same university. The focus of studies by van Zijl and Gericke (1998) on a small population of artists in South Africa also only sampled art faculty members. Cowan’s (2004) study on the flawed nature of previous studies on this topic includes only one case study of a professional artist’s information needs and sources in relation to her work.  

A recent study of artists in Seattle by Visick, Hendrickson & Bowman (2006) improves upon earlier studies of artists working within an academic context as either a teacher or professor by including professional artists unaffiliated with academic institutions. The reason for the sampling limitations may be that “there is more research about art historians than artists, perhaps in part because, as academics, art historians are more easily accessible to the LIS scholars and academic librarians who might engage in this type of research” (Cowan, 2004). In the domain of creativity research, working professional artists have been studied but in a laboratory setting (Mace & Ward, 2002, etc).   While laboratory studies laid the foundation for work in this area of study, “studies of real-world creativity are able to provide researchers with information that laboratory studies cannot” (Mace & Ward, 2002 p. 179). The literature in this area reveals the need for libraries to get to know this sizable group of users and educate them on all of the options they have for information sources.  To better serve artists, Cowan recommends asking the artists themselves.  Scholars’ failure to do so in previous studies forms the base of Cowan’s criticism. “Librarians willing to attend shows and associate with local artists could become valuable sources for information on the latter subject” (Cobbledick, 1996, p. 364). One reason for the lack of literature studying working professional artists outside of an academic context is that “artists are not easy to get a hold of” (Stam, 1995). However, in his literature review, Hemmig argues that, “Future studies must look at specific communities of artists” (Hemmig, 2008).

Many previous studies have been focused on library use and conducted by information professionals or art historians and “confines concern for artists to a specialized arena where their needs may not best be met” (Cobbledick, 1996, p. 347). In assessing the nature of future studies, Hemmig (2008) asserts: “these studies need to be conducted, therefore, with no focus on library use, and without regard to the artists’ alternate means of earning a living”.  Among his suggestions for further research, he insists the studies need to determine which non-library sources are used, which are the most common and the extent to which artists use electronic resources (Hemming, 2008).
Methodology

This research is exploratory in nature.  My analysis of the sources and channels of information used by artists is based on interviews without pre-application of any formal theoretical model.  This method is congruent with the interview method adopted by Cobbledick1 (1996) as well as the social constructionist method used by Mace (1997) in that it “tends to involve open-ended questionnaires in which the researcher responds to the subject’s dialogue, devising new questions as he or she comes to understand the world of the research subject” (Mace, 1997, p. 267).

Purposive sampling was used to select members from the specialized population of working visual artists living in Montreal. As a professional working artist, designer, curator and publisher, I am an active member of this subset of Montreal artists.  Because of my integration with this group, I am uniquely qualified to avoid the barriers that existed in previous studies to locating and interviewing working artists.  Using my access to this community, I identified artists working within the various visual art media associated with this community of practice.  These media include illustration, graffiti, traditional painting & drawing, photography, printmaking, sculpture, performance and installation art. Those selected are professional working artists who derive some or all of their income from their art practice, are recognized by their peers as artists and have some art training at college or university.   As it turned out, the same reason I was able to access this group was the main drawback.  Since I’m integrated with this group, it was difficult to step back and take an unbiased look.  My foreknowledge of the artists’ work and their habits affected the kinds of questions that came out during the interview.  The artists were comfortable expressing their points of view, sharing personal information and being open about their art practices because of our friendship.  This is also the reason our conversations veered off on tangents at times, and why many things are not said aloud, because they are understood between us.  Unfortunately, what I had hoped to expose by doing these interviews, namely that the community we work in as artists is integral to our artistic production, was barely touched on in our conversations.  

All of the artists I contacted initially, through casual messages on social networking sites and in person, agreed to be interviewed.  As the time approached to set up interviews, I contacted only a couple of artists at a time by email and often by running into them on the street and arranged to meet them at places that were convenient for them. In total I interviewed 6 people, 3 men and 3 women. However, out of the six artists were interviewed, only five interviews were analyzed because the sixth person did not fall under my definition of ‘artist’, rather he is a working professional photojournalist.     

The semi-structured face-to-face interviews were conducted at various locations. These places included the artists’ studios, my studio and a coffee shop. All of the interviews were around one hour in length. The artists agreed to participate in the interview by signing a Research Ethics Board Attestation form (REBA).  They were aware that they did not have to answer any questions they did not want to answer.  They also agreed to be recorded. The artists were given a transcript of the interview by email at a later date. 

At the outset of the interview, the artists were made aware of the topic of the paper.  The interviews explored different aspects of their information needs for their art practice in general. The interview was conducted in a way that allowed them to talk freely about the sources and channels of information for the inspiration, creation and dissemination of visual art.  The interview questions were based on the themes suggested by the literature and the themes that emerged throughout the process (See Appendix A). I asked the artists about their use of books, libraries, the internet, music, people, travel and any other sources and channels they used for information. We often veered off on tangents.  Because of my familiarity with the artists and their work, I was able to ask specific questions about their practices with a certain depth and candor. 

I transcribed the interviews as soon as possible after conducting them, so that I could process the information as I was gathering it. That meant that I had the opportunity to hear it, type it out and read each interview so that I could have a chance to reflect a little on the interviews right away.  I learned from each interview the kinds of questions I wanted to ask the other artists, based on the things they brought up.  After all of the interviews were completed, I read through the printouts of the transcripts several times and made notes about the emerging themes. I thought that the models I had researched might be useful in the development of the interview schedule or the coding of the transcripts, but that proved to be wrong.  Neither the four stage models of creativity, nor Foster’s non-linear model were particularly helpful in analyzing or categorizing the artists’ comments.  I also thought that I might be able to emulate the way Cobbledick organized her data in categories, but the it seemed more appropriate to group the data by the form the information came in, rather than the purpose it was used for.   Because there was a sense that the information artists were gathering could be used or reused at any time, or merely be percolating for incorporation in the future, it seemed unnatural to apply a rigid structure to the findings, such as a model. I simply entered all of the relevant quotes into a word document on the computer.  Throughout this process, I went back to the original interviews because I would remember related quotes that I hadn’t originally thought were important.  In the end, I organized the information according to the following themes: background information, education, places, people, books, periodicals, media, the web, images, words and experience.  Overall, this study explores where visual artists look for information, what digital and print resources they are using and how they are using this information. 
Results

Artists names have been omitted to ensure confidentiality, according to the ethics agreement with McGill University.

Background

All of the artists interviewed live in Montreal.  Only one, O, was born in Montreal. N was born and raised in rural Quebec, S moved here 10 years ago from Alberta, C grew up in Alberta but moved to Montreal from Vancouver and G grew up outside of Quebec city.  The youngest artist, N, is in her mid-20s and the oldest artist, O, is in his late 30s.  These artists are all part of a community of practice that exists in the city of Montreal.  The sample of artists represents current trends within this community.  O is one of the most well-known graffiti artists in Montreal and has had commercial success in fine arts as well.  He is represented by a prestigious art gallery in the Old Port and has exhibited internationally.  S is also an internationally recognized artist for her sculptures and installations, which deal with notions of the decorative and comment on consumption.   S has received numerous grants and bursaries and has traveled to several countries for artist residencies and exhibition opportunities.  N is a recent graduate of Concordia University and a guerrilla gardener.  Her community–based practices have gained local attention and her projects are well respected.  G is a photographer whose art photos have been exhibited at many galleries and as part of festivals and events.  C has had her paintings published in books, magazines and as album art in addition to having exhibited in commercial galleries and alternative venues.   This study aims to fill a gap in previous research by studying a group of practicing visual artists.  These artists may be acquaintances, they may have shown or created work together and they certainly occupy the same physical space of the city. 

Education

All five artists interviewed had some training in art. Artist S has a Masters of Fine Art, while Artists C and N have a Bachelors of Fine Art.  Artist N also studied classical painting at the CEGEP level. Both Artist O and Artist G have art training at the Cegep level, and as a coincidence they were also both trained in Applied Science.  Artist O also has some university experience in Interdisciplinary Studies. Artist N took a break before going to school, and so started her career by showing work in artist-run centres and alternative venues while she was still a student. All of the other artists have been out of school for many years.  In most cases, the foundation that they received through training has served as a technical and theoretical base but there is also a process of unlearning.  Artist O, who dropped out of art school, was especially critical of the institution of art school.   Since his medium is graffiti, it could not be learned in school and he was self-taught.  Artist C spoke of having to unlearn the process taught in art school of planning out projects in advance, both aesthetically and conceptually.  She realized that, only after being out of school of 5 years, she now puts her judgment to the side and just creates work, responding to the particular problems that arise during the process.

Artist S cites school as the base for her explorations in theory: “of course the more theoretical, Theory with a capital T stuff is from University.  But those are the kinds of things that I don’t even think show in the work.  It’s just stuff that I think is interesting and then I research it, cause I like to research around the topic, but then I get back to where I began.” 
Artist G learned English at the same time as he learned photography in CEGEP, “I forced myself to go to Dawson College to study photography in English to do my studies because I knew that, hey man, knowing English was going to be a little helpful in my life and it turned out that I was pretty damn right about that”.  

Artist N mentioned the importance of interdisciplinarity in her work, that she was first able to explore through her degree, “I just find the medium that’s most appropriate to my expression…Sometimes I do performance, sometimes I do a silkscreen project and I’m handing out envelopes, sometimes I do a garden project or you know, but it’s usually kind of anarchistic in spirit, out there.”

Places

These artists live and work within a 3 mile radius, with most of their activity centering on the Mile End neighbourhood of Montreal. Artist G works and lives in his studio. Artist O works in a shared space with other artists and music producers.  Artist N is in transition, but works at home and outdoors.  Artist C works in a very large shared space with artists who work in a variety of mediums. Artist S has “always had a studio” in Montreal and currently works in large studio building shared with many other artists. 

Living in the Mile End in Montreal is a source of inspiration for the artists interviewed.  Artist C acknowledged relying heavily on chance encounters for making plans. She said “It’s basically how I live my life.” Artist O is more critical of the physical space of the city as an inspiration: “What about urban space? What about all the garbage you have to swallow walking from point A to point B...the visual space of the city. We’re so dominated and we’re so powerless over it and yet you absorb it every day”. 

Travel has played an important role in informing the practices of several artists.  Notably, Artist O who left Montreal for 5 years to go to “Australia, Japan, Phillipines, Taiwan, Thailand, Hong Kong, Iran, Turkey, India”. He speaks English, French and Mandarin.  He has a practice of putting up images in urban spaces in Montreal, Australia and Taiwan.  Artist S has a similar practice of mounting work in Brazil and India, although her installations are more temporary. She has made several trips to these two countries to participate in artist residencies and because of other opportunities.

Artist S acknowledges that travel is very inspiring, “Sometimes travel is a great way...when you’re in a new situation you see things that in your day to day life maybe you don’t notice or think about.  So I guess travel has influenced me a lot in my practice and in my life.  So that’s always a good thing to kind of get out of your normal life situation.” She is inspired by the physical places she visits, “Architecture has always played a big role in my work and the inspiration… it used to be more books and then it became more personal experiences with architecture and spaces through travel.” Artist S also has a practice of gathering her own images through photography: “so in that sense my research is walking around and looking at things, taking pictures”.

Artist G is very inspired by his worldwide traveling for work and pleasure. “I do a quarter of my travel is for work, work related, whether personal series or commissions or assignments and the rest of three quarters is just personal travel that end up producing personal series and work.  Or inspiration, just sheer inspiration.”
People

Most of the artists interviewed don’t actively network within the art world and they perceive this lack of participation as negative.  Artist O said “I really slack on that” but mentioned several museum shows he had seen in the past that influenced his work. O has crews of people in each city he frequents who make art together. However, he doesn’t often mix socially with other artists: “I don’t hang out with any other artists, except one artist who’s a friend”.  He also said “I only go to my shows”.  Artist C talked about the art-star scene in Vancouver, being urged by artist-friends to participate in it and avoiding it altogether upon moving to Montreal. She says “I don’t know really what’s going on and I feel like I need to start. Just cause I want to see what’s going on.  But I realized I don’t really like paintings. Like I love them and it’s what I do but I think I’m more interested in photos or I’m pretty critical of paintings”.  Artist S says “As an artist, I rarely look at art.  I rarely go to shows.  I rarely go to openings.  I’m just busy making art. I’m working to pay the bills and when I’m not, I’m working on my own art practice.  So going out to shows just seems like a luxury”.

Although the artists interviewed are critical of the business side of networking, they rely on other people for inspiration in their art practice.  Mentorship and social connections were key ideas that came up in all of the interviews. Artist S acknowledged her need to run ideas by friends. She said “I’m a slow thinker.  I like to mull things over…I’d say all my friends have something to do with it.  You bounce ideas off people and talk about stuff.  It’s hard to know what would have happened if I didn’t talk to anybody. I have a friend in Brazil that I’m sure influenced something.  And here I talk to friends of mine about projects and I’m sure things would have been different if I didn’t tell them anything…I like to bounce ideas off of people.”

Artist C works as an artists’ assistant and often borrows books from her boss.  She notes, of the artist she works for “He’s a total inspiration, he’s another source. He’s a teacher and he has been for years…And he’s a fully practicing, successful artist, so we’re always talking about these things and I watch his process of finding images and finding sources”. She also borrows movies from her friend’s extensive collection and peruses a roomate’s newspaper that arrives at her house daily. 

Artist G notes that people in his life are a major source of inspiration.  “But definitely I have a lot of photo-related acquaintances, personnes que je connait, that are big influences on me.  That’s number one, no it’s in the top five inspiration.  Work that I look at on the web can be as inspiring as someone that I knew for sure. But these people are really close to my heart, absolutely.” Artist G lends out the books he buys to art students who seek him out for mentorship.  He also borrows periodicals from friends.

Artist N cites “people and books” as her main resources.  Because her physical practice involves growing things, she relies on advice from experienced people in many fields.  One plant expert gave her advice on a particular oil to use, which made all the difference for her living sculptures.  She collects burlap sacs from various neighbourhood coffee shops to sew together for her large installations.  She also studies herbalism with a local woman and with a group in Vermont.  She says, “I think it’s mostly my conversations and my interactions with people and asking them first hand for what is the best information and where they get their stuff, their resources you know, buying materials.”  She attributes her knowledge to the people she meets, “I just have a way of meeting people. I don’t know what it is. And people I meet usually tend to connect me with other people, tend to spark interest in this or that. So that’s my thread, it’s people. I do get inspired from libraries, and buying books and internet searches, but that’s not really it. For me the immediate sort of experiential, physical labour, learning as I do something. Or speaking with people.” Her personal connections are integral to her practice, “I take what can from people who are dear to me but it’s never been within the context of you know, the environmentalists of Montreal, or the anarchists of Montreal or whatever. I have lots of communities, lots of them overlapping, intersecting but I don’t adhere to any one, just like I don’t adhere to any one discipline.”

Books

All of the artists love books and read or buy books regularly, however they find the systems of organization at libraries very counter-intuitive.  Artist C said  “I just bought a book from Drawn & Quarterly the other day.  Yesterday I was looking at this great bookstore in Brooklyn…I go into Chapters.  The used bookstore, I go into… The one on St. Viateur.  I love buying books”.  However, C avoids going to the library altogether because of a late fine. She mentioned specific books that have influenced her work over time.  One is a theoretical discussion of the miniature and the gigantic in literature and the other is a study of everyday life in Paris.  She owns these books and “I read and I keep going back to and reading chapters”. She notes that she does not necessarily quote directly from the books but “as I absorb it, it comes out at some point in my work”.  

For G, library use is related to general book use. He uses libraries as a way to preview books, “I go regularly, especially in the winter.  In the summer, not so much, but in the winter yeah, I borrow lots of music from there and lots of books. It’s a way for me to look at books before I purchase them.” Artist G has a collection of books in the studio where he lives and works.  He says “When I want a book I definitely purchase them. It’s rare that I’ll get a book just for a short period of time… If I really really like a book, lets say, a photo book, not a text book.  I will purchase it and hold onto it, for sure.  As a reference, as a lending tool… Photographers that really inspire me, I will get their book for sure”.  He purchases books online but avoids websites like Amazon: “To be honest, I try not to go with the mega mega big ones.  I try to go with local bookstore but a l’etranger.  So sort of small entities, like Kowasa in Barcelona, which is a famous photo bookstore in Europe so I try to order from there. Cause I know it helps a local guy”.  He also buys used books, “I stop every time I pass by SW Welch. I stop and look at the window and buy books from him regularly.”

Artist G spent a great deal of time educating himself at a bookstore in Barcelona. “I was in Kiwasa, that bookstore in Barcelona, researching. I was there for two months. I decided you know what? I’m here for two months, I’m on vacation. I’m going to go through every single fucking one of the books that’s in the bookstore.  Cause it’s a specialized photography bookstore. This is gonna be my university of photography.  Cause I’m doing it here for two months.  So for two months, everyday I was at the bookstore…And I went through every single fucking book in the bookstore…I did an enormous research on contemporary photography for two months”.

Artist S notes that “Often the research that I’m looking at is from art history or more in the social sciences or historica”.  She uses a chaining technique to find more books “sometimes if I buy a book then I’ll go through their bibliography and then you see all the books that they researched for their book and you sort of might pick something out and go ‘oh, that sounds really pertinent to the other thing that I’m researching’ and then that will spin off to get different ideas”.  Artist S noted “Because I’m a visual artist too, I try not to get too bogged down with research because it can start to become something different.” She also says “I like to have an idea for a project, and I begin with more of an aesthetic, kind of concept, or idea, I have this image or visualization of what I want it to be.  But then I always kind of feel like I need to research it because a lot of my work is not just purely aesthetic, it’s not just about composition and colour. It’s about ideas. It’s about history.  And I feel like I should research that if I’m going to broach that topic.” Her most recent area of study is the sugar trade in Brazil.  Artist S prefers to search for books online and order them.  She says “I often just look on the internet cause I feel like I can get a wider range of options, not just what’s locally available and then sometimes I’ll see if I can find it locally or I’ll just order it online.  That’s kind of worked for me better cause in the last few years I’ve looked for some stuff at libraries but, like I say, when I find a book that is really pertinent or suitable I would kind of rather just have it.” She is among three artists who expressed disdain for Amazon as a tool. She says, “I feel kind of ridiculous saying that Amazon is my research go to.” However, she mentions that she likes the way the site facilitates browsing.  

Artist O mentioned that he loves reading and has always read. He prefers bookstores to libraries, because he likes the way they are organized “I rarely go to the library… I go to Chapters more cause there are more books there and they’re more readily available in the right way and not by some dewey decimal system.” He was particularly inspired by a book he read on a Swiss architect’s teaching technique of drawing one line for an entire semester as a teacher.  

Artist N never goes to the library. N tends to look for specific titles by specific authors and is very impatient, “I’ve taken notes on a couple of titles of books that I really want, sometimes I just do like an online secondhand purchasing spree on my Visa card…And then I just get like 5 books in the mail and like soaking it up”. She mostly uses Amazon for book buying online “but I’m getting a little bit skeptical, just cause they’re such a mega-big company.  There’s Abe Books… But they sometimes don’t have the books I need. What I’m looking for and I need it next week.” The subjects she’s interested in researching are outside of the traditional art realm “I’m very much inspired and passionate about nutrition and herbalism, and food”.
Periodicals

C regularly buys Cabinet magazine, which is a South African art criticism publication, as well as Frieze magazine.  Her browsing practice extends to the shelves of the magazine store: “I have a hard time when I’m trying to pick one. I rarely buy a Canadian art magazine because it makes me depressed”.   

The subjects of the publications that the artists read are incredibly varied.  O subscribes to ‘Snowboarding Canada’. G subscribes to the Walrus and Aperture.  He also reads Photo District News and New Scientist.  He likes magazines with controversial, interesting or informative content: “If a magazine doesn’t shake my universe, I don’t get it”.  

Artist S used magazines as a resource for images in a series she did on designer handbags made out of sand. “That was all from magazines… some websites.  Like for Louis Vuitton, Gucci, some of the big designer names I would certainly look at their websites, but as well as magazines”. She also looked at the topic from a theoretical vantage point: “I did a lot of reading on consumption, consumer culture, a lot of sort of cultural theory about that whole phenomenon which was just fun and interesting.” She brought the project full circle by creating a mini-catalogue of the work using photographs she took of her work: “They began as images I saw in magazines, so I wanted to return those images to that type of presentation.  Mock-pseudo fashion catalogue.” She adds, “photography has become a very important part of the work.”

Media

The artists interviewed have different practices and attitudes about using the internet for taking in information and getting information out. Their attitudes about the sites often had less to do with the content than the design.  O consults the BBC online for news.

He appreciates the site design: “BBC is a well designed site and it uses content recognizability to recognize what is relevant to that day so the more popular thing will get a bigger space. And it’s generated that way. And they have lists of what’s really interesting and what’s relevant according to where you are”.  He also trusts the UK perspective because he feels that it is more global than the American or American-influenced sources we are exposed to in Canada.  He also mentioned receiving a recent news story by email from a collector.

Artist C reads the New York Times online or the Huffington Post, but rarely looks at blogs.  G looks at several photoblogs regularly. Artist N finds the news depressing. “I’ve become more politically interested lately in stuff that’s in my immediate environment and by nature I’m a very political person, but I have trouble listening to news regularly and reading the paper. I don’t make a practice out of it. It just frustrates me. I get really angry, actually. I save my energy for other things.”

Many of the artists interviewed mentioned listening practices that included either radio or podcasts.  Artist C listens to Story Corp, Moth and TedTalks. All of the artists who listen online mentioned This American Life and NPR.  Artist C is heavily steeped in the music scene and gets most of her music from friends. She says “I don’t really have to research cause I just get stuff from them”.  Artist O also relies on his personal network for music. He says “I get it from friends suggestions mostly…I have a lot of friends who are Deejays and listen to music, are avid music listeners, collectors and vinyl heads and they’ll suggest something.”  Artist G has a large record collection, “When I get my music I get it all on vinyl, I buy it locally and on the internet.”  He also listens to podcasts on the internet and subscribes to 5 or 6 music sites, “Music is my sanctuary is one I really love. I like Cool A magazine.  I love World Passport.”  He also listens to the radio, “I definitely listen to a lot of radio, CBC is obviously a good source of information.” Artist N listens to the CBC, French radio and CKUT.  She also listens to podcasts and borrows music from friends and family.

The only artist I interviewed who has a television is Artist C.  Artist O downloads movies off the internet. Artist G rents DVDs from a local video rental store. Artist N says “I watch stuff sometimes, but not much. I barely rent movies. I don’t have a TV”.

The web

The web is a place where artists get information, share their work and communicate with other people in their social networks.  They generally are amazed at the potential of this tool, but are very sensitive to the way websites are designed and are turned off by terrible interfaces.  In terms of disseminating their own information about shows, or presenting images on the internet, each artist had their own story.  Artist C does not have a personal website, but does occasionally post images on facebook, “so my mom can see them”.  She uses facebook and email exclusively for social networking online.  

Artist G has a website for his personal artistic work and a website with a collaborator.  Of the latter he says  “We’ve never done business together, it’s really a collaborative site where we would sort of challenge each other and lend each other equipment, lend each other a hand.  Best friends. It just made sense.  And it has been very fruitful for us.  It has been very beneficial for both of us.” Artist G does not participate in social networking on the internet: “It’s too time consuming for me.  My social network is my email.  If someone doesn’t send it to me through email, I probably won’t attend the event.  Unless I get a physical flyer or something, or word of mouth, but everything that’s facebook, myspace, twitter, all these like social network things, I’m totally not in the game.”

Artist G avoids flickr and photobuckt because of bad design: “because I find the navigation confusing.  It’s weird because it’s for main public but it’s not user-friendly. Even I get confused, which I shouldn’t get confused.  If I find myself getting confused with a website, it turns me off right away.  I don’t go back there.  Navigation has got to be perfect and simple and these places are not. So no, I never got into them, even though they are aimed at the photo community”.  G spends 45 minutes to an hour on the internet each day “And it’s not linear. Like it’s here and there and here and there and here and there…It’s mostly like through my business, through my email I have to check a link and boom, I come back and on and on. But I never spend time on the internet looking for stuff.  That I never do.  Unless I have a specific work to do that requires that, which is not often. So I don’t do internet research, per say. It’s rare.” 

Artist O has a large internet presence.  He uses Facebook, Twitter, email, Flickr, and has his own website.  Because the graffiti community has embraced open source tools like Flickr, it is very easy to find images and references to this artist online.  His fans have posted tributes and youtube videos and he has been interviewed countless times for blogs and print publications.  

Artist N actively avoids notifications by email, “I’ve been unsubscribing from a lot of them lately cause I felt so overwhelmed. I’m really a hermit when it comes to that.” However, she does use the email list from one of her community projects to spread news about her own work. She does a lot of her own promotion through facebook.  She notes that her website has been a very valuable tool for promotion as well, “I think the more I develop a web presence, like my name shows up on google searches and my projects are mentioned and you can find it and access my name and what I do easily. I think that’s been a pretty major way in the past year or two years, how I’ve been able to get the kind of exposure I’ve been getting… I think that the biggest part that’s helped me communicate with others and have others contact me is…stuff that’s mentioned online. It’s really incredible, actually.”  She spends a maximum of about 2 hours a day on the internet.

Artist S is very organized, and lines up her shows in advance. “I generally apply for a show.  I like to have shows lined up before I do the work, or at least get a grant to do the work so that there’s sort of like an official reason to do it…either for money or public presentation.” She finds out about these opportunities through “Usually the internet….a few listserves and then part of it is just knowing galleries and then I go to their websites and check for their deadlines…Museums, governement-run, artist-run, yeah everything.”

For her, documentation and digital dissemination of work has become integral to the way her art is understood and communicated.  Artists S describes “for awhile I felt like most of the artwork that I’ve seen in my life is reproductions in books and magazines and on the internet.  Good or bad, that’s just the reality, so I feel like that is how most people are going to see my work, whether it’s ephemeral or not.  So I just acknowledge that and go with it…You know people are always asking me about that and saying ‘oh it’s too bad we can’t see the real thing’.  But that’s just the case with most art, really.  People don’t think about it.  A lot of people maybe have never seen a real Rothko.  They’ve just seen pictures of it, reproductions”. Artist S also has her own website and uses email. She also uses the internet for networking.  She says “I use facebook as a networking tool…I like to send out invitations for openings, or if I update my blog or website I’ll post that.  I’ll post pictures of new work and projects.” 

Images

Artist S combines an initial visualization with academic research and image research to design her projects. She finds the images “Largely on the internet, and then sometimes again I’ll find books that maybe are specifically about a similar topic that I’m interested in, and then they’ll have a series of images as well.” She mentions looking up specific words in other languages because they produce different results: “I usually just use search engines, just google or whatever, and kind of know what keywords I’m looking for.  And then in Portugese, sometimes I look up keywords in Portugese”. 

Artist C says  “I get frustrated with google image searches, really….it’s knowing the words to put in to get what you want.  I find that very tricky… A word search is just so hard, I find.  I end up spending hours and hours and hours just sitting on my computer and searching through. And maybe I’ll find just one thing. Or maybe I’ll pull a bunch of stuff off and do another search through and realize no, It’s not what I want.” Artist C looks to a variety of sources for images. She said “I used to do a lot of scanning.  It’s just so hard to find actual physical photos now that I want to use.  It’s so much more practical when it’s digital.  But the photos I’m looking for would be the ones that would be deleted so to actually find… Like my dream is finding a box of photos or slides.  I’ve started to look more in archives”. C has a practice of finding that has included buying a box of slides at a garage sale, taking images from internet sites such as ebay and taking donations from friends.  Artist C said: “The last year or two I’ve felt really frustrated with finding, cause I feel like there’s all these images hiding somewhere and I don’t know where to find them.  I feel like I need to go into some archives, like I don’t have the tools to know where they are.”  

Artist O also uses found images in his paintings. He says he finds these images through “Popular media mostly. Like the mirror, the hour. Popular rags that are circulated on a weekly basis in Montreal for free. And magazines, sometimes I just freestyle it.  I just use it for a bit.  I use a bit just for like quick reference to proportion and lighting and then I go off on it. So I just use it as a reference. Like I’ll use something stamp size and I’ll do it 10ft tall.” He mentions several images sources: “What I use as a reference is what’s happening and it’s in a relevant form of media that’s occurring now.  But I also use things like Stichen photos and like stuff like that. And I’ll use like Jazz photos and stuff like that.”

Words
Drawing, sketching, making lists and compiling images are all ways that artists access their inner information.  They do this processing either on the computer or by hand, and not necessarily in their studio.

Artist N has a practice of writing and drawing. “I think drawing and writing is a way of accessing knowledge… I work through my assembly process of refining information and coming to some kind of clarity through drawing.” She mentions the importance of the practice, “sometimes it just comes through to you…And the best way, I guess is to trust the process and like sometimes things don’t come and sometimes things do come and I like working under pressure, I like having opportunities to exhibit cause it like gets you to think quickly.” When she has a project to do, she starts with sketches, “I usually start by drawing, writing out what ideas I want to work with or what ideas are present for me.  What ideas I want to work with, what themes I want to work with. I just write, write, write, write.  And then I start.  It’s a very cool, alchemical process of refining and refining and refining.”

Artist S does most of the preparatory work at home “The conceptualization process is usually at home on my computer, and with books, writing…Writing in my notebook.  My notebook is kind of my journal.  The space where I create the concept is my brain and then a studio is where I physically execute it for most of my projects.  I kind of story-board it all out in my sketchbook.”

Artist G has a practice of list making. “I’m a list maker.  I definitely have a lot of lists, which are really basic word documents on my computer that… okay, like I have a list of words.  Words I really really dig.  So when I see a word that really interests me, French, Spanish, doesn’t matter, because of it’s semantic, because of what it means, because of it’s intonation, doesn’t matter, put it on the list.  I love having that list.  Just referring to that list is so inspiring…I have a list of art institutions and galleries that I want to eventually pitch to. Which, now that my website is up, it’s gonna make more sense to pitch to them.  So I look at what these guys are doing pretty much on a regular basis.  I have a sense that I have a grasp of what’s going on, what’s being done in the field, through looking at these, looking at blogs.  I have another list of grants and deadlines for Centre d’artistses auto-gerer in Quebec, galleries, private galleries here in Quebec and abroad.”

Artist C mentioned a similar practice of list-making, “I find it exhausting to try and find stuff on my own all the time. For awhile I had this little book, and I would keep people’s top ten lists.  I would get people to write in just ten books that they can think of that influence them somehow…I never know what to buy or what to look for, so I had this resource that was pretty great. Also, films.  I did that with films too.” 
C uses an example from her studio to show how she manipulates and combines images. “I did this series of my own landscapes where that is like three different photos that I spliced together and made up my own.” She uses her computer as a tool to store and manipulate the images: “I actually do a lot of work on the computer.  I do a lot of image sourcing on the computer. And then even sketching things out, I do a lot in photoshop”.

Experience

The importance of an art practice cannot be overstated as a source of information.  Artists learn a great deal through the process of working.  This is true, even when the work is for someone else or as part of a collaborative project.  Artist C, who works for another painter notes that “even though I’m doing it for someone else, I have a paintbrush in my hand. And it really, like I’ve noticed in the last couple years that my painting is way faster and way easier.  I’m getting to be okay.  I can decide.  It used to be such a gamble. I would pick something that I wanted to paint and I would totally mess it up, but now it’s like oh I can do it.  So I’m definitely not wasting my time.”

Some of the artists mentioned foundational experiences that happened far in the past affecting the work they create now.  For example, Artist C mentioned a photo album she looked at many years earlier that was the basis for a series she did on hunters “that started cause I had a boyfriend years ago, who, I went to his house … and his dad had like five photo albums of just him with these dead animals and they were so gross.”  The resulting series is a comment on the conventions of taking photos of a hunted animal with its human killer and alludes to a fictional narrative.  Her process of combining her personal history with the theory books she mentioned makes it obvious that the creative process for a particular work or series is influenced by many sources over time. Although the idea for the series came from a particular experience from the past, she sourced the images online, and painted the pictures in a classic style with oil paint that she developed in university.

Artist G mentions his finding practice and the physical labour of maintaining his studio and creating objects as a source of inspiration. “These other things definitely feed my photography.  I don’t know if it’s just the fact that it gives me a break from photography that in the end as a consequence it feeds it because it rests my mind and allows me some space to re-inspire myself.  I don’t know if that’s what it is, but it definitely is inspiring.”

Artist G has a very intense practice of being receptive to objects, information and images.  He cited recent research he did on abyss fishes, a sculpture made out of Lego that his friend gifted him and a beautiful photograph of the most tattooed man in the world, as inspirations.  These and many other objects surround him in his studio as he works, and he sees them as constant sources of inspiration.

Artist S learns through each new project because there are different circumstances attached to each one, “like they’re outdoors, and then there’s the weather and all these unpredictable things that I’m trying to predict.  And then there’s usually some element or a technique that I’ve never done before.  So then you’re always kind of guessing, but that’s part of the fun”. She adds, “process is a pretty important part of my work, I think.” Artist S also points out that you can’t go hunting for inspiration: “: I find that it’s something that you can’t look for…It just sort of happens.” Even though she does a great deal of research for the content and images of her work, Artist S is quick to point out that her experiences are most inspiring to her art practice: “your experiences in life are huge inspirations…like things you don’t have to research.  It is within you.  You know…Like the way you were brought up.  Things my mom did, or my grandma did.  The craft practices that were around me that I’m sure influence me.  Growing up in Saskatchewan, my sense of space.  It had to be somewhat influenced by the vast mass of sky that I saw everyday in Saskatchewan for 18 years. You know, that sense of space that I don’t know about or have never really thought about.  It’s part of me because of where I grew up. Your interactions with people.  Your experiences in life influence and affect all that …Things that you don’t need to really research.  They’re just there.”

Conclusion

This study adds to the existing literature on the topic by providing a snapshot of a community of practicing artists’ information seeking habits.  Specifically, this study looks at the sources and channels of information used by artists.  That is, where the artists look for information, what digital and print resources they use and how they use the information that they find. 

A common thread through these interviews was the artists’ perception that the way they were searching for information was somehow inferior to what they perceived they should be doing.  Each artist has a unique method of gathering information. They tend to rely on their own art practices, their own experiences and interactions with people. They look to books and periodicals. They all use the internet in some way for gathering and disseminating information. They would like the resources they have access to online to be better, especially for searching for images. Many of the artists expressed frustration at the barriers that stood in the way of getting the information they wanted.  This frustration was acute when it came to navigating information systems, especially in libraries.  However, the artists also perceive that their methods of information gathering are somehow lacking.  The artists are very hard on themselves.  They feel that there is a way they should be conducting their research that they’re not doing, even though they are the only ones who will ultimately judge whether what they are creating will be finished, or even ever displayed.

Problem Solving & Problem Finding
The way the artists are seeking information has little to do with the linear problem solving of asking a specific query and finding one right answer.  However, the artists interviewed are trying to solve several larger general problems.  They have aesthetic and conceptual concerns relating to their art practice and they also have concerns related to the business of art.  These findings echo Leclerc’s discussion of  “the artistic-practice-as-problem-space and the career-as-problem-space”.  Many of the artists expressed that they should promote themselves more, go to more shows and be part of the scene. Artist N and artist C both mentioned that they felt they should be more active in looking for opportunities.  Artist G deals with this by making lists of the places he hopes to show.  Artist S checks websites regularly of the places she would like to have shows.

In the realm of their art practice, the artists interviewed seem to be very picky about the information they are searching for, but they may not know what it is until they find it.  This is consistent with the literature on problem-finding. They have trouble asking for exactly what they want until they figure out what that is.  One example of an artist trying to solve an aesthetic problem was mentioned in the ‘images’ portion of the results section where artist C is searching for images to use as references for paintings.  She is frustrated with image searching on the internet.  Friends have given her photos, but they are not the ones she wants.  She dreams of finding a box of old photos that include the ones with imperfections, because that is where she sees the beauty.  She has given herself this task and there is no measurable reward for finding exactly what she is looking for, she will just have more work to do.  She will only know what she is searching for when she finds it.

Where artists look for information

Artists stress the importance of their human-to-human interactions and their own experiences, through travel and in everyday life.  These are the main inspirations for their art practices, more than the web or books.  Through their education, the artists gained a foundation for their practice, learning techniques in their particular medium, although several of them acknowledged that they had to unlearn what they learned in school. Artist O, notably, did not feel that school could teach him how to make art.  Artist S and Artist C gained theoretical knowledge.  Artist G learned English, which has served him in his career.  Artist N developed her interdisciplinary art practice at university. 

The artists were also inspired by the places in their lives, that is their studio environment, their neighbourhood, the city they live in and the places they have traveled to.  As with their education, the effect of traveling is not necessarily linear or immediate.  Artist G and Artist O create work as they travel, through photography and graffiti, respectively.  Artist S gathers source material as she travels, through taking pictures.  

Although the artists are hesitant to participate in the ‘art world’ by actively networking, people are a main source of information for the technical, aesthetic and conceptual aspects of their art practices. People help these artists by pointing them to other resources and being a support system.  Artist S discusses her art with friends to evaluate new ideas.  Artist C and Artist G have artist-mentors who inspire them.  Artist N acknowledges the influence of various communities and groups in her art practice.  

The artists I studied are excellent researchers in their own way.  They use sources and channels of information far outside the library. They are speaking in an aesthetic language that exists outside of any institution, but rather is culled from their everyday lives. The things they encounter, often by happenstance, make their way into the work but sometimes it takes a very long time. 

Digital and print resources

The artists unanimously love bookstores and buying books.  Artist G spent two months going to a bookstore every day to learn about photography.  Artist O finds bookstores easier to navigate than libraries. These artists have a tendency to want to keep the materials that inspire them.  Once they become aware of book titles they recognize as pertinent to their work, they must have them right away and tend to hold onto them. Artists S and N, especially, have a sense of urgency about their book buying.

The artists interviewed mentioned finding objects and images as part of their information gathering practices.  This element was most obvious in their choice of topics as subjects and the way they veered from one topic to the next in our discussions.  As in previous studies, the concepts they delve into have little to do with the traditional art and art history subjects.  They are fascinated by a wide range interests and the sources they consult, increasingly online, are outside of the realm of the library in particular.  These subjects range from abyss fishes for Artist G, the sugar trade in Brazil for Artist S, herbology for Artist N, the miniature and the gigantic for Artist C, and jazz photos for Artist O. 

The artists are using books and periodicals and they enjoy finding other tactile materials that they wish to possess and hold in their hands. Some of them go to libraries, but they are using them in new ways.  Artist G uses the library to preview books he may wish to purchase.  Artist C and Artist N avoid the library. They find the systems of organization at libraries very confusing and counter-intuitive.  They are also sensitive to the way websites are designed and are turned off by the terrible interfaces common on the internet. 

Since they are often commenting on the world around them, the artists use images and ideas from relevant media they find that everyone has access to.  The artists use periodicals as a source for information about the world, and they scour them for images to use in their art practice.  This is especially true for Artist O and Artist S who have based entire series’ of work on images they found in magazines. Several artists also mentioned borrowing periodicals from friends.  

 
Most of the artists tend to avoid the media in general, especially for news.  They either find it depressing or don’t trust the source.  Some of them have music listening practices or watch DVD’s or shows on the internet, but as a rule they don’t seek it out, and rather rely on recommendations from friends.  One notable exception to this is that all of the artists interviewed enjoy listening to the radio as they work, either from a local broadcast or online, although it is unclear how this feeds their art practice.  
Artists are using the internet as a very important tool in their art practices.  They use the web for image searches, social networking, personal research for their art practice as well as news and entertainment. Although these artists are familiar with the technology as it evolves, they still feel that they lag behind, somehow.  While the internet is an especially useful tool, it has yet to operate in a way that facilitates the work of artists to its maximum potential. 
How artists use information


Artists use the information they find in their art practices to create artwork as well as to promote their work and participate in their community.  When it comes to sourcing images, each artist works differently. Many of the artists described processes of looking at many images only to find one that was useful for their created problem.  As a photographer, Artist G is creating images as art and so is directly inspired by each situation.  Artist S, Artist O and Artist C, however, use images as reference points for the pieces of art they create. 


The artists access knowledge through their own drawing, writing and thinking practices. Artist N is very physical and tends to work through her ideas with her hands, either through the materials or through writing.  Artist G and Artist C have list-making practices.  Artist S draws, writes and takes pictures to formulate a plan for her work. 


The artists learn a lot from the physical act of making work.  Their foundational experiences of learning their craft give them a base and a certain familiarity with their own process.  They keep their chops by being committed to their art practices.  They cite examples of life events and experiences that influence their work.  Artist C realized that she has developed a certain material expertise by working for another painter.  Artist G is inspired by the studio environment he lives in.  Artist S solves material problems for each new site where she does an installation. She also points out that things she doesn’t have to research, foundational experiences that are within her are major inspirations. 

Artists do research for different reasons.  Artist O looks mostly for images.  Artist N needs technical information.  Artist G tries expand his worldview by taking in information.  Artist C refers back the same books over and over, because they contain ideas that permeate her work. Artist S is very careful about the research she does for her projects so that she can back up the decisions she makes aesthetically and conceptually.  She feels that the more she knows about a topic, and specifics about the ideas she’s dealing with, the better prepared she will be to answer questions that may arise about the work.  Integrity is extremely important to her.  Her values about the creation of art have created a situation where research is essential to her practice.
Serving artists better

I believe that Cowan’s (2004) comments about learning to serve artists on their terms are still true in today’s digital age.  Instead of forcing artists to use keyword searches or interact with interface that are counter-intuitive, these interfaces should be designed with input from creative people. Ideally, in an image search a similar browsing feature would allow artists to seek out images in a fluid, user-friendly way.  Artists can absorb a lot of visual information at one time and they make connections between ideas that are not linear. Simple keyword searches are very frustrating for artists. They need to be able to search through images using images, not words, as guides. The manipulation of digital images as the basis for paintings, drawings and as its own form of art must also be accepted as ‘fair use’.  The counterintuitive classification systems bury images that artists might find useful in their art practices.  I recommend that collections be digitized and that the materials be freely available to copy from the internet so that artists can access them from their computers at home or at their studio.
Stam’s (1995) ideas on how to make images and other resources more accessible  to artists are still relevant. It is very important that the material to be used by artists be accessible while they are working at home or in their studio. Artists need to be able to pull and retain digital copies of images easily. One way to help artists might be to publish a list of image sources online. The literature suggests that browsing and human contact are key to information selection, so tools and tagging systems that reflect this non-linear approach to information gathering would be especially useful.
Littrell’s (2001) suggestions for creating a library that is artist-friendly are also valid. She suggests that artists use libraries differently that other patrons (Littrell, 2001, p. 294). In my study I found that some artists are not using the library at all due to the barriers that prevent them from setting foot through the door and the ones they encounter once they are there.  These barriers include late fines, complex cataloguing systems and the general feeling of discomfort with the place. Libraries have a great deal to learn from visual artists, and vice-versa.  It is disadvantageous to both the library and to artists that they do not wish to go there and that they are confused by the way information is organized.  In time, the way we search for information could become more intuitive to creative people and they will be able to use their unique gifts to share their revelations en masse.  
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Appendix A

Interview Questions

At the start of each interview I introduced the project, to try to make the artists aware of the kind of information I was looking for.  The list of questions that follows is gatherered from all of the interviews.  Mostly they are taken verbatim from the interview, and sometimes they are questions that the artists answered but that I did not ask directly. The bulk of the interview was spent listening to the artists.  I often asked questions so that they could expland on something they had said previously.  I also asked very specific questions about each artists’ individual practice based on their work, because I’m very familiar with the work of each artist that I interviewed.  This sample interview schedule is not intended to be used as a script.   Although most of the questions on this list are yes/no questions, the artists provided very detailed information for each question.

At the start of each interview I said: “The project that I’m doing is called ‘Ways of Seeking: Sources and Channels of information used by artists. So I’m looking at the way artists take in information. What you use for information and the ways that you get information out. There’s not necessarily a list of questions and the interview is really free form and if we go off on tangents, that’s totally okay. I will start by asking you a few questions about your background to begin. You do not have to answer any questions and we can stop the interview at any time.”

Are you from Montreal?

Where are you from?

How long have you been in Montreal for?

Do you mind if I ask you how old you are?

Did you go to school for art?

Where did you learn how to make art/ do your craft?

What languages do you speak?

Have you done any traveling for your art?

Where do you look for images?

Do you have a scanning or clipping practice?

Do you tend to print out the stuff you find on the internet?

And when you’re searching for images on the internet are you using a search engine or are there specific digital archives that you like to go to for pictures?

Do you do all of your online searches in English?

Do you subscribe to any magazines?

Are there any other magazines that you like to look at? Where do you see them? (library, store, from friends, etc.)

Do you collect books? Where do you get them from?

Do you go to the library? Which one?

Do you go to bookstores? What kinds of books to you like to read when you’re there?

Are there other places where you like to kind of routinely go to seek out information?

Are you researching something specific right now?

Do you document your process, through photos or otherwise?

Are you represented by any art galleries?

Do you have an agent or someone working on your behalf?

Have you collaborated with other artists?

Do you have a website?

Do you have a blog?

Do you use any social networking tools online? (facebook, twitter, etc)

Do you use any other sites online to share your work?

Do you use any other channels to get your art out?

Have you ever done any public speaking about your work, in person or on the radio?

Do you support yourself by some means other than your art practice?

Do you hang out with other artists?

Do you collect art by other artists?

Do you have any mentors? Are you a mentor to someone else?
Do you read about art and about what’s going on in the art world?

Do you go to vernissages locally?

How do you get exposed to other artists work?

Which media do you explore?

Do you have a television or watch television?

Do you watch movies? video rental/ library/ borrow from friends/ buy/ online

Do you pay attention to the news? In what format?

Do you read any newspapers in print or online?

Do you look at photos on the internet?

Do you follow any blogs?

Do you listen to the radio?

Do you have a practice of listening to music? Where do you get your music from?

Do you listen to podcasts?

Do you subscribe to any listservs or RSS feeds?

How much time do you usually spend on the internet in a day and what do you mostly use it for?

Do you have a physical practice like biking or skiing or yoga or working out?

Do you have a writing practice?

Do you make music or do any other type of creative activity?

Do you have any other kinds of practices (gardening, researching a particular area, etc)

Do you tend to run into people when you’re walking around?

Do you have a practice of finding things?

Do you collect physical objects?

Do you have any teachers in other areas of your life? 

Can you think of any personal experiences that you’ve used in your art practice in some way?

Do you borrow things from other people that you use in your art practice?

What is your art practice like? (ie how often are you in the studio, for how long, is it regular or sporadic)

where do you find inspiration for your work in general?

What tools do you use in making your art (ie specifics about cameras or their medium)?

Where do you get your materials?

I asked them about specific projects they are working on now, where the idea came from (that is the visual idea and the concepts)

Are there any particular theorists or artists whose writing inspire your work?

Do you have separate spaces for working and doing preparatory work (such as thinking, drawing, writing)?

Does your practice change throughout the year, with the seasons?

Has your art ever appeared on products (ie skateboards, album covers)

Has your work appeared in magazines or books?

Have you been in the newspaper for your art?

Is publicity something that you seek out?

Are there any other things you can think of that we haven’t talked about that are ways that you take in information or get information out?

If they go on a tangent about a particular topic, ask: Where did you learn that?







