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The director’s ‘I’: Theatre, self, and
self-study

Tamar Meskin & Tanya van der Walt

This article interrogates the connections between the self-study research methodology
and the making of a piece of theatre, and explores ways in which self-study can
offer a new arts-based research paradigm for theatre-makers. There are a number
of useful parallels to be explored between the self-study project and structures of
drama and performance-making. While the methodology is, to a large extent, aimed
at teacher educators, we argue that it is sufficiently flexible to be transferable to the
context of theatre-making because of the emphasis on practice in both self-study
research and theatre. Using the a/r/tographic frame, we explore ways in which the
experiential dynamic of both fields offers a unique intersection point from which
to generate new thinking. The dialogic necessity of self-study is paralleled by the
interactive processes of performance-making — what Marowitz (1978: 49) calls the
“actor-director two-step”. Hence, the article uses dialogue as a way of demonstrating
our thinking-in-action, and reflects the co-created space of learning and knowledge
generation. Using self-study to interrogate our own creative work opens up space for
new understandings in relation to both the discourse of Drama study and the broader
self-study project.

Keywords: Theatre, self-study, dialogue, a/r/tography, hermeneutic spiral, arts-
based methods, praxis

Opening thoughts

This article seeks to draw connections between self-study as research method and
the artistic practice of making theatre. Therefore, we ask how the model of self-
study research can be used to interrogate the process of creating, teaching, and
thinking about theatre. We address this question using dialogue as an investigative
tool to explore our own practices as directors, teachers, and researchers. The roles
we inhabit are not discrete —they overlap, inform one another, bleed into each other,
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and flow together in our work. This intersection has implications for how we imagine
and (re)imagine our pedagogic processes.

We view ourselves as belonging to the community of a/r/tographers (Sullivan,
2006), as artists (theatre-makers), researchers (investigators of our theatrical
practice) and teachers (facilitators of learning for both our students and ourselves).
We seek in our work ways of exploring the dynamic interplay between those functions
and methods in the study of our practice that offer potential for understanding the
complex steps of our collaborative a/r/tographic dance. Sullivan (2006: 25) offers the
following definition of a/r/tography:

At/ tography references the multiple roles of Artist. Researcher and Jeacher, as

1he frame of reference through which art practice /s explored as a site jor mquiry.

A usefu/ way to consiaer these roles as research practices may be to view the

Artst as someone who en-acts and emboalies creative and crifical inguiry, the

Researcher acts /n relation to the culture of the research community, and the

Jeacher re-acts /n ways that imvolve others in aristic nguiry and eatcationa/

outcomes.
For us, these ideas connect to the critical notion of praxis, where theory and practice
are inextricably linked; the varied acts of making, teaching, and thinking about
theatre generate different approaches and necessities, but all are simultaneously
and inherently threaded together.

To begin, we need to explain what we mean by the three roles we play. By
directing, we mean the selection, development, and mounting of a theatrical piece
for performance before an audience. The director’s role in contemporary theatre is
often considered authorial (Bradby & Williams, 1998), where the director’s vision
shapes the playwright’s text into lived action. No production is thus ever neutral,
since every director — consciously or unconsciously — brings his/her own subjectivity
to the process.

By teaching, we refer specifically to our roles as teachers of Drama in a higher
education institution in South Africa. In our teaching praxis, we are driven by the
principles of experiential learning, the integration of theory and practice, and an
insistence on active learning.

By research, we mean that we engage reflexively with our own practice, and
theorise it. As Philip Taylor (2006: 3) observes:

[t would be farr to argue that the history of arama education has been ariven
by a suspicion of researchers and research activity. 7he attituae that scholarshp
was located withmn a rarefied acaaemic domam that bore no resemblance to
what actually occurred 1 classrooms was a dominating one. Drama eaucators
prided themselves on therr practice, and those who wanted to theorise about
SUch practice were seen as getting 1 the way of the rea/ work.

It is our desire to explore the connections between our practice and our research by
examining ourselves as practitioners.
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We have found a way to interrogate our a/r/tographic practice using self-study
methods. While self-study is a method most often connected with teacher and
teacher-educator research, we believe that it can and should be extended into the
field of cultural and performance studies.

The self-study ‘I’

Self-study has offered a home in which we can explore our practice in a way that
recognises the complexity of our selves, and creates space for interrogating how that
complexity drives our pedagogic and creative experience. Shaun McNiff (2007: 39)
argues that

[the search for a method, /n art and research, /s invariably characterized

by a crucible of tensions, struggles, a certom aegree of chaos, and even the

aestruction of cherished assumplions. ... Invariably the encounter with A

experience /s the transformative engine that carries the researcher to signijicant

new ajscoveries.
The crux of our research question is how to negotiate the tensions and struggles —
the chaos — of our a/r/tography. We believe that self-study is one way to embrace the
multiple perspectives, knowledges, and knowings reflected in the multidisciplinary
nature of theatre practice. As such, it intersects with the practice-as-research trend in
theatre studies (Borgdorff, 2011; Fleishman, 2012) which has emerged as practitioners
rebel against the idea that knowledge is only created through conventional research
methods, and which insists on interrogating practice reflexively.

As a discipline and a cultural form, theatre does not bend itself easily to the
confinements of traditional research, given its interdisciplinary, dialogic and
collaborative nature. As a seminal theorist of theatre, Edward Gordon Craig (1968:
113-114) notes:

The Art of Theatre /s nelther acting nor the play, /t /s not the scene nor dance,

DUt 7t consists of all the elements of which these things are composea: actior,

WAICH 15 the very splrit of acting, words, which are the boay of the play, /ine and

colour, which are the very heart of the scene, riythn, whlch is the very essence

of aance. ... One /s no more important than the other.
Therefore, traditional research methods are often at odds with the nature of the
research that theatre practitioners wish to do, particularly in terms of connecting
research to practice. Self-study provides an approach to research that challenges
the more rigidly defined traditional paradigmatic parameters, thus opening up new
vistas for how to imagine research in creative practices such as theatre-making.

As teachers, we continually ask questions related to what, how and why we
teach; we must do the same for our creative practice. Self-study offers a bridge
between, and through, the apparently divergent discourses of directing, teaching,
and research. This makes it valuable in extending the discourse concerning theatre-
making in practice.
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Self-study theorists Pinnegar and Hamilton (2011: 345) point to the potential for
using self-study in research in Drama and Drama Education:

Most seff-stuay mquiry researchers reqaraless of methoaology resonate with
the /dea that as theater eal/cators adevelop knowledge useri/ in unaerstanaing
and guiding teacher eaucation, such knowledge and unaerstanaing should be
evident in or basea on therr practice, submitted to the crucible of public opinion
through submission jfor publications, and contribute and linked to the research
conversations m theater teacher eaucation specfically and teaching and
teacher ealcation, generally.
However, they do not elucidate a specific process or system for engaging in such
research. We wish to make a more explicit link, and offer a methodological structure
that codifies an approach for researchers of theatre — in all its multiple disciplines —
to use.

The methodological ‘I’

In constructing this method, we draw primarily on Samaras’s (2011: 72)
conceptualisation of self-study as a hermeneutic spiral encompassing the following
five stages, namely questioning, discovering, framing, reframing, and revisiting. We
uncover our deep understandings of Samaras’s hermeneutic spiral through dialogue,
and go on to demonstrate how to use the concept of the spiral to interrogate
examples of our own practice.

The hermeneutic spiral exemplifies Samaras’s (2011: 71) construction of the
self-study research process as “recursive”. The researcher begins from a question
or a concern about their practice. In the ensuing discovery and framing phases,
the researcher makes discoveries about their practice by reading and examining
that practice. Framing allows the researcher to choose the lens(es) through which
to analyse his/her practice. However, this is not a linear or formulaic step-by-step
approach; rather, the recursive research process allows the researcher to move
organically backwards and forwards through the phases, allowing for shifts and
changes to happen as the research is reframed and revisited a number of times, and
understanding and knowledge is generated.

We can examine our practice of theatre-making in relation to these categories,
in terms of both directing productions and writing about them. In writing research
about theatre that draws on theatrical modes, we believe that we are writing our
theatre practice into our research.

The ‘I’ in ‘We’: Thinking through dialogue

We have chosen to engage with our theatrical roots in writing this article. One of the
central elements of theatre is dialogue; it is through dialogue that dramatic action
evolves, and it is in the dialogic process that ideas are generated and discoveries
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revealed. We have, therefore, chosen to write the core of this article as an interactive
dialogue, based on recordings of a series of conversations about our work.

In discussing approaches to theatre research, Taylor (2006: 10) argues that “[i]n
searching for an authentic portrait of research activity, investigators have begun to
explore non-linear modes of representing data”. For us, using dialogue creates space
for interactive learning and multivocality, reflecting the dialogic nature of theatre
and self-study (self in relation to other). In our working process as directors, teachers
and writers, we habitually solve problems, answer questions, make discoveries
and clarify thinking by means of dialogue. We wished to explore whether we could
translate this practice into a research technique and a means of representing our
thought process in action. In our dialogue, we are attempting, as Taylor (2006: 12)
urges, “to struggle with the many perspectives and voices while acknowledging the
contradictory tensions that often power the human experience”.

The decision to utilise a dialogic frame within a self-study process is not unique
to us: we came across it as a methodology in our reading (De Lange & Grossi, 2009),
and it is increasingly recognised as a format associated with self-study practice. In
this and our own process, dialogue functions both as a way of generating data and as
a method of data analysis (Coia & Taylor, 2009: 14; East, Fitzgerald & Heston, 2009:
69). In choosing to reflect this in our writing, we also wished to depict the nature of
our collaborative practice: we direct together, often teach together, write together,
and research together. Our collaboration operates in a dynamic, co-owned space,
which we want reflected in our writing. Thus, we can depend on both professional
(East et al., 2009: 61) and personal intimacy as friends as the basis for our dialogue.
In this way, it is hoped that we find, as Carroll (1996: 72) observes, “another way of
researching drama that tries to avoid cutting up the creative processes of drama and
research into cling-wrapped packages of dead experience”.

Opening our directorial ‘I's
Our dialogic interplay begins with the question of how to connect our theatre selves

with our self-study selves.

Tonya. We could use Samaras 15/ (2011 72) concept of the “hermeneutic spiral’
and look at our process of airecting through that /ens.

Tamar: Wel|, guestioning corresponds to selecting a text.

Tanya: We choose a text because 1t answers — or It asks — a question about
something.

Tamar: Something that /s significant for you, yes.

Tanya: Discovering /s about textual analysis, unaerstanaing the background
and context of the play, and making discoveries /in the rehearsal room.

Tamar: Framing would be how it is oll put together — conceptualising and
pUtting the prece on stage.
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Tanya: And then reframing — because in rehearsal everyinmg sas.

Tamar: We constontly agjust and improvise but alsg, when we analyse and
reflect. we are reframing /It 1n a ajfferent way, so theres a aual level.

Tanya: 77h/s connects to revisiting, whrch Aappens throughout. and at the enda.

Tamar: And these are not seff-contamed elements, they overlap continually
creating what Pinnegar and Hamiilton (2010: 107) call an “Jterative process”

Tanya: We can also see quite clearly what Samaras (2011 11) calls a
transparent ond systemaric research process”

Tamar: Like theatre, sejf-stuay /s participatory in the sense that /it's experientia/
— you have to do 1t dialogic in the sense that /it's generated in relation to other;
and transformational in the sense that /t'’s change-oriented, that it's seeking
/mproverment.

Tanya: Samaras (2011 81) calls it a “change journey” She /s also imsistent that
reflections generated through self-stuay have to be shared and maae public
(Somaras, 2011 82) which links to the /dea that the thinking of theatre /s
worthless unless 1t s maae puolc.

Tamar: 77ue, one’s airectorial practice /s only realisea jinally i the action of the
performed play. It is an imnately public representation.

Tanya: We could say that theatre /s enactead thinking.

The notion of enacted and embodied thinking is critical, because it relates to the
distinctive component of theatre, its ‘liveness’, and its insistence on direct interaction
between performer and audience. Many theorists of theatre have established this
principle (Grotowksi, 1968; Brook, 1968). It is always both inward-looking (the actor)
and outward-looking (the audience). This parallels the self-study imperative of self
in relation to other:

Tamar: Peter Brook says the core of theatre /s making the invisible visible (1968
47) — making the thinking visiole.

Tanya: 7hat parallels in many ways the sej-stuay imperative to reveay or to
expose — what Samaras (2011 80) calls making transparent.

Tamar: So we could argue that the whole process of making a proalction is a
hermeneuic cycle, and each element, every rehearsayl each day of that process,
and the performance /tself s continually /iterative, never the same.

Tanya: /ts also critical to understand that each stage of the cycle /s not a
contamed experience with clear boraeriines. 7The stages all overlap, ana, whrie
we can trace an overa/ evolution, each moment rtself contams questions,
aiscoveries, Jramings, reframimags, and revisiings.

Tamar: So, we can use the hermeneutic spiral in relation to our owrn work, to
show how the phases of directing paralle/ that sprral in practice.
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The hermeneutic spiral in action — from the directors’ ‘I’

Having appropriated Samaras’s spiral as a methodological tool, our dialogue next
focuses on analysing our artistic practice, considering two concrete examples from
our practice, and applying the analytical lens outlined earlier.

FrontLines® was the first inter-institutional production between the University of
KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN) Drama and Performance Studies programme and the Drama
Department of the Durban University of Technology (DUT). The project is a devised
theatre production that seeks to explore the horror of the experience of war from
multiple individual perspectives, including combatants and civilians, in order to
foreground the need to prevent such conflicts through understanding our shared
humanity. It was originally performed in 2009 at the Elizabeth Sneddon Theatre and
has subsequently had three further iterations.

Mary Zimmerman’s Metamorphoses (1996) was produced in 2011, again as
an inter-institutional project. The play is based on Ovid’s Metamorphoses and is
constructed episodically with a series of separate stories linked together through the
central motif of a swimming pool on stage.

Tanya: Let’s begin with questioning, whern, as airectors, we choose a text, the
process /mvolves aeriving a question from the material or having a question and
Jinding material that allows /t to be adaressed.

Tomar: /n Metamorphoses (1996), for example we were asking a question
about how to realise Greek mythological narratives in action, speciically im our
own context.

Tanya: 7he play involved a large number of pegple — we fad 64 cast members’
as well as a large technical team — and it has a unigue staging challenge, m
hat Jt requires a swimming pool on stage, which the actors move /i and out of
auring the action.

Tamar: frontlines was a plece that we created jrom scratch), and /it arose out
of very personal responses and our own family fistory.’ There was a desire to
respond to something profoundly personal — our own granaparents’ experience
of war — and also to something that matters to us morally and socially m the
world. /t also offered us a way [o bring stuaents from our ajfjerent mstitutions
logether to work on a project — something we a been talking about for a while
and something no one had ever done before.

Tanya. Discoveries are then maae 1 response to the core question/s, and they
continue to be madae throughout the rehearsal experience.

Tamar: /n Frontlines those discoveries /ncluaed structural and performative
aspects. /In aeveloping the text we discovered that /etters anad testimorny
opfered a way to portray the multiple narratives in which we were /mnterested.
Sylistically we explored ajjferent performarnce technigues and playing chorces
lo create a collage effect. arawing on text music song, adance, and images to
portray the multiple narratives. The major discovery was how the non-/neay
achronological, layereaq, fragmented form could convey something larger than
the sum of the parts.
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Tanya: 7he discovery experience in Metamorvhoses was ajjjerent because
working with an existing text /s very ajjferent jrom the aevising process. fHere
1he aiscoveries concern how to realise conceptual iaeas /m action. 7His text had
a partcular technical challenge (the swimmimng pool), and we also had to think
corefully about how to get stuaents mvolved /n narratives that were /largely
removed jrom thelr own lives, (o find a way to connect them to the stories in the
LDresent moment. Signiicantly, in both instances, the aiscoveries occur because
of how the questions generate chorces, and the ademands those cholces make
on our airectorial actions.

Tamar: 7he next phase /s jframing, which 1s about making airectorial and
conceptual chorces, and aeterminmg how you are gomg fo construct the text
Jor reception. Frames are generated j7om aiscoveries maae 1 response to the
questions askead. As a airectors, /nterpretation of any text /s about choosing an
aspect on which to focus, or framimng the guestion that you as a director want to
use the text to ask. 75 Is what theatre directory playwright and critic Charles
Marowrtz (1956 32) calls the director’s “Interoretive wand” the thing that
gives the production /ts unigue — and personal — guaity.

Tanya.: With Metamorphoses we were concerned with the idea of telling old
stories /n new ways. We also had fo think about using stage space, actors,

costumes, and lght. all the elements of the theatre /n completely new ways,

because of the central element of the water on stage. Because the text poses a
aualproblem, as a director you have to set up a adua/ conceptualisation, for both
the text and the staging.

Tamar: Much of the framing in Frontlines was about actually making the text
and selecting which preces we wanted to use jrom the vast boay of materia/
we had found. We neeaed to make chorices about which stories to tel], which
vorces to show, and jind ways to make them conere. 7hat was also the sulistc
challenge — how to make /t aesthetically coherent and construct a performarnce
narrative from somethmg that /s not linear; how to answer the challenge of
~ow o physicalise non-fictional ofien static material — /etters, testimony, eye-
witness reports, and the like — anad make /it active and performative.

Tanya: Reframimng is about what happens /n the rehearsal process, When you
go Into rehearsal, you as the director have all these /adeas in your heaa, but then
there are other people /n the room who bring therr owrn /adeas, so researsal s
about constant rethmring, questioning, and shiiting of decisions alreaay maae.

Tamar: And rehearsal /s also the place where the spontaneous creativity and
Aha’ moments happen. So 1n rehearsal we are engageda in a continious cycle of
reframimng, still in answer to the original guestion and ariven by the discoveries
and cholces youve maae.

Tanya: for Metamorphoses, a blg challenge was when we moved jfrom the
renearsal stuaio into the theatre space. Dealing with the water in reality meant
that many of the staging chorlces we had alreaay made changed and evolved.

Tamar: With Frontlines each of the jour ajjferent proauctions hos had a very
ajfferent /ook and feel as we have had to reframe our response to the same
bas/ic guestions. Partly this has been because the proauction has happened
m three very ajfferent venues, and the visual aestheric /s adetermimed by the
constramts of the space. Shifting the space means shiiing the frame both
prysically and conceptually.
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Tanya: 7he /ast Step /s revisiting, which is about the continual process of
reflecting. Fvery rehearsay every performance enas with reflection, througl
the process of giving notes as the airectos m fixing and rethmring scenes
that are not working, /1n planning the next aday's refearsal or the next night's
performance.

Tamar: 7he process, like sejf-stual; /s /terative, reflexive, and never complete.
£ssentially, when we reffect on the work, we ask ourselves: what arm / doing,
what /s the audience receiving, what /s the interplay between the two, ond
whHat Is happening to my own practice as a result of this composste experience?

Tanya: So what we are doing rere is quolying Samaras s/ hermeneuic spriral
lo a process that we mturtively and experientially unaerstana, as a /ens through
which to understand the process of alrectorial choice conceptualisation,

/mplementation, anad performance.

Tamar: /t's a lens that fits very well. The challenge with theatre-making /s that
115 both an intellectual and conceptual process, but also a practical one, and
as such /s quite ajfficult to research), because it gperates on multjple planes of
experience. Sejf-stuay opjers a way to negotiate those ajjjerent planes, because
1t ollows you as the researcher to /ook at what you think, but also what you ao.

These examples of the hermeneutic spiral in action illustrate how the spiral can
operate as a theoretical and methodological lens through which to view practice,
allowing the creative artist to interrogate his/her own practice in practice.

Finding the ‘I’ in teaching

The next element in our study is to explore the pedagogic implications of these
discoveries, by connecting what we do as artists with our philosophies of teaching:

Tamar: For me, the most importont aspect of teachng theatre /s that /t /s
Junaamentally praxis basea. Much of the challenge of teaching theatre m o
univers/ity has to do with negotiating the afien uneasy aynamic between theory
and practice (Brannern, 2004).

Tanya: 7Thats why self-stuay, with /ts focus on the engagement — and
Improvement — of practice, ofjers a profoundly important potential to jind ways
lo weave these two things together. For me, /it is connected to Freire’s (1972)
11087017 of praxis.

Tamar: What's exciting /s that the self-stuay window afjords a glimpse /mnto
ways to connect with /aeas not traaitionally part of Drama teaching but which
offer usefu/ aaaitions to the teaching arsenal.

Tanya: Absolutely. But /s also about examiming how our teachng pracice
parallels what we do as alrectors — ask questions, j7ame quproaches, make
discoveries, reflect on the /earning, and figure out where to go next — the
same spiral arives the teachmg process, And sometimes the teaching and the
alrecting happen simultaneously.

Tamar: For me /s also jundamentally about the purpose of eaducation — and
paracularly Drama education. / think /& connects to bell hooks’ notion of
‘engaged peadagogy ” (1994) arama becomes a tool for the development of /jfe
SKills, of creative, confiaent and critically engaged stuaents.
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Tanya: Yes, because n making theatre we are opering a Ffrerrean (1972)
Droblem-posing Sequence 1 action, which can generate new chorces anda new
unaerstanaimgs of ourselves, our worla, and ourselves i that worla.

Tamar: Like theatre, teaching /s also, / think highly imaividualisac. Live theatre

relies on present-tense, Nving mput of creative artists /m action. leachmg /s

Ssimiilarly present-tense and refiant on active engagement in the moment of the

teacher-learner imteraction. 7hus, both gffer a clear canvas on whrch to imprint

a self-stuay quproach.
This suggests the efficacy of self-study as a tool for the individual teacher or director
to make explicit their practice and, by so doing, both improve their own practice
and contribute to the development of the discipline and the art. Understanding
our practice creates new knowledge about the practice of theatre teaching, thus
impacting on both the creative and pedagogic spheres.

Expanding the self-study ‘I’

The third aspect is to connect these ideas to our research practice. This involves
understanding the expanded reach of the self-study project beyond teacher
education, and the recognition that the inherent individuality of the theatre-making
process as well as its public-making imperative resonate with the self-study model in
ways that are profoundly useful.

Theatre research is easily understood within the well-established arts-based
research model. Leavy (2009: ix) explains that arts-based research

practices have emerged out of the natural afiin/ity betweern research practice
and arizstc pracce, both of which can be viewed as crafts (original emphrasss).

Drawing on the capabiities of the creative arts, ABR (sic) practices offer
qualitative researchers alternatives to traaifional research methods and
methodologres.

Such a challenge to the hegemony of traditional research is important for those of us
working in the creative arts that grapple with the apparently contradictory demands
of our creative and academic functions.

The difficulty in theorising creative practice lies in its somewhat mystical
motivations. As Sullivan (2006: 26-27) observes:

What artists do of course /s to make art and as an oblect and subject of
stuay art has been well picked over by aestheticians, Historians, psycholog/sts,
soclologists, critics, and cultural commentators for a long time. But what arists
ao /in the practice of creating ariworks, and the processes, proalcts, prociiviaes,
and contexts that support this activity /s /ess well stuaied from the perspective
of the artist. As an “Insider” the artist fhas mostly been content to remain a
silent participont. even [ the imquiring eye of interested others has given plenty
of Imsights into artistic experiences and activizes.

Thus, we seek a way to voice the insider perspective, to render visible the apparently
invisible working processes of the creative process. In this instance, we are attempting
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to shift the parameters of what constitutes arts-based research a little further, and to
elucidate more explicitly the synergies between self-study and arts-based research:

Tanya: We must ajfferentiate between what /s known as arts-based research
and what we are articulating. Arts-based methodologries generally (Samaras,
2011, De Lange & Grossy, 2009, Leavy, 2009 Sullivarn, 2006) use artstic practice
as a means to aadaress a research question. We want to use sejf-stuay os a
methodology o excavate the process of making a prece of art (in this mstance,
theatre).

Tamar: Our suggestion /s that sejf-stuay ofjers a set of tools that can be used to
unaerstand and interrogate the process of creating a prece of art for reception —
1he focus /s thus on the artefact itself ana how it s generatea, who is the makey

how does the makers own know/leage impact on the creation of the artfeffact
VS Using the art/effact as a tool to access knowleage about something else.

Tanya: /n self-stual, too the knowleage that /s produced /s situated and local
[LaBoskey, 2004 843): It /s thus context-speclic. Productions are also context-
specfic, situated and local because they are rooted in the adoing and the making
of the people /nvolvea. Self-stuay thus can operate as a research methoadology
Jor theatre with the end purpose of a ajfjerent kind of know/leage creation.

Tamar: /t offers a ajfferent way of writing about theatre. Rather than writing
a literary analysis of a play text a review of a production, or even a directorial
concepr. theres writing about the seffm the proatction.

Tanya. /t enab/es us to toke the knowleage that is intrinsic, that /s evident i that
paracular production, and make /it public. As LaBoskey (in Pinnegar & Hamiiltorn,
2010: 99) says, the emboaied knowledge /eadss to the public knowledge througl
cycles of critical reflection: aomng, and reflecting, and changing, and adomg
agam. By gomg through that cycle, what you know in your bones becomes
pUblic knowleage through the sharing of what you know.
Sullivan (2006: 32) suggests that “itis the creation of new opportunities to see beyond
what is known that has the potential to lead to the creation of new knowledge”. This

is the potential for self-study research in/through/with theatre practice.

Back to ourselves — the dialogic ‘I’

Finally, we wish to reflect on how the dialogic project in writing this article has
impacted on both our practice and our pedagogy. Our attempt to expand the
relevance and applicability of self-study to theatre arose because of the questions
emerging from our own struggles to negotiate the dynamic between our theatre
practice, our teaching practice and our research practice — the a/r/tographer’s
dilemma. The dialogue has offered us a way to express the polyvocal nature of our
thinking:

Tamar: /n writing dialogically we have foregrounaed the process imherent i our
collaborative self-stual.
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Tanya: /ts ke our collaborative working practice; we operate jrom a
Junaamental willingness to abandon the self i the pursuit of shoread and
communicated unaerstanaing.

Tamar: And that is paralie/ed in our theatre practice. Of course, tH1s /s partly auve
ro famiarity, because we fhave worked together enough that we have corme
lo unaerstond each other’s thinking processes /n action, but it’s also about a
shared way of thinking. / think this also is important for the self-stuay project
because our work seems to emboay the notion of the critical Jriend (Samaras,
20117,

Tanya: Our /deas, our work and our concepls are constontly bemg tested
agomst each others — this s sometimes uncomyjortable and contestea, but it /s
170t contentious.

Tamar: 7his stems from our jundamental unaerstanaing of theatre as a
collaborative and essentially generous act. /n making theatre, we are a/ways
sharing of ourselves and our worldview, and it seems only natural to extend
hat into the teaching and research arenas.

Tanya: We have been trammed fo work together rather than /in solation. Al
theatrical action /s dialogic; imteraction Is requrred to buid confiict (the bas/s of
all theatre), and relationshjp /s critical in the unfolaing of narrative.

Tamar: ThHis mindset resonates with Self-stuay as a more qupropriate résearch
aqpproach for this art form than trymg to mould a funaamentally communal/ and
creative experience /mnito a simgular and solitary jrame.

In discussing the creative process, McNiff (2007: 40) suggests that

the most meaningii/ msights ofien come by surprise unexpectealy, ond even
agamst the will of the creator. 7he artist may Aave a sense or Intuition of what
might be aiscovered or of what Is neeaeaq, and 1n some cases evern a convictior,
DUt the defining aspect of knowing through art ... is the emanation of meaning
through the process of creative expression.
This encapsulates what happens in the directorial creative process, and it also points
to the power of the dialogic initiative — to map out through the dialogue a path to
understanding, where discoveries are made through the process rather than being
reported simply out of the process. We thus write ourselves more fully —and more
directly — into our collaborative self-study of our practice.

Concluding thoughts

This article set out to answer a particular question about the potential for new kinds
of knowledge to emerge from the dialogue between self-study research and theatre-
making. We believe that our own a/r/tographic practice demonstrates the power of
this connection, drawing the threads of our theatre, research and teaching practices
together. The elasticity of the self-study model allows us to move its usage beyond
teacher education into other fields based on interrogation of the fundamental
principle of practice at work, and thus to cross and re-cross the metaphoric bridges
between the three aspects of our practice.
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In seeking to frame a methodology that integrates self-study, arts-based and
theatre research into an investigatory model, we are focusing on, as McNiff (2007:
33) suggests:

the creation of a clear method that can be easrly descrived and then implemented

mn a systematic way that /ends itself to the reporting of outcomes. /aeally the

method can be replicable and utiized by other researchers who may want to

explore the problem separately. Experimentation with the method and /earning

more about it can even be a primary outcome of the research and an alade to

Juture professional qpplications.
In this way, we can begin to build a new —and creatively engaged — research paradigm
for the arts. Self-study offers a way to integrate theory and practice in profound
ways that (re)invent and (re)invest creative disciplines such as Drama in terms of
what, and how, we name ‘research’. Such work also extends the boundaries of the
self-study paradigm, opening up whole new fields of study which may benefit from
its inward/outward focus and its recognition of the value of personal knowledge
in the construction, transmission and reading of discourses in any given discipline.
The spaces between making, researching and teaching theatre are an a/r/tographic
landscape of possibilities which facilitate, as Sullivan (2006: 32) puts it:

moving m and beyond the comjort of prescribed discpline knowleage, as
ssues and concerns demand quproaches where new perspectives are opened
up. Consequently 1t is the creation of new opportuniizes to see beyond what /s
known that haos the potential to lead to the creation of new knowledge.
Such a process engages the heart of theatre-making, research and teaching, all of
which seek to imagine new possibilities of human endeavour.

Endnotes

1. We have written extensively about this project in other papers (see
Meskin & Van der Walt, 2010a, 2010b; Coetzee, Meskin & Van der Walt,
2014).

2. A cast of ten performed the original production and each actor played
multiple roles; we expanded the cast to accommodate the large number
of students who wanted to participate. This was possible because of the
episodic nature of the text.

3. Both of us had grandfathers who fought and were prisoners of war in
World War Il, and this personal history had a significant impact on how
the production was constructed.
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