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Hi Everyone! Thank you for coming to my talk or joining me online! For those of you who don`t know 

me, this is a brief introduction: My name is Tina Petrovicz and I am an artist. I first started in the 

creative field of theatre when I was 18  working on a festival before I went to college. I was scenic 

painting professionally by 19. Then after finishing college and attending the Banff Centre, I went off to 

paint for theatre, television, and the ballet. For a number of years, I worked as the assistant head 

scenic artist at the National Ballet of Canada. Later I worked as an instructor and teacher’s assistant at 

an alternative high school where I taught art grades 9 through 11. I now dedicate my time to my art 

and my artistic communities.  

My talk today is Play and Experimentation as part of an artist`s process and the growth of one`s artistic 

practice. 

I will talk about the different elements and scenarios that allow for play and experimentation to 

happen and how they contribute to learning and growth. So, I will present this in general terms that 

are applicable to anybody, with real life examples.  At the end of the talk I will show you specifically 

how these elements and scenarios contributed to the design of my changeable artwork box titled “Fog 

at the Lake”. There will also be an interactive component with questions at the end of each section 

that can be done with the talk or later on your own. The talk will end with a Q & A.  

But first we need to  look at what is play.  Play – as adults we use this word to convey a pastime and 

something while enjoyable doesn’t have a lot of merit. But play is recognized by many researchers in 

the early childhood development field, as an integral part of the learning process. The  Canadian 

Council on Learning, this now defunct council focused on the ideas of life long learning, was first 

started by Dr Fraser Mustard and a former governor general Margaret McCain . According to the 

council "Play nourishes every aspect of children’s development – it forms the foundation of 

intellectual, social, physical, and emotional skills necessary for success in school and in life. Play 

“paves” the way for learning.1 

In the field of childhood development, the exact definition of play is not straightforward though. Many 

researchers limit play to a creative and imagination-based experience which is unstructured and 

initiated by an individual child. But others include the ideas of structured play that has rules and can 

involve the interactions of others and adults or leaders. In both cases there is not necessarily a goal or 

a predetermined outcome. For the purposes here we will include this last one in our definitions, so we 

can have two different kinds of play: structured and unstructured. Play can also be categorized as 

solitary, or associative where individuals are playing taking interest in what others are doing, but not 

working towards a common goal,  and cooperative which involves more then one individual with a 

shared end goal in mind.  

The other thing that we will look at is experimentation and where does it fit in? Experimentation in its 
true scientific sense is defined as a set of procedures that is performed that either validates or refutes 
a hypothesis. For our purposes we are going to look at it as a more developed form of structured play 
following a set of procedures but one that doesn’t necessarily have a hypothesis or an expected 
outcome. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Canadian_Council_on_Learning
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Canadian_Council_on_Learning


So far, I have been talking about children and their development. But what if we can use some of these 
ideas and its jargon to talk about the experiences that we can have as artists or creative individuals. 
Even examining the definition of play a creative and imagination-based experience  this sounds very 
much related to what we do as artists. What would be the goal of all of this? I would say  to explore the 
different opportunities for learning and how we can expand on that learning by incorporating aspects 
of play.  

As we look at learning I think we need to be aware of pitfalls that impede our learning. In general, as 
artists (and I include all people) the two main pitfalls are: one is set -up expectations for outcomes; and 
the other is to repeat patterns or modes of operation. 

There are a bunch of way expectations can express themselves, I am going to touch on two. The self-
fulfilling prophecy, when we often make conscious and unconscious choices that leads us to fulfill what 
we expect. The other kind of expectation is what I call “Everything I touch will be a masterpiece”. These 
expectations often lead to disappointment, frustration, or limitations especially to learning. 

For repeating patterns or modes of operation, well we all know the adage : Insanity is doing the same 
thing over and over again and expecting different results. It is a self-limiting process that can express 
itself in a few different ways. It might be continuing to use the same process to complete work or using 
the same imagery to the point where the work over time looks homogenous,  and then when a person 
is really set in their ways it is the “I know” syndrome. 
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As creative people we can be setting our goals to avoid these two pitfalls and look for different kinds of 
outcomes that allow us to learn, grow and change. So, if we think of some examples of the different 
kinds of play as artists that we can participate in and look at outcomes. At the end of each kind of play 
there will be a small exercise.  

To start with a  good  example of what structured, associated play could be for an artist is an art class 
or workshop. There is a leader as a teacher. Fellow classmates are working on their individual work 
and they bring with them their knowledge and own perspectives of the work being done. So, it looks 
like this can be a good scenario for learning. But if you come to that with expectations, or are stuck in 
how you work, is there room to be open and play and learn as a result? 



One example I am going to give you is I took a class with a great teacher with the expectation that I 
was going to revive old skills to paint still life that I was doing at the time. Of note was that I had little 
respect for landscape painting. The class was either indoors, when the weather was bad, we would 
paint still life, or we were painting plein-aire- landscape. I decided to play along. I thought I am still 
painting.  I ended up really enjoying the landscape painting enough that I took 4 other classes with the 
same teacher. It was challenging. I learned a lot about composition, light, edges, tone, and landscape 
entered into my art practice. To this day when I create a new piece, I use a tonal thumbnail drawing 
technique that he taught us in that class.  

The next example I have seen many times in classes-  the high expectation that -Everything I touch will 
be a masterpiece. Setting an expectation that your work will be great, but you never used that material 
or technique before is unrealistic. I have seen this playout ultimately leading to tears. Another way this 
presents itself is that you must produce finished work in a class.  I took a class where a lot of people 
would get frustrated with it, because we did a lot of exercises and assignments and only one project at 
the end. My classmates’ frustration was that we weren’t making finished paintings, something to take 
home and hang on the wall. It was a class that was very much about looking at various aspects of 
contemporary art and then exploring it with exercises. I learned about process and how to create work 
that is not immediate (reflective as opposed to representational),and a lot more. I still refer to my 
notes and exercises 6 years later.   When you are in a class, I think it is a good idea to set out a rule that 
what you create in class does not represent your artistic practice. The value of a class is trying new 
materials, techniques, or ways of thinking about art, not in producing an end product. When we played 
as children together, we never finished the play session saying that was a terrible day we didn’t finish 
our fort today. The fun was in the doing.  

The last thing I want to touch on that happens in classes or workshops is the “I know” syndrome. The 
teacher tries to communicate a new idea or approach and the response is I know. Sometimes it is said 
out loud and sometimes not, but it happens when we have a set way of working. When we are in a 
class  it can be scary to let go of our own rules or patterns of operations. But if we want to learn 
something new, we have to set those aside. Think of when you were young, and someone taught you a 
new game. It would be a challenge at first, but then it was fun.  
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Have you ever experienced something similar to one of the above scenarios? How did it affect your 
learning outcome? Or if you were teaching how did it affect the learning outcome of the participants? 

  



Beside the classroom another form of structured play for an artist is the solitary play of 
experimentation. This if done right is good for tackling pre-set expectations, and repeating modes of 
operation. In order to conduct an experiment, you need to come up with a set of procedures or a 
procedure that you are going to try out. It is not required to have a hypothesis or an expected 
outcome, but it is necessary to be as consistent as possible. An experiment can be as simple as using an 
existing plate and trying out different types of paper. And asking questions like How does the texture 
of the paper effect the transfer of the plate? How does it handle getting wet?  It could be taking the 
medium you normally work with and subjecting it to different methods of application.  
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A more complicated example of experiments that I have done is when I set up a series of strings across 
a window in my studio. I then attached different types of materials to clips that I could slide on the 
strings. I was looking at translucency and how light effected the material. I treated the materials with 
paint, watercolour, or ink. It allowed me to observe how the different types of materials with their 
applications interacted with one another when they were layered. It also allowed me to observe how 
different intensities of light changed that interaction. It was set-up so I could revisit this experiment 
over several weeks adding material or changing things around to see what the effect was.  

The goal of these experiments is not to produce art, but to make observations. Take notes. Take 
photos. You will use some materials, but it is low risk as it doesn’t involve your artwork. What you find 
out may not be usable for the application that brought you to try the experiment, but it may be good 
for something else. 

Is there an experiment that you could do? 

  



Another form of solitary play as an artist is unstructured. It is also good for tackling pre-set 
expectations, and repeating modes of operation. How does it differ from an experiment? I would say 
primarily it is spontaneous.  It is acting on impulse. The ability to say what if. It can be a simple as 
coming across something in your studio and saying let’s  incorporate it into the work. An example of 
this: Is the hoops in my mobile. I originally had the thought that my prints would  hang as small 
banners of the arms of the mobile. I already had the relief plates completed. I was getting ready to 
print, but I had to do some tidying in my studio, putting materials away. I came across the hoops. I 
stopped and looked at them, I thought I like these, I only have 3. I need 4. But I didn’t let it stop me. I 
took my plates and scanned them on my copier. I taped the copies in the rings. I hung them up. They 
fit. I only had to figure out how to hang a hoop and find a 4th one the same size. But I went a head with 
the idea, printing up the relief plates on big enough pieces of paper to attach to the hoops.  

Sometimes something unexpected happens as you are working. Once when I was etching, I needed to 
boost my solution, I misread the proportions and added too much of one of the chemicals. Instead of 
tossing out the whole batch I decided to try it on my plate that I had in progress. It created this large 
bubbled texture. It wasn’t perfect and I had to add another layer of etching on top with a regular 
solution. But I feel it added something to the piece. And I learned a new technique that I have used 
again. 

The trick is not to panic or feel that you have to control 
everything. It is not without risks, occasionally it has 
cost me hours of work. But I feel like the option of 
letting the work incorporate a bit of chaos keeps it 
lively for me.  And it helps me to evolve my art practice 
in a way that is not predictable. 

 

Chaos Theory  Lorenz 
Attractor 

 

Credit Wikimol_ 
Dshwen 

Have you ever had a “mistake” happen while working on your artwork? How did you react at the time?  
Or how did you feel about the work afterwards?  

 

 

 

Another form of unstructured play, one that involves other artists, is a type of associated play. This is 
where everyone is doing their own thing, but they are interested in what others are doing. The first 
examples I am going to give you are hard to organize because of COVID, but I am going to offer 
alternatives which might be overlooked normally. So, the first one is what I like to call the Artist play 
date. I have had the opportunity to go into other artist’s studio and try the medium that they work 
with in exchange that I provide them the same kind of opportunity.  At the time I just did it for fun. It 
was a nice way to pass a morning and talk to that artist about their practice. But it provided me with a 
key answer to a problem that I didn’t even know I was going to have. Again, the work I produced 
during the play date was like the results of experiments, I didn’t worry about it being finished artwork. 



Another way this might happen is when you pop in on another artist just to say hi or an artist pops in 
to see you. I find it is fun to see what other people are up to and to show what I am doing.  

The alternative to this- in our current time to reach out to fellow artists via emails or zoom or phone. 
We might not think of this as play in the strictest sense. But it involves a kind of  exchange between like 
minded people, who are all creating in their studios. Another technological link is forums and Facebook 
groups. There are all kinds of these that allow us to share what we are up to and ask questions or 
responded the work and have others reflect on what we are doing.  

Sometimes as artists we think of our artwork like we are playing poker holding the cards close. But 
what happens when we allow others in? The takeaway from this kind of play is if we are open to 
sharing what we are doing it can invite a collaborative element to our practice. This isn’t about making 
something the same as another artist but sharing the techniques or even talking about subjects that 
you are drawn to. Often, I come away with information that comes in handy or it allows for a lively 
exchange of ideas.  

And this isn’t just limited to artists. When I had my original idea for a kind of artwork box that changed 
with light, a sort of mini theatre maquette, I opened up with the two main techies in my life. Neither of 
them in their professional life would be considered artists. They made me realize that the technology 
existed and that there was plenty of forums that could help me along the way with the technical side 
of the project. They opened me to possibilities.  Another artist who uses a lot of technology in his work, 
introduced me to the Github which is a worldwide source of creators of all things electronic. There are 
amazing groups of people who generously share their knowledge and answer questions or at least 
point you in the right direction.  

My question to you - Is there a group of artists that you belong to ? Or do you have a creative buddy? 
Think of people whose work you find interesting. Do you exchange information about your techniques 
or talk about subjects that you are drawn to?    

 

 

 

The last type of play that we are going to discuss here is structured cooperative play. Working on a 
group project can be seen in this light. A group can be 2 people or lots of people who may or not be 
artists, but I think the key component here , is there are elements of collaboration and structure. The 
structure or rules of the project can be decided upon by the group or a portion of the group. This can 
be a group of artists coming together to create a single artwork , or like here this show is great 
example of group project where artists created individual work but within a collaborative environment. 
This project was the brainchild of 7 artists who came together to decide the initial ideas of how the 
show was going to work: its initial structure, the theme and some of the ground rules. Later other 
artists joined in , adding their input, knowledge, and work to the creation of the show. I think it is 
important that there is a supportive nature amongst the participants that allows for autonomy. 
Specifically, that there is trust so that the individuals are free to make certain decisions without having 



to consult the group, but we are responsible for those decisions. Within this environment there is 
room for interchanges of ideas and knowledge between individual artists as well.  

My last question to you is: have you been part of a group project? What parts worked for you? What 
parts didn’t work for you?  

 

 

I am going to play two videos now. One is off my art box titled “ Fog at the Lake” running its entire 
sequence. Note I added music to the video that is not part of the box when it is seen live. The video 
that follows show the various elements of the box and in it I discuss the types of play and the people 
who allowed me to draw on their expertise to complete the project.  

Video: Fog at the Lake Running 

Video: Fog at the Lake Deconstructed 

In conclusion I encourage you to part of a community of creators. Set aside expectations and be open 
to different outcomes. I encourage you to play with others and by yourself. Integrate play and 
experimentation as part of your process and see the growth of your artistic practice. And have fun!  

 

Do you have any questions?  

 

That’s the end of the Q&A. If you are online and I didn`t get to your question because of the time lag I 
will visit my Facebook page later tonight and I will answer in the chat. I want to Thank Marc Lavoie for 
his assistance today shooting the extra footage and I want to do a Big shout-out to my technical host. 
Yanik Gosselin guided me through the process of setting this talk up so it could be online, and he has 
been working behind the scenes during this talk. Thank you Yanik! 

 

 

 

1. Canadian Council on Learning, (Early Childhood Learning Knowledge Centre), “Let the Children Play: 
Nature’s Answer to Early Learning”, Lessons in Learning (Ottawa: CCL, 2006), p. 2 

 


