CHAPTER 8§

The Usefulness of Mess: Artistry,

Improvisation and Decomposition
in the Practice of Research in
Applied Theatre

Jenny Hughes with Jenny Kidd and Catherine McNamara

In the varied topography of professional practice, there is a high, hard
ground where practitioners can make effective use of research-based
theory and technique, and there is a swampy lowland where situations
are confusing ‘messes’ incapable of technical solution . . . in the swamp
are the areas of greatest human concern. (Schon 1983: 42)

The frequently traversed and often indistinct boundary between ‘research’
and ‘practice’ in applied theatre provides a useful site for an examination of
research methods in theatre studies. Researchers and practitioners involved in
‘applied theatre’ (and we explore some of the issues raised by this term below)
are responsive to invitations to research and practice in complex, diverse and
unpredictable contexts. In common with other disciplinary areas of theatre
and performance, the prominence of practice as research in applied theatre
complicates any attempt to clearly categorise ‘research method’ as distinct
from or outside of practice. However, the ways in which applied theatre prac-
tice also constructs relationships across professional contexts with varying
policy, value and practice imperatives means that the methods of research
and practice itself are also subject to multiple pressures. In addition, com-
mitments to mobilising an emancipatory politics of practice often means that
participants of projects are integrated into the research in applied theatre.
This participatory ethos challenges practitioners and researchers to imple-
ment reflexive and critical research methods as part of addressing wider issues
of social justice and equity. The diverse contexts and intentions of applied
theatre practice have meant that multiple methods have been drawn upon
in applied theatre research, sometimes, but not always, used in combination
with each other. The field incorporates, for example,

externally commissioned
research drawing on social science methods, particip

atory and action research,
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and discursive and non-discursive forms of reflective pl:aclice, as well as mocle}sl
of theoretically informed scholarly resear;!l ancli creative practice as researc
ili eatre studies as an academic discipline. .
faf}’ﬁ*i‘}'}g E:l;lapter, we explore three examples of applied thefatre‘ pract.ice
which exhibit contrasting relationships between.con.text, creative 1ntentloﬁ
and research perspective. An example of practice is contributed by eacd
of the three authors, and the overall argument is mformet"l by separate an
detailed conversations between Jenny Hughes and Jenny Kldd and Cathf.:rme
McNamara respectively. The first is Kidd’s account of This Accursed Tf;tmg,la
performance that explored new interpretations of Mancheste.r Museum s col-
lections in response to the transatlantic slave trade gnd abohtior} mo:rement‘
This project was an outcome of ‘Performance, Learmng ‘:md Herltaie C(:OOS'_l
8), a research project funded by the Arts and Humam_tles R?Sefn:f- . unct1
exploring theatre and performance in museums anﬁi heritage sites. The secoph
is McNamara’s discussion of the Sci:dentity Project, an arts 1n13:1at1ve f\jvlt
young transsexual and transgendered people that !axplored the g:élence % sex
and gender through film, live performance and visual art, carried out ydag
arts team connected to the Central School of Speech ai}d Drama ,and funde ;
by The Wellcome Trust (z006—7). The final e}famplt? is Hughes accoun]t 0
A Letter from Home, a musical performance devised with reflllgees and aSé um
seekers living in Manchester and originally from Cemiral Africa and thfi ;ulaat
Lakes regien, taking place as part of ‘In Place of Waf' , a research project s;
funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council (20?4“.7). Tkz.s Acclurse
Thing was a piece of action research that also drew on qual}tauve soc1a!'sc1en-ce
methods to explore the impact of the performance on learning. The Scx.denfi[tg
project was a piece of practice that was at the same time a reseafch process ;:1
by young people, drawing on performance ‘and \1'15115{1 arts to interrogate the
science of sex and gender in collaboration with scientists, n.lerhcal profession-
als and artists, A Letter from Home was an example (?f practice as rcsea.rch t‘hat
explored a specific question, in this fcasf: the relationship between identity,
i ent and participation in performance. .
dls'rI"l lif:i?se studieg genelztted research findings that challe.ngec_i knowledge dis-
courses concomitant with their contexts: models.of learning in museums and
other institutions of learning, biologically detell"mmc‘d conlstrucnons.of sex artlld
gender, and exclusionary constructions of national identity respec:uvely.lT ;
analysis presented in this chapter aims to dra?v out some of the reciprocal an
ethical knowledge practices that can be identified in these rcs.earch. processes.
What was critically investigated in each project was the rel:j\uonishlp between
performance, site and, respectively, an atrocious l_lerltage, alienating construc-
tions of sex and gender and the lack of polqual rights for refugees. The three
examples also repeatedly showed how a;.)plled theatre researchers ::u't:I chal-
lenged by direct engagements with practice. We argue that these challenges
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provide a site from which to conceptualise a research method thar privileges
notions of practice. This way of working challenges notions of method and
methodology as epistemologically secure, finite, discrete sets of procedures fit
for the purpose of discovering certain, measurable findings about the impact of

We propose a method and methodology configured by three dynamic and
overlapping principles of practice, each of which places complex demands
on the researcher- artistry, improvisation and decomposition. The term ‘art-
istry’ refers to a crafted process of research that occurs as part of or alongside
creative practice. ‘Improvisation’ refers to actions that

moments of practice and
f an encounter with excep-
a troubling and potentially

research which disintegrate or are unmade as part o
tional experience, and positions these moments as
enriching part of a research process. This notion is rather expansive and will
be explored in more detail below; however, it is important to note that the term
‘decomposition’ connotes processes of regeneration in which the research may
be carried forward in new and unexpected directions, Importantly, these regen-

knowing, and deterioration of meaning,

on the three principles of artistry, improvisation and decomposition, we also
propose the notion of practised method as a fruitful way of conceiving research
i , that might usefully complement the *practice as research’

in any research endeavour. Drawing

TRAVERSING THE SWAMP: THE PRACTICE-RESEARCH-
PRACTICE RELATIONSHIP IN APPLIED THEATRE

[TThe questions of where knowledge is situated, what forms of
knowledge are valued, and how knowledge is shared, remain a major

preoccupation in the range of practices which constitute applied drama.
(Nicholson 2005: 38)

‘Applied theatre’ is broadly related to tradi

tions of socially committed com-
munity, educational and political theatre

that emerged as part of and as
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alternatives to the professional theatre sector i9 the western herrflspl';;arg
during the course of the twentieth century. Nlci.u')lson identifies app E
dramf’ as an umbrella term that brought these tr::tdnmnshtogetht:r(cli\Tu‘n;:gI to z
i i d of the Cold War in the 1ggos (Nichols
d of change following the en . ‘ the 199¢
pcno‘ I(I)) Thisg period coincided with the neo-liberal prioritisation of the freef
zo:riet a.nd in the UK, concomitant cuts in arts funding. The crr:iergence 0
3 : is ti i ded to the need to ensure
i t, responde
‘applied theatre’ at this time, at least in part, de ‘
t;ipoi'lgoing practice and research of socially and politically comzl?_ittatlad tth;z:;ze
i i valen -
ice i i texts. Applied theatre occupies an ambi ‘
o ﬂCﬁdemlC‘COﬂ i ch, study and practice of socially
1 elping to protect the ongoing research, i :
::?:il ’pl;lit[iJcalgly committed theatre and also securing and marketing nhew stuilly
ications inside academic contexts. Of course, these con-
rogrammes and publications insi : :
ixtgs;rare also increasingly subject to the imperatives of a fr'ee m;rkei gfl(::z;(‘)frerg
i i itical theatre practices by r
in turn, potentially threaten critical ¢ :
tlI'l:;.t,ing the timlj:s and spaces by which teaching and research tal:;e: place. Th1]si
; ll))ivalent position is reflected in the challenge of (_:on.ceptualfsmg rese:.ll:c
?:;thods for applied theatre. Not least, the economic lmperanve? atf;c 1;;;;
ith the discourses of evidence-
ider field have led to engagement wi .
1t)0 '&:; ‘::g:ice including research into the impact of theatre ff)r p911cy—relatcd
asd(:ﬁenlz:es inte,rested in social, personal, behavioural and.a'ttltlfdm?l changes
at‘llllat are difficult to measure or securely atuibute to participation in tl:l?‘:lﬂ'f:;‘
d may alse have very little relevance for understanding the complexities o
an
i tice. _
Cre’;tillveetgx ‘applied theatre’ has been contested (Chamberlalrll( etlal. 2.(.)06‘).
i i i d claims ‘usefulness’ but lacks clear signi-
It carries an instrumental intent an v
i i i hom and for what purpose? (For ¢
fication — who is applying what to w vl gy
i i 2003: 13—=21; Nicholson 5:
discussions of the term see Thompson ‘ ' ° o 25
imulated discussions of a set of questio;
However, the term has also stimu . hogusctionts s
bly more expansive and divers
the value of theatre that are argua r verse than (h
isati ially committed theatre practice y
row categorisations of socially .
g:zated by ﬁ'le political Left. The field of applle:d th?at;e has rcne\;e;tl ;;r}li
thics and aesthetics of theatre practic 3
developed debates about the e and a e L
itizenship, the relationship between thea s
4 ety e For examples, see Thompson 2009, and
ccess and inclusion in the arts. (For e ples,
ggr:ed editions of RIDE: The Journal of Applied T];e;r';il fmd Pe::fbrmm:c; 1(:1;
i iti i ively — 10 (2) and 12 (3).) This engagemen :
ethics and citizenship respectively 2) anc ] BT
i i d political issues is partly what ma
a diverse range of cultural, social an S e
i i lied theatre important and timely.
cussion of research methods in app ey
ili i igati f the processes, aesthetic and ethi
methods facilitate investigations o ' -
iti i i f theatre, often with unexpected and ¢
e ——— i-discipli debates about the importance
ing results. However, as the multi-disciplinary
:)r;g‘reﬂexivity’ in research have stressed, the value-laden, context-dependent
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nature of language-based interpretative regimes mean that research methods
themselves construct assumptions about what questions, knowledge and out-
comes of practice are deemed significant, as much as support the development
of knowledge about practice (Alvesson and Skéldberg 2000: 1). The methods
by which applied theatre practices are researched therefore construct particu-
lar claims for the value of theatre that reflect the ambivalent position of the
wider field of practice and are worthy of further deconstruction.
Raymond Williams® definition of ‘art’ provides a critical perspective of
significance for further explicating the problems and possibilities of applied
theatre research and its associated methods and methodologies. He notes
that ‘the arts’ emerged inside academic contexts in the nineteenth century as
a result of 2 ‘defensive specialisation of certain skills and purposes’, that is 2
separation of skills and purposes whose ‘use value’ could not be reduced to
‘exchange value’. The ‘arts’ constructed an area of scholarship within which
skills and purposes not immediately related to the ‘exchange value’ of com-
modities could be ‘conceptually abstracted’ (Williams 1976: 34). The field of
applied theatre deliberately and creatively disrupts the binary of ‘use value'
and ‘exchange value’ identified by Williams and to a certain extent renders
these terms obsolete, as it adopts an approach to theatre practice that exhibits
use value and exists within the productive regimes of the social and cultural
economy, broadly conceived, as well as carries the abstract value attributed to
‘pure’ arts. Applied theatre research is concerned with exploring the experi-
ences that materialise at exactly this challenging point of crossover between
the use, exchange and abstract values of both theatre and society. Those that
commission or otherwise support applied theatre practice and research are
often themselves preoccupied with the possibilities and problems for action
and understanding that emerge at this border. In terms of the projects below,
this can be seen in the interest in learning as it might be conceptualised beyond
the domains of formal education, experiences of gender that challenge biologi-
cal binaries of male and female, and the narratives of refugees who stimulate
revisions of categorisations of political citizenship. This has led to a hybrid
methodological domain for applied theatre research and a complex context for
practice, the processes of which might sometimes challenge hegemonic, ideo-
logical understandings of value, but (perhaps) more often exhibit a precarious
balance between reproduction and disruption of those values, reflecting the
ambivalent position of applied theatre signalled by the overall argument here.
Applied theatre research has been preoccupied with responding to a require-
ment to provide evidence of the ‘effect’, ‘impact’ and ‘outcome’ of practice in
ways that conform to the agendas of non-arts audiences and this has sometimes
led to an uncritical acceptance of positivist social science research methods (see
Hughes and Ruding, in Prentki and Preston 2009, for a discussion). However,
the examples below also highlight the subtleties by which applied theatre
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practice and research accommodates as well as disrupts rig‘idly.predetermlned
notions of value, The analyses here explore how the practice of research
facilitates a diversification of the use, exchafxge and abstract values. of theatre
practice in ways that may have broader significance for understanding theatre
and performance practice in the contemporary world. ‘ .

The complex relationship between research and the val}le of theatre
materialised within applied theatre contexts demands a precise, supported
and dynamic approach to conceptualising method and methodology.‘“;e
pursue this in the analyses of practice that foll‘ow, and ﬁnd a more precisely
articulated approach in the often unexpected interweaving of creative prac-
tce and research method — for example, when the respor%ses o.f spectatf)rs
i This Accursed Thing confounded the discourses of learning WI.thm which
the research method was constructed, and in t-he messy and fl‘l]ltfll.'ll' cross-
fertilisations within the practice-research-practice re%atlonshm. mobilised by
the Sci:dentity project. What this chapter promotes isa pmculsed.' methodlol—
ogy whereby different methods of research and practice combl‘ne to deve op
and strengthen ongoing critical revisions f)f the. value of ap;)lymg thcatrelm
complex and unpredictable contexts. Tl’ns notion of practised met%nod also
argues for the usefulness of that which might be dr?ﬁned as the negative, c?;—’
founding, discarded or ignored moments of practice that do not readily ‘fit
mnto a preconceived, intentional schema of res.e?:rch., .

According to Schon, the ‘reflective practitioner’ has a cap’acuy for crea-
tive, tacit and improvised responses to the ‘copfusmg messes’ and swampy
lowland’ of the unpredictable contexts of practice that clzallenge etpp!1cau?ns
of designed ‘method’ (Schon 1983: 42). Schﬁln emphasu_;es the ‘artistry oé'
knowledge-making in complex contexts, and his formulations have prof"oun
resonances with the challenges of app}iecli theatre research. ‘The pragtmehof
applied theatre is itself defined as a reflexive lmowl.edge—mal'(lng practice that
works to materialise, investigate and remake social experience, narratives,
histories and contexts (Nicholson 2005: 166; "l?hompsoF 2003: 172; Tayl-or
2003: 110). The combined importance of reflective practice and non-arts d.!S—
courses and practices in applied theatre research supports a cox?ccptuahsa.tlon
of research methods in applied theatre as constituted by various combu}aw
tions and negotiations between non-discursive processes aligned to reﬂecu.ve
practitioner methodologies and embodied, pa.rt1c1patory knfawl'cdge.pract}ce
and ‘designed’ research studies with qualitative and quantitative dls.curswe
research methods distinct from creative processes, al?phed before, during and

after the ‘practice’. The ambivalent position of appyed theat.:re has generated
a diverse range of research projects, many of which corpbme these m‘?th—
odological approaches and also have m}:ltipltt ‘uses’, These mf:lude:l embodied,
intuitive, embedded processes that might not lead to any d1scursw:: outputs
(as suggested by Conquergood 2002, to whom we return below); ‘reflective
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immediate experiences (see Kerr, and Thornton, in Prentki and Preston 2009
and Thompson 2003: 147-72); and interview- and observation-based meth-
odologies of qualitative social science (Hughes and Wilson 2004) and survey
and experimental method (Fleming et al, 2004) that lead to reports for non-
arts audiences. Reflective practitioner methodologies and modes of research
associated with the interpretative or ‘soft’ social sciences, that is qualitative,
participatory and action research methodologies, are more prevalent as the
expertise required to implement these approaches is closely aligned to the skill
bases of applied theatre practitioners, and these methods are easily adapted to
unpredictable contexts.

It may be useful to briefly note some recognised strengths and weaknesses
of these different methodologies. Qualitative social

research, including use of control groups (classically with one group
to practice and results measured against a control group), struggles to establish
reliable measures for sensate, unpredictable and participatory processes, with
resulting issues for internal and external validity. For practitioners, develop-

in creative practice, but their no
for contributing to discussions o
a vested interest in practice.

Before moving on to consider the specific methodological compositions
of the three case studies, it is important to explore the conceptualisation of
research method as pracrice a little further. Williamg usefully deconstructs the
‘complex linguistic cluster’ around the terms ‘practice’ and ¢

n-discursive outcomes make them less useful
f value across the different audiences that have

, he notes the emergence of the
term ‘praxis’, also used by Nicholson in reference to applied theatre (Nicholson
2005: 38-59), to describe a uniting of theory with practice as ac

tion, where the
distinction between theory, method and practice is made in a

nalysis but not
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i i i is resists a compartmentalising of
Observa'ble e graczgeédrgﬁ)egigglnzlridli\?;ﬁj as outside of, imposed upon or
thﬁm‘f_!:)?lf a:oa;racrtri!ce Situations of practice are inhe;;ently unstaglgérrzse:g;
. I i %, and there is a nee
T (?0::1 1?1::#1:‘1:11?; ‘3’;;1;;,";0:1’11?;:“}’ and tacit krmwlf:clge3 which
e pra('mcto’ respond to the unpredictable situations of practice: the
" ﬂ'w o g areadily controllable, predictable, mappable place, if it ever
- lonier ry-led ‘modes’ of research might be usefu!ly reconce[?tual—
ed T ebooid ractice-based methodology that privileges practice as
" el r;tin lt)hecoretical knowledge, and theoretical endeavour asha
X me;:esdné)len:f kno%vledge that has critical and aflfective fcﬁ"cedfvilzgs});suti aE
o i i i 1 thods, following the dis
- rdamr:i ‘;’:t: z;iiczzféi:i?fj t"ﬁ: proje,cts below, m.ight be deﬁneq 'ﬁ
oo bine overlapping tacit, embodied, discursnve. and .theoreuc
S thathcog:a ee to which a discrete research method is aruculateti E;S

PTOCEE‘;E}SI: ’Ix;vifl de%;.nd on the specific imperatives of context and the useful-
E{:Z (;f Zplcsciﬁc research methods in each moment of pracu;:e.. i between
i t contributions to thinking abou.t the relation pf o
o m:iporti‘:l:ice from two scholars from philosophy and per ormanht
l‘heof’)’ o pr:ivel , support the trajectory of this argument. .Gumbrecf
imdgsh:;sg;;lomg ’how the arts and humanities inside FHIVCI:SIUESS:;E; 11111 é
e ivileging i i VEr experience in r
o Y e gt per:;vilrlles%:t;%l;n‘t;:c?;g;go:f(;niensilt)y’ that remind s:cudents
tﬁaChm‘g- H‘; Propvoaiue’ of aesthetic experience in processes of learning a;ld
- dewi o am‘( ther than having to think, always and endlessly., what ehsc
e metimes seem to connect with a layer in our existence that
tl'wre o bet,hwig(i)n s of the world close to our skin’ (Gum!)recht 2004: 106)Ci
SlmQIY s 'e'lar goin'c in relation to performance studn.:s, Conqucr.goo
Ta!{mg he a'sn:ll vei')bal and textual forms of representation prcdomman;
'resmsstzii zi;sii;te,mology and associated with colonial thlforrps ?f co?t::iiaizd
il i isati e politics of the singing o
s, lmp:z:'cl)znﬁgﬁ—gii%::;; T{n(l:wledge practice. Drawing on thﬁ
Pe‘.)F_'lc P aFmghrick D’ouglass, Conquergood asserts the nef:d for a researc
i rihe incorporates ‘experiential, participatory eplster.nology ...an
e f a;mea::f and heart’ and ‘a hermeneutics of experience, reloca:
Et'thn0gggfils)ér(:cet gumility, and vulnerability: Kstensing to and being touched by
tion, ¢ s and let
jIrekanies zogzé;igt;ei;aéfci’zlgizzgiﬁons mmplicitly uns-ettle any hierar-
.Gumbl’ﬁdlfi i f thcgry and practice. Their conceptualisagons are suggesi
C'hlcal Sepalmmnhomethodology that exceeds cognitive and discursive controf
wit s I‘CSESTC ejecting the potential of discourse and text as producers od
:ltholl:efi:eh?rier r’eﬂective process implicit in applied theatre produces an
now :
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uses ‘knowledge’ in the everyday motion of practice,
essarily be identifiable by research methods that are
(it is possible, for example, to research practice witho
down). A clear implication of this argument
research activity and creative practice do not
are each part of practice: research methods of
be productively used to understand practice b
‘remainder’. Each of the case studies explored
knowledge was generated not from the discrete
to practice, but from a research method that
and practised. The significance of the practise
endeavours to knowledge about applied theatr
the challenge to the singular knowledge archi
mined research design that took place as pa
display of ‘not-knowing’ that was central to
activity as well as the research process of A
suggest that the most useful knowledge ab
tracing the processes of artistry,

and may or may not nec-
discursively constructed
ut ever writing anything
is that theoretical endeavour,
exist outside of each other but
all kinds of shapes and sizes can
ut they, like practice, produce a
here highlight moments where
application of research method
was itself part of the practice
d messiness of methodological
€ is repeatedly evidenced, from
ve of the museum and predeter-
vt of This Accursed Thing, to the
the Sci:dentity project’s research
Letter from Home. These moments
out the value of theatre resides in
improvisation and decomposition implicit in
the practice of research, They suggesta methodology that is intimately embed-
ded in creative practice and that, rather than posing answers to clearly defined
questions, develops articulations of experience that may not be accounted for
by habitual and institutionally bound framings of those experiences. This
interrelationship between the practice of method and method of practice reap-
pear across each the three case studies as distinct methodological challenges.

Case study I: Unsettling absences: This Accursed Thing

Fenny Kidd

This Accursed Thing was a promenade performance that took place
Manchester Museum and explored connections between the transatlanti
trade and the collection of the museum. The performance was timed t
memorate the two hundredth anniversary year of the Abolition of th
Trade Act in Britain and was part of the
Slavery’ initiative, encouragi
largely hidden history,

in the
cslave
0 com-
e Slave
‘Revealing Histories: Remembering
ng reinterpretations of collections to explore the
impact and legacy of the slave trade on cultural insti-
tutions in Manchester. This Accursed Thing was a challenging, multi-vocal,
interactive historical per

formance adaptable for school groups and independ-
ent visitors, in which two actors played six characters: a modern
Thomas Clarkson (a key abolitionist),

trader, James Watkins (a freed slave an

-day curator,
an African slave trader, a British slave

d abolitionist) and a cotton mill worker
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fromm Manchester. The narratives portraye.d also cast the city of ;V[lam:l;estt:z }z:z
' in the performance, highlighting the importance of slav yh »
X k?o?rll?z ;i)lorin of the Industrial Revolution as well as the positive role the city
£co!
Plﬂ%‘;:i_ - :ggjfgiﬁl?vzggzeﬁzﬁf four projects which explored the. impagt: of
perforlrilgnce as a learning medium across ri,‘ifiﬁzegz ;rlilt)ss;xﬁl 3:;:1:;:;&;52;1[12
an
. a‘tf . Ma:lfzse St;:;all\ii:;i:ﬂilnterviews, questionnaires, partici;.yalnt—
e ?f et t?:re exe’rcises and video recordings of visits to track visitor
e (5?: ualitative methodology favoured intensive, .mwdepth col-
eﬂg‘flg’emeﬂt- _Ce‘é of specific performance moments explored in the context
kcm'm ) rrativ of an overall visit. Immediate reports were compared to
e narr%twe;ollow—up telephone interviews that took place three wefeks
nd nine s dm:ﬁg after the visit. During the initial run of This Accursed Tkmg,
;I:S :al:eea:}?nteam received feedback from mm;;: th;n tlwo 1(1]11:;1(:}:?: ;1;(11:(10:_:
members, including ind.t:pendent visitors an fﬁt :r(:, ie::v\; it i
o o vt Samrured il TN
g t? 1 (;icl:; gruesfionnaires in that they yielded complex and 1‘ntr1§a:§
mo;it;l::s];bout t}cxle performance from diverse audiences. T}ll)e lﬁnixtucf::; ;
:l::earch also provided an qpportﬁnity to ifl:::r;est,g%r;s;i t{t;a:1 n(c)lte : Sctarr?;) =
"1;1“1 _exte;::lzc; :l}llg S;e?g::::;it \ira(s)‘:ll:;ied and articulated over a period ‘of :1111;)
tozl;gr after the encounter. Such 1o_ngt;}f;gzlnztuéi:l:sha;:ent%tec;)[r)r:‘g;{:; 1?0 be
arts due to their time and resource imp lreliablé b L
invaluable}llng:éli::sas?;a\::gdtﬁzg ;:gfsiduals relate to and interpr::t pel-l!'—
forlr{né:lfzzz in museum and heritage sites af\d the wider ‘;l)erf(’)l{r}?:I;lc;l yosfist 0&;
ite itself in ways that are unique, improv%sed and complex. EATnG
Ztl;ﬁtative data from the initial three projects geéxefrattel-::l a esell;iziec; gy T;;g,'s
i lied and further ex
o feSﬂaTCh» ﬁnd'll“rkxlges,r:;irtcl}llei? ‘t‘l;e; ‘iaifel:' therefore built on the qualitative
e Thmﬂ loped by the wider research of which it was a part but a‘.ls_o
methOd()llgy :ar:nispsion of a new performance and a range of research activi-
1{1V01Vﬁitl§r§0its impact. The commission was taken up by Andrew A;hn'mrs
:::csl i)s‘;o!c)iates, specialists in museums and heritage pf:rfm'n{ance:c \S.‘\;I;)Chcxglslz !
formance to a specific brief generatt:?l by the emerging search find-
; perFor example, the importance of ‘framing’ performeq narratives in o der
il;g;cilitate undcr,standing, including tl;]e 51?; et;f ;i;ﬁfg‘ﬁ:g s;n‘tlhln;ireavci ;us
e and}?'ut—zgg:a:;cet;;crl?:i?zs’ ai?ned to critically explore suf:h find-
?esea'lc;;hr.n’z‘anl: c?f practice as well as research into that practice. In this sense,
ings
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the relationship between the practice and our research was ongoing, dialogic
and continually negotiated, Of particular interest were audiences’ diverse
responses to interactive and improvised performance moments, their reactions
to moments of discomfort and ‘unsettlement’, and the impact of multiple,
challenging and complex narratives on institutions built upon the singular-
ity of a knowing archive. These responses and moments, some of which are
explored further below, demonstrate the renegotiation of theoretical and prac-
tical knowledge that occurs during a research process that therefore might be
configured as practice and practised,
Throughout the performance the actors,
showed the audience samples from the Mu
narratives of these artefacts creating a series
nections between the museum’s history,
abolition movement. Different architectu
imaginatively interpreted. For example,
the hold of a slave ship and then a ninete
Manchester addressed by James Watkins, a freed US slave and active abo-
litionist, a performance move that cast the audience first as potential slave
traders and then as supporters of abolition. The reframing of the gallery space
revealed the city of Manchester and its citizens, past and present, as intimately
related to a heritage of slavery. At the abolitionist meeting Watkins proclaims,
‘slavery only existed in the South, because cotton was required at Manchester
- - . Every single bale of this cotton is produced by a system that true English
hearts abhor’, to which the cotton mill worker from Manchester, suddenly
arriving in the middle of the audience, responds, ‘Have you wandered around
here? Around our great nasty manufacturing town? . . . Have you seen the
white slaves, who work and drink 2 short life out, and reel before you from
fatigue or drunkenness? . . . A working man in Salford has a life expectancy of
seventeen years from when he starts labouring, did you know that?’
The qualitative data gathered as part of the research process showed that the
deliberate interconnecting of here and there and past and present performed
by means of sudden interruptions of character entrances, frequent reframing
of spaces, and audience movement around the museum, created moments of
surprise which provided ways into the story but also unsettled and disturbed
audiences. The theme of ‘unsettlement’, which became central to the findings
of the overall research project, was developed to capture a particular quality in
the descriptions that audiences gave during interviews and focus groups. This
term describes experiences of overturned expectations, challenged assump-
tions, unexpected emotion, a sense of intense ‘reality’ of the performance and
discomfort arising from improvised interaction with performers (Jackson and
Kidd 2008). A range of unsettling moments were commented upon by audi-
ences, highlighting the disturbance created by the revealed narratives and their

both in and out of character,
seum’s collections: the hidden
of increasingly provocative con-
Manchester’s cotton wealth and the
ral spaces around the Museum were
the Natural History gallery became
enth-century meeting hall in central
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research team to further develop their articulation of how ‘learning’ as part of
an interactive performance environment might be described. These responses,
together with the moments of interactivity built into the performance,
challenged both performers and researchers to respond spontaneously and
improvise different kinds of reactions to capture the complex and sometimes
contradictory interpretations of audiences,

Any anticipation that the action research would affirm a standard set of
guidelines for ongoing practice quickly dissipated therefore. Instead of the
practice confirming research findings from the other case studies, it was a
powerful provocation for further exploration. The emotive engagements of
the audience - the moments of disruption, disagreement, vested interest,
outburst and other Tesponses — surprised the performers and research team,

In the interests of not predetermining interview responses, interview ques-

ance did not necessarily provide any direct learning that could easily fit within
the frame of one learning theory or another. The research team had no desire
to discredit experiences that for participants felt in no way educative, or to
discount experiences that could more easily be described as emotional, empa-
thetic or even therapeutic. The qualitative methods — focus groups and inter-
views — provided access to layers of experience that unsettled the discourses by
which the research was designed (that people are able to describe their learning
in a readily accessible or readable way, for example). Most significantly, it was
the surprises and unsettlements that generated the most useful and useable
knowledge for our understanding of the impact of the performance.

Some audiences for the research, including museum, education and theatre-

museum theatre that would work across different sites, However, the more
meaningful outcomes of the research have been the series of external and
internal dialogues about the relationship of performance and learning that
were improvised at the time and continue to be shared in encounters that
exceed the boundaries of the original research project (including this chapter),
The research methods in this case did not produce findings that proved or

that supports the replication of models of ‘museum theatre’ that would work
across different sites therefore, the research findings emphasised the value
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supporting performers known for their ground-breaking artistry, such a5
Bobby Baker and Peggy Shaw, as well as an innovative range of arts projects
with young people (for examples see Levinson et al, 2008; Hughes 2006).
The Sci:dentity project can be characterised as an artistic exploration of the
value-laden nature of knowledge, in this case the biological binaries of ‘maj’
and ‘female’, oppositions that do not sustain thejr meaning when brought
into contact with the lived experiences of trans young people. The process
included the use of contemporary art and media images to open up conversa-
tions about knowledge, representation and gender, for example through the
creation of life-size three-dimensional models sporting deliberately distorted,

it was often not possible to identify distinctions between methods of creative
practice and research: the central question driving the project (‘what is the
science of sex and gender?’) was explored through young people’s artistry and
the findings of the research were works of art which directly engaged members
of the public. The ‘research’ elements of the project occasionally stood outside
of the creative practice. An evaluator was employed to identify the impact of
the project on the young people involved, for example, and the methods used
for this included qualitative interviews, focus groups, observation, participant
logbooks, analysis of video documentation and weblogs. However, even these
aspects of the process became embedded in the creative practice, with findings
from the research being used as part of artistic explorations and the researcher

training the young people in question design and interview techniques in

project can be most accurately conceived as an overlapping and interweaving
process of research and creative practice, therefore, rather than ‘practice as
research’ or ‘research into practice’, and is a further example of the practised
method which we posit as useful for understanding the practice and research
relationship in applied theatre,

The processes of creative practice and research were configured by a series
of encounters across the different times and Spaces of the project, between sci-
entific and medical discourses of sex and gender and the lived and performed
experience of the young people engaged in the project, These encounters, one
of which is explored below, produced explorations of identity across varying
settings and relationships — arts workshops, public performance, science
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imagined transition from, in the participants’ words, ‘what’s not acceptable/
not real, to a better place’ (McNamara, in Levinson et al. 2008: 1ga). The
power of this searching performative, repeated across the performance of the
final exhibition, was evidenced in the participants’, parents’ and non-trans

Young people’s reports of attending the public exhibition, watching the docy-

‘I am more interested in gender politics, I read about itmore. ., | like to talk
to friends about it at school’ (school pupil); it gave my mum a bridge into my
world without me having to verbalise everything . . . it helped her understand
me and trans issues’ (participant); ‘it has brought me some peace of mind
regarding his future’ (parent); ‘its been a positive experience for us all and it

Wwas a great show’ (parent — for original references see Rooke 2007; Rooke and
Gooch 2007).

trans-person in context, with a concomitant shift from ‘interview’ to ‘informed
and reflective conversation’,

The participatory methodology that combined creative and discursive
research methods in the Sci:dentity project manifested a searching performa-
tive that disrupted binary constructions of sex and gender and exemplified a
hopeful kind of knowledge practice. This incorporated provisional, embodied
as well as discursive, inter—disciplinary and democratic methods of knowing.
Young people’s experience was the ‘body of knowledge’ respected here and
the arts were employed to explore those experiences and disseminate the
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Case study 3: Powers of decomposition: A Letter from Home

Jenny Hughes
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of method in ways that are significant for understanding the potentially power-
ful social effects of research and creative practice.
The idea for the project came from the lead singer of Britannia Rumba,

Jean, who wanted to tell his own story of fleeing the Congo as a fifteen-year-
old and settling in Manchester. Early in the p

Manchester, to portray what the
narrative of victimisation, flight,
in the UK, which in many

chapter, which itself is a public outcome of the research,

In the same rehearsal the younger members of the group were asked to
devise a scene based on what they say about Africa when the adults are not

present. They improvised a scene of playing a computer game, while talking
about the way the adults get worked up about ‘Africa’:

BENJAMIN: I don’t believe in Africa

L1AM: I don’t believe in Africa, of courge I don’t believe in Africa,
because I don’t know Africa

UNCLE SEDOPHE: You do! You were born there

BENJAMIN: I haven’t even seen Africa . . . can we stop talking about
Africa? We don’t want Africa,

The message of the play — the importance of
(as represented by the statement in Lingala

0nto a screen during the performance: ‘soki oyebi epai owuti oko bende tina suka
ya molongo’; if you know where You come from, there’s no limit to where you
can go’) — was strongly challenged in this scene improvised by the younger
members of the group. For the older members, the play was an opportunity to
communicate the importance of knowing where you come from and develop-
ing positive images of cultural identity. In this scene, the younger members

*knowing where we come from’
that the group decided to project
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men’s contested citizenship means
their everyday environmen t, includi
theatre practice and research. The
course, generates alternative responses; however,
with the realisation that ‘we cannot know’.

The decomposition of method
however, does not mean that meth
tion performs important function
eration of life as well as its deteriora
and provocatively suggestive for r
theatre. The powers of decompositi
survivability and provoking reflecti
tions of the creative practices of

important research “finding’ here was that the experience of the rehearsals
and performance seemed to be compelling, joyful and invigorating for many
participants, and facilitated the expansion of social networks and relationships,
even if momentarily. These aspects of experiences of applied theatre projects
are often difficult to put into words but are, perhaps, the most compelling
‘evidence’ that something of significance has occurred.

SUMMARY

Fontenelle suggested as early as 1699 that artisans’ shops sparkle
everywhere with an intelligence and a creativity that nevertheless does
not attract our attention. Spectators are lacking for these very useful
and very ingeniously contrived instruments and practices . . . These
‘spectators’ become collectors, describers, analysts. But at the same time
that they acknowledge in these practices a kind of knowledge preceding
that of the scientists, they have to release it from its ‘improper’ language
and invert into a ‘proper’ discourse the erro

neous expression of
‘marvels’ that are already present in everyday ways of operating. (De
Certeau 1984: 67)

If not of the order of ‘proper discourse’, what kind of methodological impera-
tives have emerged a

cross all three case studies? They have each, in different
ways, shown that the research of applied theatre is a performed and performa-
tive process intimately connected to questions of power and identity. They
provide useful examples for considering the complexities of researching
applied theatre practice, and draw attention to the significance of processes of

artistry, improvisation and decomposition to such research, Artistry is evident

in planned and designed processes that draw creatively on methods from

that they are not permitted to settle in
ng the environments provided by applied
absence of an answer to our question, of
all of these were inflected

in the face of some kinds of experience,
od is without its uses. After all, decomposi-
§ connected to the preservation and regen-

tion, and these moments are profoundly
esearchers and practiioners of applied
on reside in drawing attention to issues of
on about the social and political implica-
this project. In addition, perhaps the most
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fields of reflective practice, performance-practi.ce and soc%al s.CIenchth a:si
5 itfsisiently reflexive. Improvisation is evident in tht;1 agphca;z;; (:hat 2
e i i iati esearch methods as
Tl pam?ularzclgs;};: :ﬁj Zi)ii?rs:f;ggir:s about them in ways that may bci
e crea’;l“l;e : rinciple of decomposition has also been evident across .al
"t elil) h?nostly in the third: this term has been used to de‘scrxbe
" exm'lples, tti(;:gand research when encounters with the silences, disru‘p-
ﬂ_mmems o prcai"c tions in experiences of participants confoun_d,l delay, surpr:;e
e Contf; 5 lay of discursive process and creative activity oi: research.
T ‘_)bS‘IuCt t Zlyt)"ra)r(nework sees research methods as participating in cr.eatwef
e FUnCCPt“ han as standing outside of practice in a comfortable rel?.uon 0
. rat'her ::I:.ssiﬂcaﬁon definition and determinatioy. It emp.hamses the
!':lr:;lc')prl[-;rti:t;ool?the utility and, efficiency of meth;)ld in pracua:: ::,inda;1 (1111 ;;);ztrir;(;g
: iscipli isi constructed,
with many other disciplines — the provisional,
nat’lIl‘ileeOri:Elslzaggggical approach that has emerged as common aéld f;tfllﬁt;;lc:;

i i €0
each case can be described as a series of cre;t:;i :ro:;o;:zz arl% ; B
betWC'en discurmz?nreslz.irr;:dma:g (:(l)inirtlic:n; unpregictabie‘journeys fo.r par}
C_OI}C‘?WEd e dg’audicnces rather than a permanent fixing or.fra{mng. 0
g citie a‘nf ractice. The processes of knowledge producnon‘ implicit
Fhe {nlflt191101ues (})1 rﬁethods are all mediations of practice, useful at nfnc::s but
i s E'ese'ar; Our argument can be summarised as follows: thef'e is ‘prac-
11_1!1“5“13/ hmll;e ; d ‘research into practice’; and there are also .the interweav-
i reS‘wrcf m;earch theory and practice. Stories of practice v'vorked u;cal
ing P;T:égefhzal;: resea.r’ch — including narratives offelred Ey parn?pa;(::;:?ly
o i — always only indicate a tem
e Over“cwst zgt:;:: irbaiézzea}:g;::d t;ll:atryc resezrch isakind of practice
i frag(?sil;urses and narratives that may (or may not) open up new per(—1
- P_TOd“CZS 1estioﬂ:s of relevance to the people and contexts it works with a?l
?PCIC: zflsrar;lak(il;llg of something — a performance or rescar(;l report— :e;:;ﬁ:t ; kz
o i twe make
ice sti moment so that we can look at its parts, Bu

:Jfr icreu:szznn]llef?}:ai those parts added together come to the sum of the whole.
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