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ABSTRACT 
 
 
This research enquires into a new approach to theatre-making which is entirely solo and is 

defined as ‘auto-creation’. This approach destabilizes current structures of performance 

making practices and actor training in the hopes of forming self-sufficient and sustainable 

artists in response to the changing cultural conditions in the theatre sector. ‘Auto-creation’ 

proposes to collapse the role of maker, performer, designer, producer into a single person. 

Theatre as an art form has evolved through the centuries in response to socio-political 

concerns surrounding it. This sustained independent project locates the desire for a new 

approach within the historical and current modes of actor training. It argues that the current 

economic model has become unsustainable for theatre makers and that the rise of Scratch 

Nights as containers for creation provides a much-needed provocation towards a new 

paradigm of performance making practices. Contemporary actor training in the United 

Kingdom primarily focuses on two strands of learning - ‘straight’ acting to prepare actors for 

a largely commercial sector and the devising strand which trains theatre makers in 

collaborative methodologies. These two strands of training have not changed much since the 

1970’s, the last time a major socio-political shift impacted the theatre art form. It theorises 

‘auto-creation’ by engaging with Lyotard’s take on postmodernism; Auslander, Fischer-

Lichte and Schechner’s study of performance and Lehmann’s notions of postdramatic theatre 

as critical lenses. It continues by offering a framework to engage with this new process by 

using Halprins’ RSVP Cycles and provides a range of practices that can be adapted for the 

lone maker. This thesis ends with a case study which reflects on the early stages of practice 

of ‘auto-creation’ and advances some ideas towards future research.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Through the ages, the art of theatre has remained an important cultural event, unique in its 

ability to tell human stories live and in three dimensions. At the same time, theatre has seen 

considerable shifts, evolving and adapting as a response to the socio-political tensions of its 

time. Parallel to this, actor training has become a significant area of research. The research 

provides critical frameworks to help situate its relationship with current discourses and 

supports our understanding of how to actualize the ways with which we train actors to 

become intelligent, creative, resourceful and professional artists. This paper identifies a gap 

between the imperatives of current actor training and the true circumstances around making 

theatre for emerging artists in 2018; it suggests a move towards a solo practice, which is 

established as ‘auto-creation’.  

 

The contemporary training of actors in the United Kingdom mainly focuses on two outcomes. 

The first fulfils the needs of the dominant text-based theatre culture, readying actors to work 

in a largely commercial sector. The second outcome is aimed towards preparing theatre 

makers with a primary focus on the collaborative techniques of theatre-making, or devising, 

born out of the seismic shifts of the 1960’s and 1970’s (Diamond 1996, Heddon & Milling 

2016). The latter approach is mirroring the resourceful and innovative work of companies 

which have become household names in Britain such as Théâtre de Complicité. 

 

The rise of devising and theatre-making practices came at a time when the status of the 

economy, the cost of living/resources and the access to social welfare for artists made it 

possible for theatre makers to create without feeling the pressures of ‘keeping head above 

water’. Devising strategies were implicitly used to interrogate hierarchical structures and 

challenge the role of the arts in the ‘commercial theatrical marketplace’ (Heddon & Milling 
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2016:19).  In fact, a number of devising companies from that time period did not receive 

funding, proving to emerging artists that these ways of working were plausible (21). 

 

From the shifts also came the emergence of performance studies, widening the scope of what 

theatre meant and blurring the lines between theatre and other art forms, such as visual arts. 

This led to a ‘new articulation of the theatre studies paradigm’ (Auslander 1997:3) which 

continued to interrogate and challenge artistic processes with performances which engaged 

with time, space, and audiences in ways that had not been explored beforehand.  

Companies were formed; large numbers of artists would be able to get together and 

rehearse for significant periods of time and with as little money as possible. They explored, 

refined and redefined their skills with the tools at their disposal, all of this with a focus on the 

process rather than the product.  

 

Current economies have not been so kind to artists, yet the training of actors in institutions 

has largely remained the same. Training institutions continue to provide actors with the tools 

to become marketable actors in the industry or to provide theatre makers with the 

collaborative processes mentioned above. While devising companies refuted the 

commodification of theatre, many of these now receive funding, allowing them precious 

resources to develop work continually. For emerging companies, the stability of established 

performance groups cannot be mirrored immediately after graduating and herein lies the 

crucial gap which sparked this research.    

 

In this sustained independent project, through an analysis of the state of the economy in the 

arts, is suggested an incompatibility between contemporary actor training and the current 

needs of emerging artists. By probing past relationships between socio-political events and 
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evolutions in actor training, this thesis seeks to articulate the need for a new paradigm and 

proposes a move towards ‘auto-creation’, a completely individual approach to making 

theatre.  

 

Chapter one situates current actor training discourse within a historical framework. It touches 

upon other significant socio-political moments in history and their relation to the training of 

performers - most notably Stanislavksi, Brecht, and finally the move towards ensemble-based 

approaches and devising methodologies.  

 

Chapter two scrutinizes the current economy of making theatre in 2018 for emerging artists 

and identifies some of the pressures to make and perform work. It argues that with the current 

funding models, young artists have a harder time balancing making work and making a 

living. It observes an outburst of Scratch Nights and work-in-progress evenings which are 

more suited to the new theatre maker and suggests a move towards training for these events. 

By outlining the beginnings of a new process, it distinguishes the difference between solo 

devising and an entirely individual approach to making theatre.  

 

The challenges proposed by this process suggest a connection to the provocations presented 

by contemporary performance practices in the 1960’s and 1970’s. Therefore, chapter three 

theorizes the possibility of ‘auto-creation’ by engaging with Lyotard’s take on 

postmodernism; Auslander, Fischer-Lichte and Schechner’s study of performance and 

Lehmann’s notions of postdramatic theatre as critical lenses.  

 

Chapter four moves towards the application and practice of ‘auto-creation’. It sets up a 

framework, through the use of Halprins’ RSVP cycles, touching upon the significance of 
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reflection in a solo process. The chapter then suggests an alphabetized list of practices or 

practitioners, adapted from key relevant concepts in the theory, to promote the unique 

approach to making theatre on your own.  

 

Chapter five is a case study and reflection on the beginning stages of experimenting with 

‘auto-creation’. It articulates some of the virtues and shortcomings which have come up in 

the studio and concludes this sustained independent project by looking towards the future and 

possible next steps for this research.  
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CHAPTER ONE – CONTEXTUALISING AND LOCATING ‘AUTO-CREATION’ 
 

This chapter will situate the historical and current modes of actor training practices in their 

socio-political and economic contexts to better understand how these impact the way we 

prepare artists for professional practice. By tracing a lineage of discourses on actor training - 

from the early ideas for psychological realism with Stanislavski, through Brecht and his 

critical approach to staging plays, to the move away from text towards the creative ensemble 

-  the chapter identifies the main streams of approaches offered in conservatoires and theatre 

programs. The challenging economic climate in the arts which has prompted this research 

drives the performer and theatre maker to be one and the same, and the work of the ‘auto-

creator’ is generated from both ends of that spectrum. Without significant changes to actor 

training since the last consequential social shift, we can argue that the cultural conditions of 

today are offering up an opening for a new understanding of our methods of work.  

 
STANISLAVSKI 
 
Firstly, we must look to the artist as performer and interpreter. As such, tracing the roots to 

Diderot seems appropriate. In his early writings in Le Paradoxe du Comédien, he clearly 

states that there is a ‘conflict between the actor and the character, existing together within one 

body’ (Binnerts 2012:15); this became the central point of inquiry in actor training.  

 

In Russia, declamatory acting, issued from the ‘well-made play’, was challenged by the 

social and political factors originating at the time: 

Censorship was so draconian that no public or published discussion of politics 
was allowed. Literature and the theatre…became the media through which 
social, moral and ethical issues were discussed (Benedetti 2007: 99) 
 

The role of the artist and of theatre enjoyed the status of ‘mentor’ to the people, with a 

responsibility of holding up the ‘mirror’ to society, to ‘educate and extend the audience’s 

sensibilities (Benedetti 2007:99). The need for a ‘new’ theatre was deemed urgent. 
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Stanislavski thought that naturalism did not uphold these convictions and qualified the style 

as the ‘indiscriminate reproduction of the surface of life’ (Stanislavski in Benedetti 2005:17). 

Though his early productions with the Moscow Art Theatre were successes, thanks to over 80 

hours of rehearsal and carefully planned out ‘blocking’, they were facsimile replicas of life. 

They held up the mirror but did not encourage reflection on those social issues. For him, the 

tensions underlying the surface, which revealed conflict and relationship were of much 

greater value, psychological realism took over from naturalism. This debate had begun at the 

Maly theatre, the Russian state theatre created in 1806, with the works of Pushkin and Gogol, 

performed by Mikhail Shchepkin. The Maly was Stanislavski’s ‘university’ and led him to 

theorise that only ‘actors who can feel/think could present fully rounded 

characterizations…giving audiences pleasure and food for thought’ (Benedetti 2007:100). 

The thesis that Diderot laid out became a significant point of scrutiny and Stanislavski went 

to work on concretising a method of actor training, a technique that would uphold the type of 

acting motivated by the political shifts of the time.  

 

Stanislavski’s ‘psychophysical approach’ is perhaps best known as a system for its emphasis 

on ‘the actor’s deep immersion in the role to achieve a fully rounded characterization’ 

(Hodge 2010:xx). Stanislavski has had many disciples, such as Lee Strasberg, who have used 

his writing to push forth their agendas and have subsequently diminished the impact and 

scope of his writing by reducing it to an emotional recall exercise. It is important to 

remember that the Russian actor trainer was constantly reacting to the shifts in theatre at the 

time. Through various methods such as emotional memory1 at first and with physical action2 

                                                        
1 Stanislavski’s ‘early rehearsal procedure’ which has actors ‘remember previously experiences emotional 
states by recalling accompanying physical sensations …shifting later to other sources such as imagination and 
empathy’ (Carnicke 2009:213) 
2 ‘A rehearsal technique by means of which the actor develops a logical sequence of activities or ‘physical 
actions’ to more easily arouse the emotional life of the actor, as opposed to emotional recall or memory’ 
(Carnicke 2009:221) 
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later on, Stanislavski took on Diderot’s challenge and placed his awareness in the ‘grey area 

of the actor’s paradox’ (Binnerts 2012:28). Stanislavski was the first to systematise an 

approach to teaching acting. 

 

The Russian actor trainer did not stop with realism insomuch as understanding how actors 

work was about asserting the primacy of human content of theatre over other considerations, 

of content over form. While the political right was in power, the left, which included 

Stanislavski and his contemporary Meyerhold evoked some of the opposites of realism ‘in an 

explosion of heterodoxies [like] symbolism’ (Schechner in Huxley & Witts 2002:343). With 

productions that reflected his curiosity for new areas, he explored the effects of his methods 

with Symbolism. The new literary genre was a ‘reaction against realism in art, against the 

predominance of common sense and positivism’ (Slonim 1963:148). Here again, we see 

Stanislavski’s at the forefront of the changes hitting Russia at the time, by consistently 

challenging what the role of the actor was.   

 

After the rise to power of Stalin, following Lenin’s victory in the October revolution of 1917, 

the Soviet government quickly began censoring and appropriating works of art under the 

guise of communism. While Stanislavski himself remained ‘consistently opposed to political 

theatre’ (Benedetti 2005:19), he remained true to his beliefs that the actor’s task was to 

present a fully rounded character and that it was the audience’s job to find any political 

meaning. He echoed what he learned from Pushkin at the Maly years earlier, to ‘only ever be 

concerned with the truth of character and of situations’ (Pushkin in Benedetti 2007:100). 

Ironically, the government labelled his work to be a kind of philosophical idealism, and 

accused him of disguising social and political problems under ethical and moral terms. 
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However, the newly minted term ‘socialist realism’, upheld the aesthetic created by 

Stanislavski as the official party line.   

 

Quickly ‘the state deemed realism superior to any type of formal or abstract art’ (Carnicke in 

Hodge 2010:5), appropriating its aesthetic, while experimentalists, like Meyerhold, were 

executed for their work. Despite the hardened political policies towards the arts, Stanislavski 

was protected by the government, through Stalin’s policy of isolation and preservation, for 

his services to the nation. Regardless, he continued his exploration of his actor training 

methodologies, ending his life’s search of coherent actor training in the world of Opera. 

 

BRECHT 

Subsequent actor training models continued this legacy with further exploration, leading to 

‘methods which diversified greatly in their assumptions about the self, consciousness, notions 

of character and the nature of representation’ (Hodge 2010:xx). Brecht, who paradoxically, 

‘never trained actors or produced a coherent training programme’ (Benedetti 2005:183), 

introduced a certain style of acting based on the theoretical reflections he had. His approach 

to acting is recognisable because the performer ‘is not hiding behind the attributes of the 

role…[they] take a position concerning the dilemma facing the character, social context of 

the drama and the relationship of the play to the situation of the audience’ (Schechner 

2013:181). Once again, we can attribute social and economic trends to his reflections, those 

of Marxism.  

 

Brecht was inspired by some of the advances in staging brought to light by Erwin Piscator. 

Piscator, a German director, christened the father of ‘political theatre’, viewed himself ‘less 

as an artist than as a revolutionary’ and brought the ‘interposition of music and dance, 
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projections and film, statistics and captions’ (Mitter 2005:41) as a political activity. Unlike 

Piscator, Brecht remained invested in the relationship between author and actor, as well as 

the relationship between audiences and the ensemble of actors on stage. Brecht, in opposition 

to Stanislavski, thought that realism and its representation of the world could ‘shape 

perception in ways that it can contradict true experience’ (Barnett 2015:12). That audiences 

were not able to make their own decisions, that theatre provided an emotional experience, a 

call to empathy, not to criticism. The dialectical3 analysis of Marxism taught Brecht that 

society is perpetually in a state of change and that theatre ‘is one means of creating the 

consciousness that will produce that change’ (Benedetti 2007:187). Therefore, as Barnett 

(2015) points out, by: 

Pointing to instability and impermanence, Brecht wanted to show that the 
world could be changed. Brecht’s theatre is fundamentally political because it 
asks audiences not to accept the status quo, but to appreciate the oppressive 
structures can be changed if the will for it exists (Barnett 2015:3) 

 

One of the results is the Verfremdungseffekt, or the alienation effect, a technique which 

produces ‘exactly the opposite of that which aims at empathy’ (Brecht in Huxley and Witts 

2002:93). Brecht wanted audiences to think about what was happening on stage, not to 

empathise with it. If Stanislavski wanted the audience to identify with situations and 

characters as in real life, Brecht argues that he wanted audiences to ‘judge actions of the 

character’ and to ‘asses situations without being emotionally carried away’ (Binnerts 

2012:43). Concerning actor training, this allowed actors, working alongside the director, to 

show the choices available to the character; these weren’t psychological, but social and 

political. The idea of the dialectical, the verfremdung, translated to ‘making the familiar 

strange’, is an active, practical, and political thrust which ‘suggests that human beings are in 

                                                        
3 Marxism used a dialectical method of thinking. The dialectic which Marx used was derived from Hegel and 
from Ancient Greece and is best summed up in Heraclitus’ dictum ‘Everything is in a stage of becoming.’ 
Dialectical analysis defines objects and events not only as what they are but as what they are not.  
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a dynamic relationship with society and that if they seek to change society, they will change 

themselves’ (Barnett 2015:78). It must be noted that Brecht was critical of ‘complete 

identification and empathy but nonetheless recognized that they were fundamental parts of 

the actors’ and the audiences’ experience of the theatre’ (Barnett 2015: 69). 

 

There is another aspect of his work where it is possible to detect an element of the 

collectivism of his politics, and that is in Brecht’s teaching of process to his actors, where he 

directs that: 

The learning process must be co-ordinated so that the actor learns as the other 
actors are learning. For the smallest social unit is not the single person but two 
people. In life we develop one another. Here we can learn something from our 
own theatre’s deplorable habit of letting the dominant actor, the star, ‘come to 
the front’ by getting all the other actors to work for him (Brecht 2014:197) 
 

 
Critics argue that this idea stems from the noted ‘star’ system, a common casting 

practice in force in German theatres of the time. It would have been difficult to 

combat social inequities, through the performances’ content, if the company itself was 

struggling to come to terms with its differences.  

 
 
The choices of the Brechtian actor gave them a grander sense of social responsibility and 

implicated the audiences on a new level. This relationship between performer and audience 

along with the advances in the acting ensemble became crucial to the developments of actor 

training and performance practices in the 60’s and 70’s, with the move from text-based actor 

training towards actor training concerning creative ensembles and theatre-making.  

 

ENSEMBLE AND THEATRE-MAKING 

The other end of the spectrum which contextualises ‘auto-creation’ looks to the performer as 

a creator and maker, and not as an interpreter. Here we focus on a period of time with 
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significant changes in the theoretical understanding of performance, as a ‘new articulation of 

the theatre studies paradigm’ (Auslander 1997:3) and the ‘widespread concern with the 

creative process itself’ (Heddon & Milling 2016:21) reflected in the rise of devising 

practices. Many of the contemporary practices of actor training are born from these shifts, yet 

the reasons behind the changes have remained unchallenged within the financial models of 

today.  

 

Stanislavski and Brecht are categorised as the historical avant-garde. Richard Schechner 

characterises it ‘by the tendency to make something new that was also in opposition to 

prevailing values’ (Schechner in Huxley & Witts 2002:343). Stanislavski digging into 

realism against a backdrop of bourgeois culture used to light comedies and romanticism, and 

Brecht, fighting the cause of the proletariat, by making socially conscious theatre, where 

‘agitation wants to change it [reality]’ (Hubner 1992:139).  

 

A need to be heard lead to the emergence of different forms of expression which saw the 

‘combination of the personal and the political’, what Schechner qualifies as the ‘current 

avant-garde’ (Schechner in Huxley & Witts 2002:346). In the 1960’s and 1970’s, devising 

emerged from the desire of groups to establish collaborative companies that reflected ‘anti-

establishment’ and ‘anti-hierarchy’ attitudes, ‘in an attempt to resist the commodification of 

performance’ (Heddon & Milling, 2016:61). There is a move away from text towards 

collective creation often with themes of social standing such as the Vietnam war, feminism, 

trade unionism, racial identity, etc… This stems from the ‘desire and aim for a shared and 

equal creative responsibility’ (Heddon & Milling 2016:103) which is contextualised by the 

structures of power which place director and playwright at the top of the pyramid. This 

structure was indicative of the ‘lure of professionalism, which was strong in the 40’ and 50’s’ 
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(Rebellato 1999:83). This sharp shift can therefore be seen as a refusal of this ‘lure of 

professionalism’.  

 

Many companies have developed their work ethos through these ideas such as the Living 

Theatre or Jerzy Grotowski’s ensemble, training together and building new impressions on 

the role of theatre in society. A number of current companies still very much stand on this 

ground, companies like Anne Bogart and Tadashi Suzuki’s SITI company, which uses 

Bogart’s Viewpoints methodology which represents a ‘clear-cut procedure and attitude that is 

non-hierarchical, practical and collaborative in nature’ (Bogart & Landau 2005:14).  

 

The rise of devising practices witnessed since the 1960’s has had a lasting impression on the 

actor training and rehearsal processes of today. The move towards collective companies is 

also indicated by a step away from text as the primary resource for theatre. As the 

organisational structure of the company is disrupted so is the structure of the artistic process. 

While it is not always an accurate statement, this move away from the ‘dominant literary 

theatre tradition’ (Oddey in Heddon & Milling 2016:7) gave us new ways of making theatre. 

More accurately, it encourages a ‘de-hierarchization’ (Lehmann 2006: 86) of the elements of 

theatre, not only regarding literature but also in its process. The collaborative aspect of 

theatre has been crucial to companies such as Complicité or Told By An Idiot. The former 

now associate artists to the Collaborative and Devised Theatre course at the Central School of 

Speech and Drama, and the latter leading their course at Rose Bruford College, an MA in 

Collaborative Theatre Making. The uses of devising practices will be particularly helpful 

when we begin to look at the methods of ‘auto-creation’, though it is important to remember 

that the processes used by companies such as the ones mentioned above must be challenged. 
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The ‘commercial‘ aspect that these companies were opposing no longer apply, as many of 

these are government funded and hold ‘elite’ status in their disciplines.  

In retrospect, political and economic tensions within society can be linked to the evolution of 

actor training. Today, the education of performers is located within all of these contexts, yet, 

as the following chapter suggests, we are at a critical impasse where, in our current economic 

model, practices may not be entirely appropriate for young theatre makers coming out of 

drama school or starting their professional practice. It is now time to re-evaluate and 

interrogate ourselves as to whether changing conditions should lead us to a new 

understanding of the way we approach the process of making theatre and the formation of 

actors in our institutions. 
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CHAPTER TWO – THE ECONOMICS OF MAKING 
 

Taking the current economic environment in the theatre as its departure point, this chapter 

seeks to question dominant modes of actor training as a response to a shifting landscape of 

theatre-making. Firstly, we will look at the disparity between the objectives of training 

programs and the practical realities of being a young maker as the genesis for ‘auto-creation’. 

This neologism is defined as a process of theatre-making which takes place entirely on one’s 

own – collapsing the roles of maker, performer, designer, producer into a single person.  This 

section will interrogate auto-creation’s place in our contemporary context by engaging with 

the financial and practical considerations of making theatre in 2018. Continuing this, it will 

make a case for a new understanding of actor training in relation to the rise of Scratch Nights 

and work-in-progress presentations. Finally, we will lay out the nature of auto-creation and 

lay out the differences and similarities it has with solo devising or solo show making.   

 

CREATING TODAY 

The ramifications of the financial constraints we see today, shaped by decades of significant 

changes in the arts, have forced artists to re-think their practice. As arts funding is cut4, 

access to grants for emerging talent and artists recently graduated from theatre school is 

becoming more and more competitive. The increase in the prevalence of ensemble-led and 

devised companies illustrated in the previous chapter was born out of a rebellion against state 

funding in the 1970’s. This being said, many of these companies now receive national scale 

funding5, offering them the precious resource of time, and granting more established 

organisations financial flexibility through the making process.  

                                                        
4 The grant budget for the arts council has dropped by 30% over the past seven years. 
https://www.ft.com/content/56f832d8-5b3e-11e7-b553-e2df1b0c3220 (accessed April 19th 2018)  
5 The  list of National Portfolio Organisations from 2015-2018, where many devising companies receive core 
funding.  https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/our-investment-2015-18/major-partner-museums (accessed May 
8th 2018) 
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Younger artists are equally dependent on this funding to create, yet when starting out, the 

attempts to secure funding from the Arts Council and other funding bodies becomes 

burdensome. There are some common erroneous preconceptions about Arts Council funding 

applications, and many emerging artists are misguided in their hunt to obtain financial 

security. Besides, there are some crucial components of funding applications which are not as 

easily fulfillable for young makers.  

 

One common misunderstanding is about the kind of projects the Arts Council proposes to 

fund. Young makers mistakenly apply to produce multiple week runs of performances in 

London, in a hired space, without other support - funding a model like this is not 

economically sustainable.  The Arts Council relies on artists securing partnerships with 

venues and promoters for their performances. The knowledge of these partnerships signifies 

some stability for the project and pleads a more positive case, in terms of financing, for the 

show not to be in the red. This common preconception is often coupled with another 

misunderstanding about the time-frame of applications, resulting in emerging makers 

working on too short a timeline.   

 

Since Arts Council England results are published within six weeks of applying, many 

projects feel the need to secure venues, insurance, potential rights, etc… to prove to the panel 

that a project is serious and that it is worthy of funding. A rejection from the council becomes 

a dangerous chicken and egg model, where the funds that were used to secure aforementioned 

practical considerations may be lost, and this is not what the Council is expecting theatre 

makers to do. Artists should be looking at a much larger time scale; organising partnerships 
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and then securing these much earlier in the process, providing some weight to their demand 

for financial support.  

 

Additionally, applications can be overwhelming while some categories are unfavourable to 

emerging makers such as Relevant work, Achievements, Public Engagement or Audience 

Target6. The Arts Council is not looking for results but for the strategies put in place to reach 

these assessments, yet these may not exist for those who are embarking on an exploration of 

their artistic practice. Artistic practice is intrinsically about finding a voice and experimenting 

with ideas; this takes time. The co-creators of theatre company Frantic Assembly speak about 

‘each production [coming with] an intense learning curve’ (Graham & Hoggett 2014:5) and 

that their training and subsequent method of work came from the input of each choreographer 

with who they collaborated. Developing a practice which, regarding artistry, is broad both in 

its range and depth and has a social impact takes sustained critical engagement. Not knowing 

what a show is or who it is for is not a negative attribute to be associated with when starting 

out. In fact, it opens the performers up for an exploration that can go in any direction. The 

thing to mention is that perhaps, Arts Council funding is not the route to take and artists must 

look into other options. Finally, it is a well-known, some may call it motto, that ‘you don’t 

get funding on your first one’. 

 

The above points about obtaining successful funding leave us with some hurdles that young 

artists have to contend with. Most notable is the difficulty in acquiring partnerships and 

investments from companies or structures without necessarily having a portfolio at their 

disposal. Therefore, the pain is about finding the time, space and money to develop an artistic 

                                                        
6 This is taken from the Arts Council England application form, for grants amount to £15,000 or less. 
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/funding/applying-grants-arts (accessed May 8th 2018)  
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practice through risk and experimentation. The last remark is, for current emerging theatre 

makers, the most common concern as they are put in a position to have to work side-jobs to 

survive thus limiting the resources to develop work. A matter which was rarer when the 

benefits system changed in the UK in the 1980’s as welfare provided companies with 

economic support while they discovered what the show was, before applying for project 

funding once the research period was over to mount the production. Tim Etchells, artistic 

director of Forced Entertainment, is unsure whether ‘collectives of the kind that Forced 

Entertainment represents are really possible or plausible in economic terms anymore’. He 

states their beginnings in a time of recession but acknowledges that ‘the way we survived on 

the edges of the benefits system when we started our work would not be possible now’ 

(Etchells 2014). 

  

A final point worth making is the overall success rate of Grants for Arts in the £15,000 and 

under and £15,000 and over branches.7 In 2017, £22,000,000 was spent on arts funding, 

covering music, theatre, dance, visual arts, literature, combined arts and museum practice. 

4,088 projects were awarded funding. Theatre represents 1,264 of those projects which are 

31% of all awards. Out of those 1,264 projects, only 346 took place in London, that is to say, 

8.45% of all awards. This brief overview is just an account of successfully funded 

applications. The most deafening statistic is that there were a total of 10,000 submissions 

which means that only 0.034% of successful projects were London-based theatre projects.  

 

Further to this, the economic reliability on grants has developed a rise in independent theatre 

companies presenting work in pub theatres or festivals with their financial means. This 

                                                        
7 Arts Council Data page. https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/grants-arts-0 (accessed May 8th 2018) 
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approach can quickly become costly. Stages Theatre Co.8 produced a 3-show run of the play 

Little One by Hannah Moscovitch in March 2018. After being unsuccessful in receiving grant 

money from the Arts Council, they still produced the play and were far from making their 

money back. This, practically speaking, ‘small’ show had two actors, a musician, a director, a 

stage manager, and a production designer. The rights and venue rental costs added, the 

production budget came out to a little over £2500. This figure is a reduced one opting to pay 

certain artists a flat fee, instead of a weekly rate; some of the originators of the project agreed 

not to take a fee, and some creative positions such as a lighting and sound designer were cut. 

This is a relatively cheap show compared to other similarly sized productions. Tumulus9, 

presented at the 2018 Vaults festival, featured a cast of three, a more comprehensive creative 

team, and some additional support from a publicist, graphic designer, and videographer. The 

total budget was of £17,500. ITC (Independent Theatre Council) rates were paid to 60% of 

the artists, while some of the designers and other members took partial fees and gave time in-

kind to offset some of the costs. Without support from the Arts Council, this production 

would not be in a position to thrive; ‘it wouldn’t have been as good, that’s for sure’ (personal 

communication May 9, 2018) says Joanne Williams, producer of Tumulus. Factor in the 

festival application deadline, in addition to granting bodies’ submission dates, producing a 

piece of work like this requires a heavy dose of forward-thinking.  

 

It can be argued that financial security is not the goal for young makers, yet, this critical 

factor in theatre-making is key in the current economic model. It can assist artists in 

developing a sustained artistic practice over time; it provides a framework for exploration and 

risk-taking, without having to worry about side-jobs providing the safety of rent and food on 

                                                        
8 Data collected through an interview with Stages Theatre Co. producer Natasha Zacher on May 9th 2018.  
9 Data collected through an interview with Tumulus producer Joanne Williams on May 10th, 2018. 
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the table. Without finances securing a project, the limitations around promotion, publicity and 

outreach also become unwanted pressures. This restricts the scope of audience attendance 

denying projects the reach it needs to be validated creatively. Furthermore, the creative 

growth of artists becomes insular, as Natasha Zacher recounts ‘the goal of this project was to 

make a mark on the London theatre scene, to let audiences discover exciting new talents that 

have something to bring to the city, and to push ourselves creatively. While the project was a 

creative success in our eyes, the inability to share it with more people and the lack of buzz 

around it leaves us with a slight sense of discouragement when looking to future projects’ (N. 

Zacher, personal communication, May 8, 2018).  

 

The pressure of surviving between project grants and of gaining notoriety to secure 

partnerships and match funding is a double edge sword. On one side, it restricts ensemble 

companies and artists from training together and acquiring a common language. Anne Bogart 

insists on a daily practice which ‘keeps the artistic juices flowing, creates cohesive ensembles 

and allows individuals and groups to practice speaking the language of the stage’ (Bogart & 

Landau 2005:17). She argues that her training is like ‘learning how to juggle’ (36) and that 

taking the time to train is vital or else we run the risk of falling into an atmosphere of ‘want’, 

a word ‘used too often and too carelessly…encouraging artists to search for a single choice, 

driven by seeking approval from an absolute authority above them’ (18). Perhaps this 

demands of us a new understanding of training as the conditions have changed. There is an 

appetite for a new paradigm which doesn’t rely on the ensemble yet provides artists with the 

ability to ground their practice in something substantial, allowing for critical reflection vis-à-

vis ones work, and resulting in the delivery of highly ambitious shows such as were realised 

by the generation of makers emerging in the 1970’s. 

 



 27 

On the other hand, these ideas have made room for the rise of scratch nights and work-in-

progress presentations. These are containers for creation, which allow makers to present 

snippets of work to audiences in search of feedback and in some instances a ‘green light’, 

such as interest from producers, artists or companies. This interest can secure partnerships or 

gain match funding on the way to a full production. At the time of writing, there are several 

consistent scratch nights in various venues in London, and numerous others popping up 

around town. The Battersea Arts Centre, Camden People’s Theatre, the Cockpit theatre, the 

Bunker, the Pleasance, the Miniaturists at the Arcola, Monday Club are some of the 

companies which offer monthly scratch events. All of these hope to provide, with all the best 

intentions, a platform for emerging talent and the opportunity to present their work to a group 

of people.  

 

Scratch Nights offer a wide range of deals to artists. The Pleasance provides two days of free 

rehearsal space and essential technical support for the event, but there is no financial 

incentive, and artists must bring any props that they wish to use. The Cockpit’s scratch costs 

£15 for a 15-minute slot, provides 45 minutes of tech with a stage manager but no rehearsal 

space, and no financial incentive is attached, though a ‘supportive and generous audience’ is 

included.  

 

Financial incentive and access to resources such as rehearsal space or technical equipment 

prove to be the exception rather than the rule.  Presentation and feedback may be a good 

enough incentive for emerging artists to participate in these events, with some viewing it as a 

necessity, as there are few opportunities when starting out. Accepting a slot in a scratch night 

usually includes a heavy dose of organisation and administrative work, including self-

promotion, marketing and finding rehearsal venues, to name a few. The non-creative aspect 
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of this work might hinder graduates in thoroughly engaging with their ideas and allowing 

them to grow. While the scratch model is not necessarily the answer to combat the current 

economics of making theatre, these opportunities are immediately within reach for emerging 

artists. It is then within this context, a context of work-in-progress presentations, that we can 

start to approach ways to adapt actor training to reflect these changes. 

 

Unfortunately, actor training in large conservatoire schools is not responding to these 

changes; it presumes that theatre makers (and actors) will immediately find the work or the 

opportunities once graduated. It will undoubtedly be a possibility for some but what happens 

between contracts or when working with another group of people is not an option? The 

musician or the dancer can continue to train and create on their own, why not the theatre 

maker? 

 

The Collaborative and Devised Theatre course at the Royal Central School of Speech and 

Drama focuses on ‘celebrating the creative potential of collaborative processes alongside the 

development of the individual actor’ (Acting (CDT) BA, 2018). ‘Auto-creation’ will focus on 

the individual actor as they are supported by the ideas behind some of the collaborative 

processes found in actor training today.  

 

AUTO-CREATION OR SOLO? 

As evidenced previously, scratch nights have become a common platform for emerging 

artists to participate in and have the potential to become a crucial resource for young makers. 

The limited practical support and financial incentives attached to scratch nights can inhibit 

artists to come together for a number of practical reasons, leading us to propose a study of an 

entirely solo approach to theatre-making. If the current financial model forces us to rely on 



 29 

funding as it becomes more and more sparse, it therefore imperative that in-progress 

presentations become an intrinsic part of the training of actors and theatre makers. The 

performances explored must be bold and brutal in their exploration, and challenging of 

artistic forms, as these events are paving the way for the artists’ sustainability.  

 

The paper will describe a process of ‘auto-creation’, yet research into this subject is limited. 

‘Auto-creation’ should not be confused with solo work, as ‘collaboration is a common part of 

solo devising’ (Dey 2015:88). This small but important distinction has reduced the amount 

available of research available on the subject. Despite the transformation of what semantic 

emphasis collaboration holds in a process, from absolute equality among a company in the 

1960’s as a ‘social expression of non-hierarchical possibilities’ (Heddon & Milling 2016:4) 

to a shift in the 1990’s where it ‘places greater emphasis on skill sharing’ (Oddey 1994:8), 

collaboration remains key to many theoretical and practical outlooks on theatre. In Devising 

Performance: a critical history, the authors state that ‘collaborative creation may have come 

to mean something rather more akin to traditional theatrical production’ (Heddon and Milling 

2016:6).  

 

Even so, there are few resources available on solo making, or devising. Sean Bruno and Luke 

Dixon’s Creating Solo Performance (2014) introduces compelling aspects of working on 

one’s own but distance themselves from the necessity of critical feedback, relying on outside 

feedback as the primary tool for reflection. Misri Dey’s (2015) doctoral research centres 

around a series of interviews with practitioners whose work could ‘be described as solo-

devised performances’ (3) and is a little more contrasting on the distinction between solo and 

collaboration. She summarises her interviews with the practitioners and concludes that while 

solo-making has a ‘capacity to allow for self-direction, conceptual authorship, attention to 
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detail’ (251), all of the practitioners discussed collaboration as ‘part of their devising 

practices’ (251). A little further, she challenges the assumptions by stating that there is 

nothing to suggest that ‘working together needs to be continuous throughout the process’ 

(251).  

 

Albeit, some of the reasons behind an engagement with solo devising could help us draw 

parallels with ‘auto-creation’. Firstly, the question of malleability is primary, Misri Dey 

(2015) states that her solo practice offers ‘elasticity in relation to working time and space 

usage’ (14). Her thoughts on the subject mirror for us a desire to continue creating work 

which may fall between acting contracts, or not rely on outside pressures or practicalities.  

 

Secondly, she asserts that her solo devising includes ‘the individual as a creator and a 

performer of the work’ (115). Our proposal for an entirely solo approach is in total accord 

with this statement, as the ‘auto-creator’ must interrogate their practice and ultimately 

themselves through a process of creation and reflection. The ownership of the work and the 

absolute individuality of the ‘auto-creator’ challenges the question of who is ‘performing’/are 

they ‘performing’? There is a vulnerability to being alone on stage asking the performer how 

much of themselves they are willing to reveal. Some solo artists choose to approach it 

through a certain ‘blankness’, allowing the audience to define them. Robert Lepage, who is 

often alone on stage, creates an ‘alter-ego’ character ‘which allows us to place him almost 

anywhere, in almost any circumstances’ (Charest 1999:34). For other performers, the 

question of who is ‘performing’ runs concurrently with discourses on devising and 

performance, where the autobiographical and the fictional are juxtaposed as a way to ‘contest 

assumptions about authority, originality, and authenticity’ (Hutcheon in Heddon & Milling 

2016:207).  
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Thirdly, as the audience is the only other direct relationship an ‘auto-creator’ will have, it is 

wise to explore that connection with solo work. Dey (2015) says that ‘solo devising has 

arisen out of very particular contexts of theatre and performance’ (49). Here, she is talking 

about the study of performance articulated in the 60’s and 70’s, which we touched upon in 

the previous chapter. Throughout the twentieth century, reactions against prevailing social 

and cultural values led to major shifts in the structure of performance practices; notably, the 

relationship theatre had with the ‘fourth wall’. This imaginary wall was torn down to engage 

audiences directly and to challenge their complacency as spectators. With the performative 

turn, this relationship was taken one step further as ‘the pivotal role of the audience was not 

only acknowledged as a pre-condition for performance but explicitly invoked as such’ 

(Fischer-Lichte 2008:38). 

 

The ideas of authorship, individuality, and relationship to audience are key ideas which link 

solo devising and our notion of ‘auto-creation’. Furthermore, these notions also connect us to 

several concepts which emerged during the last significant shift in actor training and 

performance making practices. Though the social and political climates of the 1960’s and 

1970’s are different to ours, the revolution in theatre practice was driven by similar impulses 

to those which we are describing today. Therefore, in the following chapter, this research will 

find its theoretical and practical framework within those approaches, in the hopes of adapting 

key concepts to suit our exploration for a new process in 2018. 
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CHAPTER THREE –THEORISING AUTO-CREATION 

 
In this chapter, we will specify the critical lenses with which to explore new conditions of 

making and training, in a time of economic change. Drawing from Lyotard’s postmodernism, 

the study of performance as theorised by Schechner, Auslander and Fischer-Lichte and 

notions of Lehmann’s postdramatic theatre, we will outline some of the fundamental 

concepts which have shifted the theatrical landscape. Many of these ideas are linked to the 

imperatives which drive the impetus for ‘auto-creation’; by understanding the reasons behind 

these ideas we can begin to grasp how they might be adaptable to new constraints. The 

chapter will end by questioning the aesthetic that has become synonymous with postmodern 

performance and will launch the following chapter, which is focused on practice.   

 
THEORETICAL APPLICATIONS 

The unorthodox view of working in the theatre on your own is provocative and goes against 

some of the ideas which have driven theatre-making in the last century. As we have seen in 

the previous chapter, the 1960’s and 70’s saw an increase in collective creations which relied 

heavily on the forming of an ensemble and the participation of artists as collaborators. This 

collaboration is actively taught and widely apparent in rehearsal rooms today. The dynamism 

of devising and the sharpened focus on process were indicative of changes in the culture of 

theatre-making. While the entirely individual approach that we are proposing questions some 

of these precepts’ viability within the contemporary context, other theoretical concepts, born 

out of new discourses around theatre, offer us valuable links to today’s evolving conditions. 

 

The process of ‘auto-creation’ innately challenges: 1) the role of the performer and the 

theatre maker as well as their relationship to audiences 2) the theatrical hierarchy, by opening 

up space for a new theatrical language and blurring the lines of creative roles and 3) the 
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linearity of ‘traditional’ rehearsal and production process. These three major aspects suggest 

a connection to the postmodernist and performance practices in contemporary theatre and 

their appearance beginning in the 1970’s. 

 

POSTMODERNISM 

Since postmodernism cannot be categorised or reduced to a simplistic definition, numerous 

theories have emerged in an attempt to capture its natural fluidity. Bertens (1997) feels like 

the ‘debate on postmodernism was, practically from the start, many things at once’ (4). 

Mangan (2013) adds that postmodern theorists express their understandings with 

‘deliberately obscure or playful language, partly because the postmodern is itself an ever-

changing flux, part of whose nature is to defy definition’ (100). This is the trouble with any 

discussion on postmodernism, the difficulties of ‘any categorical definition’ (Kaye 1994:1) of 

what it stands for and what its relation to modernism is.  

 

In Landscapes of Postmodernity, we are accosted by many questions: ‘Does the ‘post’ simply 

stand for succession or rather an evolution? A reaction against? Is postmodernism an effect of 

modernism?’ (Holbling & Fuchs 2010:23). These questions arose from Fredric Jameson’s 

musings on the critical concept: 

There will be as many forms of postmodernism as there were high modernisms in 
place, since the former are at least initially specific and local reactions against those 
models. That obviously does not make the job of describing postmodernism as a 
coherent thing any easier (Jameson in Holbling & Fuchs 2010:23) 

 

The ‘local reaction’ that Jameson talks about translates in a way that leads postmodernism to 

‘define itself through a negative relationship to a previous cultural phenomenon 

(modernism)’ (Mangan 2013: 100). This implies a dialogue with what came before. 

Consequently, we should ask ourselves what modernity is? 
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Modernism, or modernity, is the ‘condition, the characteristic patterns of the modern world’ 

(Fortier 2016: 144). As Fortier (2016) continues, modernity has seen the rise of things such as 

‘science, technology, urbanization, population growth, capitalism, individualism and 

experimentation in the arts and sciences…[it] has often been characterized by a drive towards 

the new’ (145). In theatre, we see the apparition of Chekhov and Ibsen, and new approaches 

towards acting such as Stanislavski. Understanding modernity, the hope and progress it 

inspires, sheds light on the common criticisms of postmodernity. Postmodernism is often 

viewed as an attack on the social structures that have formed societies. Graham Jones (2014) 

says ‘societies “ground” themselves in stories about who and why they are, where they are 

from, and who is included’ (137). He argues that these stories are ‘basically mythic’ and have 

‘provided, reproduced and reinforced prevalent views of how such a society came about’ 

(137). If we bring Jones’ thoughts to a conclusion, societies are resistant to significant 

changes as these changes will no longer legitimise the structures in place. Hutcheon (1988) 

quotes that postmodernism from its ‘theoretical self-awareness of history and fiction as 

constructs…asserts and undermines principles as value, order, meaning, control, and 

identity…that have been the basic premise of bourgeois liberalism’ (13).  

 

The idea that postmodernism implies chaos and total rejection of what comes before is a 

common criticism, one that is possible if our understanding of the concept is one that ‘carries 

modernist principles beyond anticipated boundaries or… rejects modernist principles all 

together’ (Whitmore 1994:3). This view is simplistic and does not reflect its constant 

dialogue with modernity. 

 

Furthermore, as the word stands, the prefix ‘post’ is attached to the word ‘modernism’, which 

also presupposes an idea of time and space, it places postmodernism solely as a historical 
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concept. Philip Auslander suggests that this utilising of postmodernism as a uniquely 

‘periodizing concept’ makes it difficult to ‘distinguish from uses of the term to describe 

contemporary culture’ (Auslander in Connor 2004:98). In fact, some postmodern 

philosophers, notably Jean-Francois Lyotard, use the term postmodernist as opposed to 

postmodern, to describe the cultural works that possess the features which ‘align them with 

postmodernism as a structure of feeling…rather than a chronological defined moment’ (98). 

Unfavourable and short-sighted analysis of postmodernism also points to its ‘general feeling 

of moribund’, to the fact that its ‘run out of steam’ (3). It is as if critics of postmodernism our 

announcing the end of a movement which is, by its nature, hard to define in time or space. 

Since postmodernism is ‘related to [a] historical transformation but is not reducible to it’ 

(Jones 2014:135), we will employ the term postmodernist henceforth, to understand it both as 

a historical concept but also as a cultural marker of change.  

 

In our search for a reconfiguration of actor training in these changing times, a more 

progressive way to look at the debate is, in fact, one of scepticism towards modernist ideas 

and the fact that there is a constant relationship between the two. Jean-François Lyotard 

(1984), the French philosopher and one of the seminal voices of postmodernism asks himself 

‘What, then, is post-modern?’ (79). He is assertive that ‘undoubtedly, it is part of the modern’ 

(79), giving examples of artists challenging the ones that came before. Mangan (2013) 

suggests that Lyotard’s reading is a ‘general statement of cultural scepticism and the need for 

cultural reinvention’ (100), that in this reading Lyotard answers his question by placing 

postmodernism as a ‘continuation of modernism’s endless self-renewal’ (100). It cannot exist 

without its predecessor. Consequently, this constant interaction with modernism is key as a 

way to play around with ideas which are dominant in the way we work. It is not about a 
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simple rejection, but an invitation for a plurality of voices to emerge and cohabit with our 

understanding of training inside of a messy process full of imperfections.  

 

Although postmodernism is, by its very nature, a slippery and evasive concept to define, there 

are some of proclivities that we can identify as characteristic to postmodernism. These are 

namely the generation of a framework which interrogates and destabilises dominant 

structures, useful in our enquiry into ‘auto-creation’. Jean-François Lyotard’s theories of 

postmodernism seem most suited in this instance, as he challenges the privileged assumptions 

of society and gives agency to difference and the questioning of the status quo. Since it is 

time for another ‘local reaction against those models’, these theories can, therefore, activate 

our impulses to challenge the models in place which forestall young makers from creating. 

 

LYOTARD AND ‘METANARRATIVES’ 

Jean-Francois Lyotard’s writings in The Postmodern Condition (1984) offer us a more 

specific critical outlook on the subject of postmodernism and how it can affect our search for 

a new process of theatre-making. It builds upon the idea of scepticism as Lyotard defines 

postmodern, while ‘simplifying [it] to the extreme’, as an ‘incredulity towards 

metanarratives’ (xxiv). To further understand these claims and to reinforce that postmodernist 

views do not exist solely in a fixed period, one must understand the genesis of Lyotard’s 

claims. Originally published in the 1970’s, a period which we have already referred to with 

its major changes, Lyotard was interested in systems of knowledge and more specifically, the 

‘role and significance of “narrative”, as a structure of meaning and communication, as a form 

of social organisation…and as a site of potential resistance to the social and political status 

quo’ (Jones 2014:130). In this frame, Lyotard observes that language and storytelling are 

tools to order experience into meaning which provides ‘a means of making sense of 
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themselves, and of understanding and shaping collective past and ongoing existence’ (130). 

He concluded that counter-narratives resisted assimilation to dominant structures through 

their irreverence and challenging of authority. More importantly, he acknowledged that when 

faced with these two options, society ‘chooses between the competing claims implicit in such 

a multiplicity of stories’ (130), instead of seeing the fragmentation as a ‘potential 

decentralisation of power and a challenge to the “givens” of existing knowledge’ (141). 

Lyotard’s claims of totalizing ‘grand narratives’ of the 20th century are ones of progress, in 

regards to absolute knowledge and emancipation, leading to a sense of betterment and 

fulfilment ‘as masterful and self-realising agency, thus the pinnacle and measure of all 

things’ (139). The grand narratives induced a determinism which crumbled in the face of 

World Wars, the threat of annihilation, economic depressions, environmental degradation, 

ethnic cleansing, the persistence of social exploitation in ‘Third World’ nations, to name a 

few. With this crumbling, scepticism towards a universal, homogenised model was roused, 

leading to a prevalence of ‘smaller narratives’, reminding us of the emergence of plurality 

touched upon earlier. Lyotard (1984) urges us to ‘wage war on totality; let us be witness to 

the unpresentable; let us activate the differences and save the honour of the name’ (82).  

NARRATIVES OF ACTOR TRAINING 

Our research question stems from the current economic difficulties for emerging makers to 

create. The constant dominant narrative is the view that acting is not a proper job and that 

artists will have to spend most of their hours working a part-time job. The jobbing actor 

doesn’t necessarily get the time to be creative or to keep up their craft. If they are successful 

in securing employment, how long until the next contract? How about the narrative for 

theatre makers and devisers which is about training a desire for exploration and play while 

embracing failure? How does this fit within a financial model of extreme competition? A 

model which can significantly reduce periods of research and development, and applies 
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pressures of sustainability, that, no matter the strand of training undertaken, asks for a 

product that is commercially viable at every corner?  

 

This research argues that changing conditions demand evolving approaches which grant the 

artist self-sufficiency as a response to these concerns. Approaches which encourage a new 

framework for creativity; an opportunity to train and practice your craft while realising the 

practicalities of life and achieving a sense of fulfilment. A move towards a solo practice also 

challenges assumptions of process and individuality. ‘Auto-creation’, within the context of 

Scratch Nights and in-development presentations, is subjecting itself to breaking down 

common ideas of making theatre, such as a clear script-rehearsal-performance model yet not 

denying its association with drama and theatre-making. It reconfigures the hierarchy of 

making as only one artist is involved. Additionally, it places the ‘auto-creator’ as the central 

figure of the process. Misry Dey (2015), though she collaborates with others, performs alone 

on stage and asserts that this ‘exposes the vulnerability and power of the performer’ which 

‘makes it particularly well placed to explore issues of political agency [and] authorial power’ 

(20).  

 

Critically speaking, the emphasis on petits récits, ‘individual and heterodox ideas that do not 

fit in the large, universal narrative’ (Auslander 2008:133) does problematize the 

legitimisation of new discourses. If each individual and social group functions with its own 

language, Lyotard warns us to think about ‘the understanding between audiences and 

performances…in light of the atomization of postmodern society’ (134). Hegemony becomes 

a more difficult concept to achieve when individuality is allowed to break through, and this is 

not a negative idea. Postmodernism, through the creation of a performance which is unique to 

its context, avoids the charge of being dogmatic by not attempting to dictate meaning or 
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discourse. The onus is then placed back on the audience who actively participate in the 

performance by being asked to challenge their perceptions of what a ‘usual narrative’ may 

be; the performance is engaging them in a postmodernist act. The necessity to have a 

discourse is rejected, and that is reflected in the audience. Mangan (2013) adds to this by 

saying:  

The postmodernist performer is able to play with the multiple distortions of a 
mirror, which is not so much aimed at providing a faithful reflection of nature, 
but which rather serves to call into question the boundaries of the actual and 
the illusory (Mangan 2013:101) 

 

One of the ways we can do that in performance is by collapsing the distinction between 

simulation and reality in theatre. Under the guise of a postmodernist approach, the performer 

is not seen as a representation of a character; they are present as themselves. This presence 

‘reifies the immediate actor/audience interaction [to help] destabilise the “normative” 

fictional character’ (Zarrilli 2002: 18). The challenge of representation is further described by 

Auslander (2004) here: 

Even though the performers do not represent fictional characters, the way their 
actions are framed by the performance context means that the audience does 
not perceive them directly as real people, either. What the audience sees is a 
performance persona that may resemble the performer’s “real self” but is not 
actually identical to that self. The resulting undecidable argument between 
presentation and re-presentation is itself a postmodernist phenomenon 
(Auslander in Connor 2004:110) 

 

To further theorise ‘auto-creation’, ideas of postmodernism which have been 

described go hand in hand with what is ‘intrinsically a postmodern art form’ 

(Auslander in Connor 2004:99), that is to say, performance art.  

 

PERFORMANCE 

Our challenge to current actor training structures, through the unsettling of hierarchy, a focus 

on process, and the creation of a new language in theatre is further reflected through the lens 
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of performance. Postmodernism as a conceptual frame allows us to better trace and 

communicate the shifts examined in the first chapter but using performance does a better job 

of translating those ideas a step further, locating them closer to practice.  

 

In the performing arts, a new ‘articulation of the theatre studies paradigm’ (Auslander, 

1997:3) emerged, which destabilised the modernist ideas visible in the early part of the 

twentieth century. The ‘current avant-garde’ as defined by Schechner was not only reflected 

in the rise of politically motivated shifts in theatre but in the ‘innovation emanating from 

performance art’ (Schechner in Huxley & Witts 2002:346). The move towards the current 

avant-garde was apparent in the visual arts’ movement and its desire to cross-over with 

theatre, as a challenge to the idea of modernist art as object, as ‘self-contained and self-

determining’ (Kaye in Shepherd & Willis 2004:135). Radical practices such as Happenings 

shattered the illusions of representation and challenged the foundation of what theatre could 

be, insisting that the ‘line between art and life should be kept as fluid, and perhaps indistinct, 

as possible…’ (Kaprow 1966:189). One of the ideas in the Happenings movement is that ‘the 

idea that meaning can ‘belong’ to the work is refused: the very process of its becoming is 

foregrounded as being the spectator’s work’ (Shepherd & Wallis 2014: 138).  The effect here 

is to ‘make visible that which the work depends upon but which it cannot contain, to trip up 

and make apparent the move towards the “event” of its definition’ (Kaye 1994:32). This 

forced attention towards the process of a work of art and the ‘event’ happening between 

spectator and presentation is crucial. Michael Kirby’s radical statements suggest that ‘every 

aspect of theatre has changed [because of happenings]’ and that ‘many innovations produced 

by happenings have been applied to narrative, informational, acted theatre’ (Kirby in Zarilli 

1995:49). If such a movement could alter the landscape of performance so strongly then 
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understanding it and using it as a starting point for a revised understanding of process would 

be vital.  

 

Auslander’s ‘new articulation’ of the theatre studies paradigm, emerging from a reflection on 

practices such as Happenings, is the critical study of performance. The emergence of this 

field contributed majorly to the aforementioned shifts, and as Elinor Diamond (1996) 

proclaims: 

Powerful questions posed by theatre representation—questions of subjectivity 
(who is speaking/acting?), location (in what sites/ spaces?), audience (who is 
watching?), commodification (who is in control?), conventionality (how are 
meanings produced?), politics (what ideological or social positions are being 
reinforced or contested?) —are embedded in the bodies and acts of performers 
(Diamond 1996:4)  
 

This field of research can be traced back to Max Hermann, a German theorist of theatre 

studies, who began to articulate performance as a new discipline of theatre studies. 

Hermann’s theatre studies were conceived as opposition to drama, the latter being ‘a literary 

creation of one author, while theatre which is the accomplishment of the public and those 

serving it’ (Hermann in Fischer-Lichte 2014:12). In the 1970’s, American researcher and 

director Richard Schechner was instrumental in concretising the subject of Performance 

Studies through the study of performance as an interdisciplinary field, where theatre was one 

of many subjects. He explains that theatre can be seen as a ‘specialized kind of performance’, 

as a container inside ‘the whole constellation of events that take place in/among both 

performances and audience’ (Schechner 2003: 71) (See figure 3.1). This reading of theatre 

mirrors the desires of the Happenings movement; it is the ‘whole event including audience 

and performer’ (Schechner 2003:87), where the audience becomes a participant through their 

constant interplay with the actors.  
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This was underpinned by the broader fields of study such as anthropology and sociology 

which Schechner included in his theories. In a way, he echoes the way Max Hermann had 

defined it as ‘a game in which everyone, actors and spectators, participates’ (Hermann in 

Fischer-Lichte 2014:18). 

 

Figure 1: Figure 3.1 - Model of drama, script, theatre & performance (Richard Schechner, 2003) 

Performance, like postmodernism, is a contested term. The debate amongst practitioners was 

about the seeming dichotomy between the status of theatre and performance, and how this 

new critical concept became ‘defined in opposition to theatre and its structure’ (Diamond 

1996: 3). Political and economic changes in society allowed performance artists to have 

arguments to support their rebellions against the structures which were in place. There is an 

impulse ‘to resist the production of artworks as marketable artefacts…and instead, replace 

them with fleeting events. The ephemerality of the event, its uniqueness, and singularity 

became a focal point’ (Fischer-Lichte 2008:162). Looking at Diamond’s attitude towards 
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performance, we see a rupture between the ‘old’ practice of theatre and the ‘new’ practice of 

performance. Elinor Fuchs (1996) questions the separation of theatre and performance and 

claims that the proliferation of the sources of meaning of these subjects is evidence of the 

‘new epistemological and ontological currents circulating through all of them’ (6). Further to 

Fuchs’ point, Mark Fortier’s (2016) notion of what performance can achieve, allows for a 

continuation and extension from theatre to performance. He writes that ‘performance can also 

be a concept used in theatre to encompass the entire theatrical experience’ (9). Like the 

fluidity of postmodernism, the seeming constant interchangeability between performance and 

theatre allows us to trouble the status quo.  

DERRIDA AND DECONSTRUCTION 

The French philosopher, Jacques Derrida and his deconstruction theories can shed more light 

on the contrast between theatre and performance and help us in linking them, in a way that 

mirrors Fortier and Schechner’s sentiments on the encapsulation of the theatrical event. 

Derrida’s thoughts have often been used to illustrate and underpin the rift between modernist 

theatrical ideas of representation or mimesis in Aristotelian drama and the acts experienced 

on the stage of performances. 

Originally, the term came from Derrida’s translation of another philosopher, Martin 

Heidegger’s, concept of Destruktion. The literal translation to French was problematic; 

demolition and its implicit negativity overshadowed what Derrida was attempting to achieve. 

Derrida (1988), writing to a Japanese professor, attempts to clarify this by stating ‘rather than 

destroying, it was also necessary to understand how an "ensemble" was constituted and to 

reconstruct it to this end’ (Derrida in Bernasconi & Wood 1988:4).  
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Derrida raises questions about ‘what is implicit in the accumulated reserve’ (Bernasconi & 

Wood 1985:72). He challenges our perception of theatre as we know it, through the 

criticising of texts where western theological and metaphysical discourses are articulated. His 

work was about ‘revealing the uncertainties, instabilities and impasses implicit in our 

intellectual traditions, moving us to the edges of knowing’ (Auslander 2008:91). Auslander 

(2008) summarises this by saying that Derrida did this to ‘destabilize assumptions enough to 

open up spaces for continued reflection and the possibility for innovation’ and ‘to keep our 

intellectual disciplines and educational institutions from ossifying (92). The assumptions of 

dramatic theatre and process were subverted on account of the articulation of performance. It 

allowed practices, like Happenings, who were generally attributed to the world of visual art, 

to merge with theatre. This innovation came because ‘theatre practitioners explicitly engaged 

with the Happening form specifically to challenge and reject the conventions of dominant 

theatre practice at the time’ (Heddon & Milling 2016:69).  

An entire thesis could be written about Derrida’s findings, as his work is complex and wide-

ranging, and has many applications across the study of theatre and performance. Since the 

French philosopher is not the focus of this research, we will only concern ourselves with this 

limited look into deconstruction as summarising his entire oeuvre might complicate our 

understanding.   

KEY CONCEPTS OF PERFORMANCE 

Understanding performance through the lens of Derrida eases the relationship the field has 

with theatre. The subverting of assumptions about theatre and performance is central to the 

problem laid out by this paper, and there are several fundamental concepts, which we will 

examine now, that could provide a useful starting point for a new process.  
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Hierarchy and text dominance 

The first is the questioning of who is in control, resulting in the rejection of an authoritarian 

hierarchy where the playwright (and in some instances the director) sit at the top. A 

significant shift in the traditional convention of dramatic theatre led to the creation of a new 

theatrical language where all of the elements which compose a piece of theatre, played a 

more prominent role in the composition of that piece. Furthermore, this rejection of a clear-

cut leader changed the way makers approached the process of creation. Antonin Artaud, the 

French essayist and dramatist, who Derrida wrote about in his desire to reveal uncertainties, 

explored plays with no text10, relying heavily on ‘the power of spectacle over speech’ 

(Sidiropoulous 2011:41). This was in direct correlation to Derrida’s challenge of an ‘author-

God’ who promotes the mimesis of real-life, imposing on the audience a ‘definitive and 

omniscient text’ where that ‘representation guarantees the perpetration and perpetuation of 

the Christian God’s design for the universe’ (Sidiropoulou 2011:39). Therefore, Artaud did 

anything he could to reject the theological structure of Aristotelian drama by removing text 

and prioritising spectacle, which was the ‘least respected among the six elements of tragedy’ 

(Sidiropoulou 2011:41).  

 

Figure 2: Figure 3.2- Model of drama & theatre (Richard Schechner, 2003) 

                                                        
10 Antonin Artaud (1896-1948) is recognized as a major figure of the European avant-garde. While he did spend 
the latter part of his career working with no text, the bulk of his research on the ‘Theatre of Cruelty’ was done 
using classical texts.  
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According to Figure 3.2, Schechner (2003) acknowledges that the drama-script view of 

theatre still dominates western performance in theatre, yet he does suggest that when the 

study of performance came into the public field, an ‘increasing attention to the seams that 

apparently weld one disc to another’ became key (72). 

 

In this sense, the seams burst to include the multitude of elements which educate and 

generate a performance. For example, Artaud’s notion of spectacle unites performance with 

the ‘realm of visual arts’ (Carroll in Shepherd & Wallis 2004: 83) but not solely, as the 

‘utopian urge’ of performance to ‘break down barriers’ invites a wide range of influences 

such as music, movies, pop culture, art and literature. Fuchs (1996) suggests that this 

inclusivity does not negate the power of the text but allows us to let go of our reliance on the 

text by opening up to a wider picture: 

In the theatre of difference, each signifying element – lights, visual design, 
music, etc…, as well as plot and character elements  -stands to some degree as 
an independent actor. It is as if all of the Aristotelian elements of theatre had 
survived, but had slipped the organizing structure of their former hierarchy 
(Fuchs 1996:10) 
 

The performance text then becomes the driving guide for the artist, Hans-Thies Lehmann 

(2006) describes it as both ‘the linguistic material and the texture of the staging’ (85); it 

includes the whole event, including the relationship with the audience. The methods of 

coming up with this performance text can then be devised by the company of theatre makers, 

as a collaborative task. The partition created by the makers is owned by them and shared as 

an event. The focus is then on the process, a process of trial and error which is subjected to 

the audience.  

Representation and the semiotics of performance 

The approaches around performance were driven by the cultural conditions which aimed for 

them to ‘be reflexive, presentational rather than representational’ (Shepherd & Wallis 2004: 
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83). The performative aspect brought a sense of the here and the now and suggested the 

immediacy of the performance event as actual and not trying to be a simulation. The action 

which takes place on the stage, takes place in real time, without invoking a dramatic world. 

Paul Binnerts (2012), a Belgian director, who has articulated a way to train actors to work 

this way, says that the performer and their presence on stage ‘does not need to be justified by 

the dramatic situation but by the theatrical reality’ (7). The performer does not need to create 

characters but lives on stage as himself and as his persona. This concentration on the present 

also gives way to a ‘renewed attention to materiality’ (Lehmann 2006:4), which coupled with 

a rejection of the dominance of text, invites many signifying possibilities on stage. The use of 

a varied theatrical language can also be explored through a system of signs on stage. This 

approach is called Semiotics. Without going too much into detail, as the study of sign systems 

is another exploration in itself, semiotics can be defined ‘as a science dedicated to the study 

of the production of meaning in society’ (Elam in Whitmore 1994: 5). Understanding the 

signifying possibilities allows makers to understand the range of options at their disposal at 

all stages of the creation of a performance. Since real-time action is at the centre, the tools of 

juxtaposition and collage become useful when putting together a performance. The ideas of 

postmodernism and performance readily flux into one another seamlessly at this juncture: 

In collage, sense is something to be made rather than secured: in the final 
analysis, the experience of collage both insists that we learn to live without 
guarantees of meaning (the reality of “knowing our place”) and opens the 
possibility for a kind of meaningfulness that we ourselves produce through a 
process of judgment. And in doing this, it fights precisely the obsessive and 
paralyzing tendencies of modern culture (Brockleman in Kilgard 2009:2) 

 

Bodily co-presence 

Another critical concept of performance which has been hinted at is the ‘bodily co-presence’ 

of the performers and the audience. This becomes especially relevant to this research as we 

strip away anyone else in the process of ‘auto-creation’ and the performer is left alone with 
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the spectators. This idea challenges two ideas: subjectivity and representation. As Erika 

Fischer-Lichte (2014) theorises, texts, we mean in the literary sense of the word here, are 

products that ‘exist separately from their creators’ (19). She means to say that they can exist 

in different contexts, be performed in a different time or space, yet the materiality of the text 

remains the same. She argues that in performance, the medial conditions, the ‘specific 

conditions of transmission that are created by the simultaneous presence of actors and 

spectators’ (18), are different. The exchange between performers and audiences is part of the 

performance, whether the reactions are outwardly perceptible, such as laughter or crying, or 

inward, such as the cognitive process of interpreting the piece. Much can be said about the 

interpretation of performances by spectators, but audience studies are not the focus of this 

paper. What is important here is the constant interplay between performer and spectator, the 

impact of this interplay has been named ‘autopoietic feedback loop’. 

 

The notion of ‘auto-poeisis’11 stems from Chilean biologists Humberto Maturana and 

Francisco Varela, though we will focus on Erika Fischer-Lichte’s application of the term to 

performance. The crucial role the audience plays in the development of performance enables 

‘a fundamentally open, unpredictable process’ through the use of a ‘feedback loop as a self-

referential, autopoietic system’ (Fischer-Lichte 2008:39). By collapsing the clear-cut 

distinction between rehearsals and performance and using the context of a Scratch Night 

container for the shorter exploration of a piece, performers can conjure up situations which 

make the prediction of future developments difficult. The evolution of the performance no 

longer depends on the artist alone but on the audience as well. Similar to performance artists, 

                                                        
11 Auto-poeisis is used to describe a ‘living organism, such as a cell, which is “self-producing”; it consists of 
processes of production which generate its components’ (Mingers 1991:320). Without going into detail about 
the scientific applications of ‘auto-poeisis’, this basic definition has had many useful applications in human 
thought, social activity and language, expanding to performance and creativity theories.  



 49 

the artists ‘exposed themselves and others to an uncontrollable situation created by them and 

thus made the spectators aware of their shared responsibility in the event’ (39). If the 

economic conditions are causing us to re-think the opportunities for the development of 

work, couldn’t audiences have a more significant impact on the growth of a project through 

its phases? 

 

If the maker generates an idea they can then test it with the audience; this becomes a creative 

tool. Takashi Iba describes his use of the autopoietic system as a ‘Creative Systems Theory’ 

whose ‘element is “discovery”, which emerges when a synthesis of three selections has 

occurred: “idea”, “association”, and “consequence”’(Iba 2010: 6610). The search for the 

‘discovery’ through the synthesis will always propose something as a result, yet the use of the 

feedback loop suggests an inability to ‘block’ a performance, as it will always change and 

force the artists to engage with its audience and adapt their performance, making it different 

every night. Paradoxically, this idea can become a crucial reflective tool when working alone 

even though ‘the effect of the autopoietic feedback loop negates the notion of the 

autonomous subject’ (Fischer-Lichte 2008:164).  

 

POSTDRAMATIC   

The articulation of this decisive move away from the ‘traditional’ approaches of dramatic 

theatre and its rapprochement to performance was further championed by German theatre 

researcher Hans-Thies Lehmann. In the introduction to postdramatic theatre, Lehmann’s 

research claims to offer new processes which involve ‘subjecting the traditional relationship 

to drama to deconstruction and takes account of the numerous ways in which this relationship 

has been refigured in contemporary practice since the 1970s’ (Jürs-Munby in Lehmann 

2006:2). This fissure causes both a ‘rupture and a beyond that continue to entertain 
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relationships with drama’ (Jürs-Munby in Lehmann 2006:2). This quote approaches our 

understanding of postmodernism and performance in the context of ‘auto-creation’, Lehmann 

adds:  

Many traits of theatre practice that are called postmodern – from the seeming 
to the real randomness of means and quoted forms, to the unabashed use and 
combination of heterogeneous styles, from a ‘theatre of images’ to mixed 
media, multimedia and performance – by no means demonstrate a 
renunciation of modernity on principle. Yet they do show a renunciation of the 
traditions of dramatic form (Lehmann 2006:26) 

His suggestion that postdramatic theatre ‘attempts to conceptualize art in the sense that it 

offers not a representation but an intentionally unmediated experience of the real (time, body, 

space)’ (134), is an argument towards the healing of supposed rupture between theatre and 

performance. The primary object which the postdramatic wrestles with is representation. 

Patrice Pavis calls it a ‘tactic’ to ‘interrogate the fragile theatrical equilibrium between the 

mimetic and the performative’ (Pavis in Reynolds 2015:260). Through the reading, he 

touches upon a number of compositional methods in a theatre which ‘works beyond the 

primacy of the text’ (Dey 2015: 72). 

This layout of the postdramatic builds upon some of the concepts of performance mentioned 

such as ‘parataxis/non-hieararchy’ (86), ‘play with the density of signs’ (89) and the idea of 

the ‘event/situation’ (104). He also includes a number of other ideas; ‘visual dramaturgy’ 

(93), ‘physicality’ (95), ‘musicality’ (91) & ‘irruption of the real’ (99); these are principles 

which can have a real impact as we move towards collapsing usual artistic roles into one. 

Many of these concepts allow for the ‘auto-creator’ to have control over what they are 

making. Through their manipulation, these concepts which are not psycho-physical nor 

embodied, allow the ‘auto-creator’ to maintain an outside eye on the performance.   
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‘Visual dramaturgy and musicality’ are further inquiries in the way performances can be 

assembled in a semiotic way. The visual, auditory and physical planes become additional 

tools for the theatre maker. This feedbacks into the difficulty the ‘auto-creator’ may have on 

being able to properly engage and reflect in/with the action on stage. The duality of being in 

and out of a performance poses problems. Understanding how to use these elements on stage 

gives a little more control to the performer who can actively observe, act upon and adapt 

these elements, by using compositional techniques which don’t rely on the performance of 

the performer.    

In direct opposition of what describes the former as signification, the ‘physicality’ of the 

performer, as Lehmann (2006) points out, ‘remains the point of theatre where the 

disappearance of all signification occurs, in favour of a fascination beyond meaning of an 

actor’s “presence”’ (95). He argues that the body becomes the centre of attention, simply in 

its physicality as opposed to a carrier of meaning. In the context of this research, this 

becomes all the more important as there is only one person involved in the process. The 

presence on stage of that body needn’t represent anything as the performer is not a character. 

As Misri Dey (2015) points out the ‘physical working is explored for what it can present, not 

represent’ (75). Lehmann (2006) calls this ‘auto-sufficient physicality’ which is ‘exhibited in 

its intensity, gestic potential, auratic ‘presence’ and internally, as well as externally, 

transmitted tensions’ (95). The potential of the body, through an imposing physicality, such 

as a performer frenetically dancing without a narrative or psychology, can communicate 

‘tragic as well as hilarious and enjoyably ecstatic configurations (96).  

Finally, the ‘irruption of the real’ in postdramatic theatre ‘turns the level of the real explicitly 

into a co-player’ (100). Theatre is often framed and understood as separate to reality where 

the rules that govern the play create coherence for the audience. There are notable 
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‘disruptions’ to that closed frame such as asides or direct addresses to the audience, yet these 

stay connected to the fictive world the play as created and are not in themselves disturbing to 

audiences. Lehmann argues that because a performance, as opposed to a photo, takes place in 

actu, two levels are at play. He gives the example of an actor taking a long pause which could 

mean the actor has forgotten their line, this is the ‘level of the real’ or that it is intentional and 

therefore, ‘the level of the staging’. He is damning of the fact, as it applies to dramatic 

theatre, that audiences ‘must distinguish between the “intentional object” of the staging and 

the empirically accidental performance’ (100).  

Postdramatic theatre embraces this notion as the ‘theatre as a live performance situation is 

explore self-reflexively’ (Dey 2015:74) and is positioned in an ‘aesthetics of undecidability’. 

Whether something onstage is ‘real’ is not so much a concern as the unsettling moment when 

an audience is not able to concretely answer that question. Lehmann (2006) contemplates the 

following: 

Representation and presence, mimetic play and performance, the represented 
realities and the process of representation itself: from this structural split the 
contemporary theatre has extracted a central element of the post- dramatic 
paradigm – by radically thematizing it and by putting the real on equal footing 
with the fictive. It is not the occurrence of anything ‘real’ as such but its self-
reflexive use that characterizes the aesthetic of postdramatic theatre. This self-
referentiality allows us to contemplate the value, the inner necessity and the 
significance of the extra-aesthetic in the aesthetic and thus the displace- ment 
of the concept of the latter (Lehmann 2006:103) 

As Pavis writes, ‘no tradition of acting or of interpretation is there to guarantee 

stability’ (Pavis in Reynolds 2015:264), the performance may swing back and forth 

between these two modes. This destabilisation technique supports the explicit 

awareness of the audience expressed earlier, allowing the performer to remain in a 

constant place of communication with the piece and the spectators. Lehmann (2006) 

adds that this ‘staging practice forces the spectators to wonder… theatre’s treading of 
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the borderline of the real unsettles this crucial predisposition of the spectators’ (104). 

They are no longer bound to the feeling of security that they experience in their role 

of audience member, they are shocked into a different mode of perception. This 

heightens the bodily co-presence of the performance, allowing the performer greater 

flexibility and freedom. 

MOVING TOWARDS PRACTICE 

To conclude, this chapter has laid out some useful key terms which mirror our desire 

to voice concerns against traditional ways of making theatre. The theoretical 

imperatives behind postmodernism, performance and the postdramatic also subject 

themselves to an identical practical application. For example, this has led critics to 

reduce postmodernism as a style of theatrical staging which favours ideas of parody, 

self-reflexivity, and self-referentiality. Though these aspects may come up in the 

work, they are not absolute references to make theatre in this manner. These lenses 

provide the theatre makers with provocations against creating art in this economic 

model. The constant questioning and unsettling of the privileged conditions of 

making, imbedded in these theories, set up the parameters of our practical 

investigation. The following chapter provides practical considerations to the 

challenges proposed by ‘auto-creation’, notably 1) the role of the performer and the 

theatre maker as well as their relationship to audiences 2) the theatrical hierarchy, by 

opening up space for a new theatrical language and blurring the lines of creative roles 

and 3) the linearity of ‘traditional’ rehearsal and production process.  
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CHAPTER FOUR– PRACTICING AUTO CREATION 
 

postmodern theater practice…takes little interest in theoretical debate, just as the 
theoreticians are less aware of actual theatre than of any other art 

Eleanor Fuchs 1996:95 
 

This chapter lays out a set of methods and approaches that respond to the needs artists have 

of working on their own. We will begin by engaging with the Halprins’ RSVP cycle to 

provide a framework for the ‘auto-creator’ in the making space. While this framework is not 

a methodology in itself, it provides support for any number of practices or approaches the 

maker wishes to bring into the studio; it is an adaptable frame that the ‘auto-creator’ can rely 

on. Following this and based on this paper’s relationship to the breaking down of structure 

and narrative, we have provided an alphabetised list of suggestions which cross-reference key 

concepts with past and present practice and practitioners. By doing this, we hope to respond 

to the imperatives of actor training laid out in previous chapters by entertaining a uniquely 

individual approach to theatre-making and recognise that not every artist may need to work in 

the same way. Therefore, this lexicon of practices offers the artists freedom in their choices. 

The decision to include these practitioners in the list is due to the fact that some of them work 

in ways which are adaptable if we emulate the conditions of working on your own, even 

though they themselves collaborate. They may not necessarily have a singular practice 

relevant to our enquiry, but their approach to creative work fits into the arc of investigating a 

solo practice. The list has been truncated to include fewer concepts allowing us to go further 

in depth which each of them. Further research would add to this list and provide an even 

wider frame of reference for this process.  

 

UN ACTEUR-CRÉATEUR: UNE UTOPIE? 

Thomas Ostermeier (2016) asks ‘un acteur-créateur: une utopie?’ (118) in a conclusion of 

reflections he holds on his craft. The German director touches upon a crucial desire that is 
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mirrored in what this essay is hoping to achieve. This investigation is not suggesting a long-

term solution to an economic system which is flawed but proposes an immediate plan of 

action to incite theatre makers to keep their creative practice active. Our suggestion is an 

individual practice that responds to economic trends with a process that wants to unlock the 

actor and theatre maker to take full ownership and control of their art. It wants to give them 

the tools to systematically be able to practice a craft and to develop a career at the same time. 

This process has to start when training actors, in fact it aims to take these two very different 

strands of actor training - ‘straight’ acting and the devising strand - and refuses to separate 

them. This research therefore challenges the concept of a ‘jobbing’ actor by reimagining 

them as a self-sufficient artist. Ostermeier says it plainly and clearly, he has the desire for 

‘actors become their own art’ (118).  

It is then those through opportunities such as scratch nights and/or festivals which might 

make it easy for what we will call ‘auto-creators’ to continually have the opportunity to flex 

the muscles of performance.   

 
 

PREPARATION AND FRAMEWORK 
 

The theories which have grounded this thesis, because of their politics, have implicitly 

promoted an open and often unstructured approach to theatre-making. Despite this, the move 

into the practical aspect of this research requires a framework to guide the individual creator 

through the different phases of the process and to support a uninhibited exploration. It should 

aid the solo practitioner to orientate and focus the work towards the desired idea or subject of 

performance and put in place a concrete approach with regards to reflective practice.  

 

In 1969, Lawrence Halprin, an environmental designer & Anna Halprin, a choreographer 

developed ‘a framework for articulation, making accessible that which is usually hidden and 
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implicit’ (Halprin 2014: 39). Their approach, the RSVP cycles, are a valuable offer towards 

understanding how the creative process works and a tool of creation in themselves. 

 

Figure 3 - RSVP cycles – (Lawrence Halprin, 1969) 

 
The Halprins were resolute in the fact that theatre and environmental design were ‘non-static’ 

and ‘process-oriented’, yet they argue that because of these ever-evolving fields, applying a 

value to the different steps in the process is not possible, as these values are not tangible. 

Their work starts with the idea of a score as a ‘symbolization of processes that extend over 

time’ (40). They sought out a way to make these processes visible to engage with the 

communities around their fields of study and then ‘allowing for participation, feedback and 

communication’ (40). Scores are preceded by a gathering of resources or source material, 

both human and physical; the score is the process of editing the resources together; the 

valuaction is the analysis of the score, leading to decision and selections and ultimately the 

performance of the score. The performances are the ‘improvisations of these selected scores’, 

they are not final products but the ‘actual process of becoming’ (Dundjerovic 2007:30). The 

cyclical nature allows the creator to use the previous performance to form the new resource, 

creating a perpetual invitation to process. The non-linearity suits the unpredictable production 
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and creative process of making theatre as an emerging artist and is malleable around the 

performers practice.  

 

The ‘auto-creator’, through some of the exercises listed later in the chapter, must become 

their own editor and critic in the valuaction step in the cycle. This synthesis of value and 

action describes an action-oriented approach, where the artist can focus on whether or not 

they have achieved the tasks that they’ve set out to perform. Of course, at this stage, both an 

objective and subjective reading of the action will take place. This constant duality, of being 

in the moment and also the outside eye, becomes the central dilemma when left to our own 

devices. That being said, it is important not to disregard to the creator’s skills, input and 

intuition. Susan Melrose (2006), a theatre researcher, advocates that ‘the operations of expert 

or ‘arts-professional intuitive processes’ are fundamental to practitioner expertise, and to 

expert performance-making processes’ (99). Since the ‘Auto-creator’ is the only person 

involved in their process they therefore become their own ‘signature practice’ (Melrose 

2007:3) and must have confidence in their intuition, such confidence arises from the rigour of 

the artists’ process. Melrose suggests that ‘expert practitioner decision making operates in 

practice (‘not lost’) but it is not discussed or written about (‘not yet found’)’ (Melrose in Dey 

2015:25). The research which focuses on the field of performance seldom references intuition 

as an approach, yet it does exist. Melrose’s work places special attention to the 

documentation of the performer or the ‘expert’s’ knowledge and making processes as 

opposed to the common documentation of performance through ‘expert spectating practices ‘ 

(Melrose 2007:3). 

Arguably, with an emphasis on performance and the postdramatic, we must engage with both 

aspects of ‘expert-making’, at the risk of staying stuck in primary RSVP cycle, as ‘bodily co-

presence’ will inevitably become part of the conversation. Robert Lepage, who uses the 
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RSVP framework as a reflective tool in the creation of his work, says that ‘to take the 

performance to take the next level in cyclical development he needs to have an open rehearsal 

in front of an audience’ (Dundjerovic 2008: 22). By using this framework though, the 

performance in front of an audience simply becomes another step in the process, another 

opportunity to go through the cycle; it does not become an outcome for a venue, or a product.  

Furthermore, in Robert Lepage (2008), Dundjerovic connects these cycles to the work of 

Lepage and his colleague Jacques Lessard. Lessard, who was the artistic director of Canadian 

company Théâtre Repère, indicates that the RSVP cycle takes place through two lenses. The 

first one is an exploration and the second being a synthesis. The exploration phase frees the 

individual creator to test ideas out and generate material in a way that is not bound by 

resultant expectations. This phase encourages the performer to feel their way through what 

feels right but also insists on a creating condition for creativity with ‘a state in which the 

artist is capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching 

after fact or reason’ (Bannerman in Dey 2015:202). On the other hand, synthesis, is there to 

be:  

the assessment of the created work, deciding which elements should be kept 
and developed in the performance. Synthesis collects all the elements into an 
order to help understand the effect of the exploration and to know their 
direction. Synthesis is the process of defining the creative impulse, a critical 
viewing of unformed material, consciously creating an artistic entity, a form, 
based on experimental subconscious self-expression (Dundjerovic 2008: 39)  

 
 
This emphasis on the intuition of the performer in the ‘expert performance-making 

process’ and on the cyclical development of performance, through the exploration of 

scores, will arm the performer with tools to critically develop a piece of theatre on 

their own. Having a tool which asks of the theatre maker to constantly renew and 

revisit a piece of work can take the pressure off of arriving at a finished product. On 

the other hand, it still challenges the artist to generate ideas and produce containers of 
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work which will be always be at the ready for a performance. These work-in-progress 

encounters with the audience become the core of the creative process for the ‘auto-

creator’.  

 

Resources, which are what you have to work with. These include human and physical 
resources and their motivation and aims.  

Score, which describes the process leading to the performance.  

Valuaction, which analyses the results of action and possible selectivity and decisions The 
term ‘valuaction’ is one coined to suggest the action-oriented as well as the decision-oriented 
aspects of V in the cycle.  

Performance, which is the resultant of scores and is the ‘style’ of the process.  
Figure 4 - RSVP Cycles - adapted from Halprin (2014) 

PRACTICES 
 

Composition: 
 
Viewpoints and Composition are terms made accessible by Anne Bogart and Tina Landau in 

the Viewpoints Book (2005). Their definition of Viewpoints is in three parts, where 

‘Viewpoints is a philosophy translated into a technique for 1) training performers 2) building 

ensemble and 3) creating movement for the stage’ (7). The nine Viewpoints that they lay out 

organise themselves into two categories: time and space. In time, there is tempo, duration, 

kinesthetic response and repetition. In space, there is shape, gesture, architecture, spatial 

relationship and topography. Much like Moment Work these nine viewpoints have been 

adapted from Mary Overlie’s Six Viewpoints and have been adapted by Bogart and Landau 

for the stage. While these nine ways of approaching how to define stage action and creating 

movement on the stage are necessary reading for any performer, they are redundant with the 

ideas behind Moment Work (see Deconstruction).  
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It is their method for creating new work, which they call composition, which will be most 

useful as we seek a new model of making. Composition is a ‘method for creating new work’ 

which is a ‘practice of selecting and arranging components of theatrical language into a 

cohesive work of art for the stage’ (12). Composition can work in tandem with Viewpoints, 

the former geared towards training actors and the latter being more attuned for the director. 

This marries the need for the roles of performer and creator to collapse into one in this 

economic model.   

 

There are two features of this work which extend it from Moment Work. The first is the 

assignment of continually creating, utilising not only materials but also ‘principles that are 

use-full for staging (symmetry versus asymmetry, use of scale, perspective, juxtaposition)’ 

(13), and secondly, that composition places itself in a dialogue with other art forms, and 

therefore all of the principles applicable to those other forms. This dialogue with other art 

forms can expand the creator’s artistic drive when creating on their own, allowing them to 

look further and wider when in the studio, to ‘push the envelope of theatrical possibilities’ 

(13).   

 

Composition acknowledges and encourages the multidisciplinary events of performance. It 

aims to take the elements of performance and organise them on stage through an 

understanding of mise en scène. More to this, Patrice Pavis speaks of ‘the symbiotic 

interdependence of the spontaneity of performance art and the structuredness of theatre mise 

en scène’ (Pavis in Dundjerovic 2007:34). This notion is close to the performance text 

introduced in the previous chapter through Lehmann’s writings, but it is Roger Planchon’s 

definition of écriture scénique that perhaps best encapsulates the role of composition. 

Écriture Scénique, or ‘stage writing’ as its literal translation, was a term first coined by 
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Planchon, which emerged from discussions about contemporizing classical texts through the 

directors’ ‘auteur-ship’. It is an act of ‘spatial textuality’ (34) which is comprised of all of the 

‘texts’ (visual, verbal, audio, digital, physical) and integrates them on stage, like a montage. 

Canadian director Robert Lepage uses this ‘spatial textuality’ where ‘the performance text 

becomes a collage of media and borrowed forms of art, relating to the theatre space’ (34).    

 

Furthermore, two philosophies laid out in the work of Composition are particularly 

empowering for the ‘auto-creator’. A key to composition is ‘to do a lot in a little time’ (139), 

the idea of ‘exquisite pressure’ introduced by Bogart and Landau applies a limitation (see 

Games) in a handy way. Relieving ourselves of the economic pressures is a positive step in 

this process, but this freedom has to activate our impulse towards making work, applying 

limitations of time fuels the creative brain and introduces a sense of urgency when the 

performer is alone in the studio.   

 

Deconstruction:  
 
Moment work is a devising and rehearsal process developed my Moises Kaufman through the 

work he’s done with his company, Tectonic Theater Project. Tectonic in this instance refers 

to the ‘art and science of structure’ (Brown 2005:52). This methodology has developed over 

many years of work in which the ‘copulation of form and content’ (51) is at the centre and 

Moment Work explores the creation of art through structure and form. There are several ways 

in which this work feeds through the theoretical work into a useful practice in the context of 

scratch nights and individual exploration.  

   

The first is the deconstructive aspect of the making process into what Kaufman (2018) calls 

‘the elements of the stage’ (11). This breaking down of elements is traced back to 
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choreographer Mary Overlie’s Six Viewpoints (see Viewpoints) for the stage (space, shape, 

time, emotion, movement and story), where the elements are not arranged in a hierarchical  

pyramid but in a ‘system where every element has the same rhetorical or discursive potential 

(11). In Kaufman’s approach, those elements can be substituted by all elements which 

participate in the creation of a piece of theatre; these include props, sound, acting, lighting, 

costumes, scenic design and the text/story.   

 

The ‘auto-creator’ can approach these elements individually. This gives them the liberty to 

build images and moments from the outside, to have an objective view of the elements of the 

performance, much like a director. A major benefit then perhaps lies in giving them an 

opportunity to structure a portion of the performance, in addition to being able to edit those 

moments in real time, allowing them to have greater freedom when they are performing. 

 

The second relevant aspect is the central idea that form and content are at play, this is based 

on Samuel Beckett’s belief that ‘form is content’ (21). Since our understanding of process is 

not as straightforward as play-rehearsal-performance and that our primary source of work is 

the performance text (as opposed to the literary play), Moment Work’s strength lies in the 

fact the work fosters the aforementioned ‘copulation’ between form and content. 

Furthermore, this distinction places just as much emphasis on one as it does on the other. The 

question of which comes first is not important, and the work can start from either side of the 

equation. Gleason Bauer (2009) qualifies Moment Work as ‘units of time that act as a 

container for theatrical events’ (131). A multitude of these containers can be developed and 

then left open for further research during a performance, releasing the maker to exploit the 

ideas mentioned in the previous chapter such as ‘bodily co-presence’ and the way the story is 

constructed in front of an audience. The organisation of these containers into a string of 
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moments could become an active score with the spectators; this suggests and supports our 

claims that the process and the product of performance could be interchangeable. Moment 

Work endorses the RSVP cycle framework, as these fluid exchanges between process and 

product become the different iterations of the cycle.  

 

The third is the flexibility surrounding the process of using Moment Work, in terms of time, 

space, and practical considerations. Kaufman says the technique ‘starts with the actual tools 

and material particular to the stage’ (30). In our research, this will mean using what is in the 

creator’s reach which more often than not mean the inability to use an entire rehearsal room 

furnished with equipment. Moment Work suggests a malleable outlook in the process and can 

provide the ‘auto-creator’ with the tools to adapt to many situations while reinforcing the 

drive for creativity, leading them to be available for Scratch Nights. Regarding time, this 

approach to creating work remains a framework for discovery and is self-contained; therefore 

the pace of the work will be dictated by the creator.  

How does it work? 

There are three steps in creating theatre with Moment Work; the creation of ‘individual self-

contained theatre units (Kaufman 2018:29), the ‘structural and interpretive analysis’ (51) of 

the moments, and the sequencing of the moments into theatrical phrases, called ‘writing 

performance’ (44).    

Creating a moment 

In their most basic form, moments are made up of actions and framed with the words ‘I 

begin’ and ‘I end’. These two commands which are said out loud, reinforce the action in time 

and space, as well as help the analysis of the elements that make up the moment. Though it 

may seem simple, this must be reinforced early on, to comfortably and creatively deviate 

from it when creating substantial and more complex moments. Finally, inside of the action, 
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the performer must be responsive to the things that interact with the moments. This could 

mean a chair falling when sat on, a glitch if working with technology or even a disruption 

from the audience.  

 

Thinking about each moment as a container ‘that can hold the content we are exploring (the 

‘what’) and the theatrical ideas that interest us (the ‘how’) extracts for us an understanding of 

our material’s ‘theatrical potential’ (43).  

Analyzing a moment 

There are two facets of Moment Work analysis, one is structural, and the other is interpretive. 

The structural analysis is in fact about identifying and breaking down the parts which 

constitute the moment to ‘gain an increasingly acute awareness of the function of stage 

elements’ (Bauer 2009:131). Moises Kaufman (2018) defines the ‘brain as a meaning-making 

machine’(51); by skipping this rigorous step of structural analysis, creators may be tempted 

to immediately offer subjective interpretations of moments and get lost in assumptions. 

This approach is especially relevant to theatre makers working on their own as it provides a 

sense of control and the ability to see moments with some critical distance.  

 

This is not to say that an interpretive analysis is not possible, but it should take place once an 

understanding of how the ‘ensemble is constituted’, as Derrida would put it, is in place. The 

interpretive analysis allows the maker to make hypotheses of ‘aesthetic value’ (52) and 

purpose in narrative structures. These could be tested in front of audiences during 

performances and drive further RSVP cycle stages. 

Sequencing  

The final step in the Moment Work is the assembly of moments into a sequence. This is a 

chance for the creator to refine what it is they want to say and how they want to show it. 
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Moments are brought to life through their ‘discursive power’ (61), this is the way moments 

communicate. Moments can be ‘sensory, evocative, visceral, metaphoric, symbolic, aesthetic, 

transformative, narrative or poetic’ (61). The maker is then charged to consider, within these 

discursive lines, the tools available such as layering, dynamics or tension, to thoroughly 

exhaust the limitless possibilities of the moment. As Bauer (2009) writes, the goal is to:  

produce copious amounts of Moments of all sizes regardless of whether they 
seem to fit with anything anyone else is doing. I simply invite the participants 
to put the groups research into dialogue with the other elements of the stage 
(Bauer 2009:133) 
 

The last stage of sequencing is the edit which Kaufman (2018) says is ‘concerned 

with ‘narrative, rigor and the final product’ (125). The word product is problematic if 

we are suggesting fluid movement between process and product, but these edits may 

become yet another resource for the cyclical framework set out in the chapter.  

Games: 

Reinforcing the decision to not take existing texts as a starting point in the process, 

the development of material can be done through the introduction of devising 

strategies, and most notably game structures. The use of games in actor training can 

be traced back to the 1950’s as ‘Stanislasvskian technique felt too character-centred 

and thus unsuited to equip actors to play in the strange, characterless texts of the 

absurdist playwrights’ (Heddon & Milling 2006: 33). This led to an ‘increased interest 

in the game’ (33) as a response to the issue. This approach continued through to the 

development of performance where the making of ‘texts’ held higher esteem than the 

interpretation of them.  

 

Moreover, Happenings, as the forefather to performance encouraged the idea of chance as a 

practice. The live aspect of these performed events led to an ‘awareness of the “accidental”, 
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and in particular the effect and potential of chance…the unpredictability of chance fitted well 

with the ephemerality of the Happening form…seeming to reflect lived experience’ (Heddon 

& Milling 2006:65). The anti-foundational paradigms of postmodernist and performance 

practices incite the use of an amalgamation of games, improvisation, chance and task-based 

exercises to destabilise the art form of theatre further.   

 

Putting in place a set of rules and tasks within the devising process may seem paradoxical but 

can further liberate and open up possibilities for the creator to discover thrilling theatrical 

moments. Robert Lepage uses improvisation and games as a practice to elicit images and 

personal responses to the work. Dundjerovic (2007) who has analysed Lepage’s creative 

process, notes that ‘every game with given rules and a defined time frame is nevertheless 

flexible and unpredictable’ (89). Setting achievable tasks also focus the performer on the 

action, without having to worry about whether meaning is properly communicated. This is a 

valuable tool when gathering, creating and exploring the different resources in the room. These 

game structures are often accompanied by a tangible sense of knowing that the work will be 

recognised, similar to Melrose’s ‘expert intuitive process’. Performance companies such as 

Forced Entertainment are adamant about ‘knowing when something feels right’ because 

‘chance and randomness are combined with some unquantifiable, yet persistent, sense of 

‘appropriateness’ (Etchells in Heddon & Milling 2006: 198).  

 
Improvisation 

 
Robert Lepage’s work is a good point of reference as he uses improvisation in his creative 

process and sits at an interesting intersection of solo/collaborative work and 

performance/postmodern/theatre work. Improvisation plays a significant role in the devising 

process both in the generation of material and, for some companies, as the method of 

production. Improvisations can be the genesis of the idea for a project but can also energize 
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resources as performers bring impressions and personal references to ‘emphasize their 

subjectivity, intuition and spontaneity’ (Dundjerovic 2007:29).  

 

It sits centrally in every stage of the RSVP cycle as an ever-evolving tool for the creator. You 

may even want to begin with the last phase of the cycle to then fuel the rest of the creative 

process, as Halprin (2014) notes: 

if you immediately jump to Performance (P), you are improvising. There are 
times when improvisation, for example, where spontaneous responses are vital 
to the release of creative energies, which might remain locked up otherwise. 
But these energies can fruitfully provide feedback into the rest of the cycle or 
remain isolated for their own sake (Halprin 2014:44) 

 
The subjectivity of an improvisation also reinforces the personal connection to the material as 

a resource which simultaneously allows the creator to develop the idea into the Score phase. 

In effect, the ‘auto-creator’ is becoming what Alain Knapp, a teacher of Lepage, calls a ‘total 

author’ (48). The creator is a director, actor and writer of the performance text at once, 

through the use of improvisations.  

 

Perhaps the ‘plurality of perceptions’, which emerges in the work of Lepage, born from the 

tensions between personal and collective improvisation, is not as accessible when working 

alone. Although, improvisations with objects, for example, can serve as fellow performers to 

drive responses from the maker. Furthermore, the improvisations can become an investigative 

tool to invoke other pluralities such as debates on narrative, identity and media, all concepts 

of the postmodern context. 

 

Practically, improvisation can be an exploration of an idea or resource in real time; playing, 

testing, sensing, and physicalizing texts, materials, or bodies in time and space. Another way 

to improvise is to create task-based games or exercises; these were prominent during the 
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emergence of performance as these ‘articulated the activities of everyday behaviour…by 

stripping away the artifice of performance by undertaking and concentrating on an activity 

that had purpose in itself rather than a fictional motivation’ (Crossley & Yarker 2017:230).  

 

The Grid 
 
The grid is a task-based improvisation which originates from artist Peader Kirk, who works 

in the field of performance. In the game, the participant is assigned a task for each of the 9 

(3x3) boxes which compose the grid. This game is both a way to generate material and can 

also be used as a compositional frame on stage, furthering the idea of flexible exchange 

between process and product. Therefore, this game can be introduced in front of audiences to 

gauge the audience’s response, interest and level of appropriateness for the subject matter. 

The physical layout of the game provides limitations through the individual tasks assigned to 

each square, yet concurrently frees the player of the game by providing them with 

alternatives if the game gets stale.  

 

Let us use an example to demonstrate the practical uses of this game better.  Let us imagine 

the performers want to enquire into what it means to be at a party or the way human beings 

engage with each other in that setting. The underlying action, which all participants take on, 

is ‘hanging out’. The action remains until they are propelled into one of the grid squares. 

Take a look at some of the possible actions in the table below. As you will see, all the 

suggestions are tasks which could be found in a party setting. At no point, will the 

psychology of any of these moments be discussed; performers are doing the task, reinforcing 

the concepts which challenge the ‘status of “reality” or the mechanisms of theatre as a 

representation medium’ (Heddon & Milling 2016: 204).  
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Figure 5 - Grid exercise - adapted from personal notes (2017) 

 

Performers are asked to set themselves trigger and pattern rules, which will identify the 

impetus to change sections or move away from the grid or engage with other participants; 

these triggers become games in themselves for the participants. Time constraints can be 

applied, as well as other physical signs to experiment with the semiotics of the action. These 

may include visual signs such as being in major or minor in the action; aural signs such as 

loudness; physical signs such the speed and intensity of the doing of the action.  

 

Reflection post-game will inform the appropriateness of this exercise, as a resource, score or 

performance. The makers may choose to keep specific tasks or images which have been born 

from this game or decide to change the frame entirely and explore another idea.  

 
Chance 

 
Games of chance can also concurrently be used with improvisations or task-based exercises 

as an additional tool for destabilising traditional theatre structures. Aleatory processes and 

unpredictability reinforce postmodernism’s refusal to be neatly categorised, putting in 

jeopardy any narrative of definite progress, and fortifying the actual in performance. Kaprow 

 
Wrestle with 

someone 

 
Collapse 

 
Dance 

 
Lying about 
someone else 

 
Grab the 
attention 

 
Drink water 
or something 

else 
 

Try to cry 
 

Sit on the 
floor 

 
Apologize to 

everyone 
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(1966) notes that ‘chance methodology is not only refreshing; it is extremely useful in 

dispersing knots of “knowables”’ (181). 

 
Tim Etchells (2003), a member of the performance group Forced Entertainment, describes 

the way the collective viewed chance and accidents in their process: 

we worked with a growing confidence that a reliance on intuition, chance, 
dream, accident and impulse would not banish politics from the work but 
ensure its veracity – a certainty that old rules did not apply (Etchells 2003:19) 

 
Much like the way improvisation or task-based games function, chance can be used as a 

devising tool and a structural tool. Happenings experimented with chance - ‘a roulette wheel 

or a thrown dice might determine how many persons…will be part of the compositional 

activity’ or ‘materials may be obtained by cutting up lists of items…in the Yellow Pages’ 

(Kaprow in Heddon & Milling 2016:65).  

 

Real time:  
 
Paul Binnerts (2012) is a Dutch director and teacher, who has developed a technique coined as 

‘acting in real time’. He ascertains that the key to his approach is that ‘what is real is the acting 

itself’ (8) and that acting happens in the ‘here and now, in the present time, in the reality of the 

stage and the theatre…the “real-time” actor creates the reality of an illusion, instead of the 

illusion of a reality’ (9). Key concepts of performance and postmodernism are brought forth in 

his writing such as encountering the actual, the reality of the space in the event, and the 

presence of the performer as themselves.  

 

The presence of the performer on stage fulfiling tasks specific to a context, relative to the other 

performers, creates a personae which ‘occupies an ambiguous territory neither “non-matrixed” 

performing nor “characterization”’ (Auslander in Zarrilli 2002:306). ‘Non-matrixed’ as quoted 
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here, is concerning Michael Kirby’s ‘acting/non-acting continuum’ and defined as ‘those 

performers who do not do anything to reinforce the information or identification’ (Kirby in 

Zarrilli 2002:41). Auslander analyses Willem Dafoe’s presence on stage, as a member of the 

New York collective The Wooster Group. As an example, he mentions the show Hula and 

questions whether audiences were watching ‘Dafoe enjoying a dance or a dancer played by 

Dafoe, or both?’ (Auslander in Zarrilli 2002:306). The ambiguity of the moment, for the 

audience, is synonymous to Lehmann’s notion of an ‘aesthetic of undecidability’, but for the 

performer, it is about actioning the task. Performers play with their personalities and the 

revelation of them; in the former example, the ‘characters arose from the activity: the task and 

the specific performers engaged in it’ (306).  

 

Binnerts (2012) has created a workshop to put his ideas into practice, and several of these 

elements can be explored actively in the making process. The creator should not have to justify 

their presence, as the reality of the stage and the event is all that is needed. He advocates for 

the performers to make their presence known to ‘acknowledge any distance from character’ 

(61). Some devices used to do this are: the actors announcing who they will be playing and/or 

introduce themselves to the audience; always remaining on stage even if they need to change 

or take a break; any ‘preparation’ that a performer needs doing should take place in full view; 

and toying with the absence of transformation on stage.  

The latter element often used in The Wooster Group as to not ‘place the premium on 

believability demanded by realistic acting’ (Auslander 1997:42), citing the example of Dafoe 

using glycerin to ‘s(t)imulate’ tears in their production of piece entitled LSD.  

 

As mentioned in the introduction of this chapter, these are only some practical 

applications of the concepts of performance and postmodernism which could be taken into the 
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rehearsal room. The list is not exhaustive and further research would allow for more in-depth 

and comprehensive results. The chapter also sought to lay out practices which could become 

adaptable for an artist working on their own. It its attempt to create a lexicon of practices, the 

chapter provides the reader with enough space to create connections between approaches and 

make exercises their own, furthering the claims of individuality and adaptability.  The 

following chapter takes some of these approaches and applies them to ‘auto-creation’ through 

a case study.  
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CHAPTER FIVE– A CASE STUDY 
 

This chapter will look back on the beginnings of a practical exploration of working alone, in 

response to the economic difficulties laid out in chapter two, a practice which I have defined 

as ‘auto-creation’. I am moving to the first person as I reflect on the individuality and solitude 

of several workshops which have explored the practices and concepts laid out in the previous 

chapters. I will detail some of the successes and difficulties that came up in the studio, 

framing them with the original ideas of a project and planning processes I undertook before 

starting to experiment. I want to stress the limited nature of this practical exploration and will 

focus more on aspects of the process more so than the material discovered. The chapter will 

conclude by suggesting possible future steps in ‘auto-creation’.  

 

STARTING WITH AN IDEA 

Due to the unique individuality of ‘auto-creation’ supported by the ‘reflexive and 

presentational’ nature of performance and postdramatic techniques, a conscious decision was 

made to choose an idea which came from loose images, thoughts and personal connections, 

I’d had previously. The self-reflexive nature of a postmodernist approach led me to want to 

talk about the struggle of the emergent artist and the validity of my work something which is 

in direct response to the questions posed by this thesis. I appreciate that this is a broad-

ranging subject, but it felt like it hit close to home. Furthermore, while this approach of ‘auto-

creation’, supported by postdramatic theory, requires us to subordinate the text and place it at 

the same hierarchical level as other elements, I found the resonant images in The Seagull by 

Anton Chekhov to be of interest. The struggle of Constantin concerning his craft, his 

relationship to a (difficult) parent, and the others around him seemed appropriate for this first 

practical approach to ‘auto-creation’. 
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Before going into the studio, I spent some time figuring out how best to structure my time in 

the room. Throughout the term, I worked alone five times, two to four hours each session. 

This is not a lot of time but the notion of time is one that we are subverting to further anchor 

‘auto-creation’ in the reality of making theatre in 2018. Since the emphasis on process lies 

central to my approach, investigating the constant dialogue with the work was difficult in 

terms of an effective and productive planning process. Each session would have a loose 

theme but what happened within it was a result of the improvisations, the resources that begin 

the first stage of the RSVP cycle. The feeling of standing on shaky ground going into early 

sessions exposed me to a vulnerability I have never felt before. In a collaborative process, 

there is an understanding that the project will build on everybody’s input and that the director 

will guide and shape these ideas. Though I was alone in the rehearsal room and in total 

control, I could not help but feel both a sense of excitement and a sense of apprehension, due 

to the ‘lack’ of preparation and seemingly insurmountable mountain ahead of me. These 

sentiments launch the first part of this reflection where I share some thoughts behind the 

solitude of ‘auto-creation’ and the traps that I fell into early on.  

 

ALONE 

Being alone is hard. Yes, it sounds exciting and straightforward; challenging and rewarding 

to be able to acquire the agency that many artists dream of. I have thought a lot about this 

solitary approach to the work, armed with the theory of previous chapters to back me up, yet 

it was a harsh reality to step foot into the rehearsal space on the first workshop day. Guts and 

willpower are requisites to launch into this unique individual adventure. They say directing is 

a lonely career but, in all evidence of the practice, ‘auto-creation’ takes it to a new level. 

More to these requirements of physical and mental tenacity, there should be an undeniable 

need to say something. Without having another body in the room, the driving force of the 
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process has to come from me. In her writing on Solo Devising, Misri Dey (2015) challenges 

the assumptions that solo work is ‘autobiographical material in a primarily confessional, 

personal way’ (19), though she places emphasis on the self-reflexive nature of the 

postdramatic, at work in the ‘individual authorship’ (20) of the project. In my opinion, ‘auto-

creation’ asks of the maker to assert a crystal  clear idea early on. I don’t mean this in an 

artistic vision kind of way, as the devising process is there to clear that up through 

exploration, but in the way of intellectual rigour. With no one to bounce ideas off of or to 

debate with, being able to articulate precisely the shell of the work could have helped me stay 

on track. In my attempt to subvert the traditional approach to creation, I also have to account 

for the element of time, cut down in this process. Therefore, with only five workshops, I felt 

underprepared and unable to communicate what I was hoping to achieve with the project in 

the very early stages of the practical research. I could not claim to have authorship of the 

work and felt removed from it, making even more challenging to engage with it alone.  

 

CONCEPTS VERSUS CREATION 

My usual directorial preparation on the text is inexistent in this case study since the 

performance text is discovered in the room. After adapting to the concerns of being alone, I 

was able to recalibrate my intentions and make several decisions about what ‘lit a fire under 

my ass’. I have direct access to the personal affinities of the subject matter, in this case, the 

concerns about the validity of my work. I thought about what that meant and the ways that 

this struggle could present itself. With this, I went into improvisations, but something more 

was bothering me as questions of substance also cropped up for me.  

 

For Dey (2015), there is an element of ‘political agency’ in her postdramatic solo practice as 

a mixed-race practitioner; she plays with different personae and multiple voices with the 
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‘effect of connecting personal, autobiographical material to wider groups and wider social 

questions’ (13). As a cis-gendered, straight, white male, I was wary that I had not given 

enough thought about where this work fitted for me. Sure, ‘auto-creation’ attempts to fight 

back against a fixed system of creation, yet I felt I had not reached the intellectual rigour to 

say that my ideas were connecting to social problems also. Postmodernism, performance and 

postdramatic are lenses as much as they are techniques and this dichotomy troubled me early 

on. Instinctively, I was attempting to make the material matter more, end gaming rather than 

getting to work and generating ideas. The emphasis of practising ‘auto-creation’ should be on 

the destabilisation of process, to use the techniques to discover new ways of working, but the 

content does not necessarily need to be political or fall in the aesthetic trap touched upon in 

chapter three.  

 

More to this point, I felt like I missed a step which is crucial to the devising process and 

requires more preparation than I had anticipated. In any devising situation, depending on the 

subject matter, there is a need to address how the process will take shape. Complicité, for 

example, would ‘never attempt to replicate a process of work even when reviving an existing 

production (Alexander 2001:3). Because of this and of the confusion mentioned above, I 

found myself lost and unable to make a distinction between developing a skill base resonant 

with the theories expressed in chapter three and wanting to jump to the creation of a 

performance right away. This journal entry on the preparation for devising articulates the 

feeling well: ‘It is an ongoing challenge to identify the skills a student artist requires in order 

to devise. The list is necessarily ever-changing as individual projects are defined’ (Bauer, 

Morrow & Herrington 2009:125).  
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What were the skills needed? What base knowledge of concepts did I need to have? My 

research for this thesis and my studies have informed me of specific ideas, yet I admit that 

when translating theories to practice, I caught myself trying to replicate a style, instead of 

unearthing how to make them resonant for my personal ideas in this specific process.  

 

Nonetheless, these theories (representation, event, audience, etc.) are at the forefront of 

contemporary making, so it feels like they should sit with the other skills used when training 

devising processes such as rhythm, physicality, space, or tension. While I had task-based 

exercises at the ready and prompts for improvisations in the workshop, these misgivings are 

becoming more evident as I reflect on the process and make me wonder about a preparatory 

process for ‘auto-creation’? For example, Allain & Harvie (2006) reminds us that there is the 

type of performance which is ‘distinguished primarily by its distinction from acting’ and 

perhaps, understanding that this form of performance ‘challenges naturalistic characterization 

to question apparent truths ‘shown’ by representation forms’ (181) might need further 

exploration on its own. The creation of workshops or structures explicitly about 

representation, acting vs. non-acting, time, etc.. are worth another look. They might help 

situate the work and the reasons for approaching ‘auto-creation’ through those theoretical 

concepts.   

 

DID I GET IT?  

As Susan Melrose (2005) points towards the significance of ‘identifying how expert 

practitioners work as distinct from spectator-based interpretations’, the notion of ‘expert 

intuition’ is particularly relevant through the process of ‘auto-creation’ and in terms of this 

reflection. Without a final product to critique, the mode of observation moves from the 

audience, or in a normal rehearsal process, it could be the director in the room, towards the 



 78 

maker in performance. Heddon and Milling (2016) support this argument by citing that ‘there 

is nevertheless an assumption that there is a work to be “discovered” or “recognised”. The 

pattern fits when it fits the pattern’ (198). That there will be an ‘A-ha!’ moment.  

 

During the workshops, after each improvisation, I briefly looked back on the experience of 

the game or exercise to check in with myself for any lightbulb moments - an image, a 

moment, a movement or a sound, worth exploring again. Further to this, I jotted down 

impressions under the name of the improvisation to document it for future stages of 

composition. The inability to discuss with someone else in the room gives heavy 

responsibility to this level of ‘appropriateness’ (Etchells in Heddon & Milling 2016:198). In 

one of the workshops, I felt like I achieved a eureka moment after creating a sequence of 

dance around a song which had a personal connection to me and the context of my 

performance’s idea. Though it is hard to judge whether or not this would have an impact once 

moved in front of an audience, it felt like an experience which was immediate, in harmony 

with the notion of ‘physicality’ and the ‘semiotics of the body’ implied in the theories. 

Overall though, in the short time spent workshopping, this ‘expert’ intuition did not kick in 

many times.  

 

Relying on this intuition is necessary as you move through the process, yet, critically 

speaking, it could be mistaken with a ‘performance of experience or of imitation [where] one 

feels that something is “right” because it fits a model of that already known, already sought’ 

(Heddon & Milling 2016:199). The trap of replicating an aesthetic becomes a possibility in 

this ‘postmodern paradigm’ where ‘borrowing or quoting is part of that paradigm, both an 

example of intertextuality and a challenge to the myth of originality’ (Harris in Heddon & 

Milling 2016:217). I can look back on past theatrical experiences I’ve witnessed as spectator 
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and felt a similarity between the findings of my improvisations and those moments on stage. 

Harris (1999) asserts that ‘any performance, is always, in some sense intertextual, cannot 

escape already established traditions and pre-existing signifying conventions…will involve 

some relationships with traditions and conventions (16). Here, intellectual rigour must be 

applied once again to avoid easy plagiarism instead of a re-interpretation or re-

contextualisation.  

 

While I mention that intuition did not always manifest itself, I still took video evidence of the 

work, to further analyse the process once the exercise was over. Video documentation is 

essential for any devising process, members of Frantic Assembly swear that ‘the video 

camera became a necessity in the rehearsal room’ (Graham & Hoggett 2014:33). It can 

become an additional tool for the ‘auto-creator’, simply for the fact that it can agree or 

disagree with my experiential feeling of a eureka moment. I can follow up on my ‘expert 

intuition’ as a performer by looking at it from the outside, like a director. It can also tell me if 

I have fulfiled the tasks in the exercise. I can make a judgement call on whether or not there 

is a need to change the limitations or rules for future iterations of the exercise or to take the 

resources into a new game. Mediatic documentation can also capture moments I did not know 

were happening, such as accidents or chance encounters, and allow me to put them in my 

work consciously. 

 

I do think there is a tricky aspect of relying on video recordings, especially as I try to engage 

with the collapse of process and product. There is a risk of attempting to replicate moments 

that have come from the exploration, and this goes against the very nature of performance, as 

an ephemeral collision between performer and audience. I think there is validity, when 
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structuring exercises, to see if I achieve what I’ve set out to do, but I am aware of the double 

edge sword it proposes.  

 

‘DEAD-LINES’ AND OTHERS 

It is apparent to me that in the context of this research, I did not feel the same way I would 

have if I knew there was a deadline or set performance date coming up. This took away some 

of the responsibility I had towards the project instead of taking advantage of the exquisite 

pressure Anne Bogart talks about. I was surprised at my facility to lose interest or to become 

over cerebral about the process, knowing that ultimately, I would not reach an audience in 

this first exploration.  

 

Deadlines and limitations are a core asset to any devising process; ‘exquisite pressure comes 

from an environment where forces lean on the participants in a way that enables more, not 

less, creativity’ (Bogart & Landau 2005:138). I could have benefited from these pressures to 

stop my complacency and work towards the limitation of having to present something at a 

certain time. Concurrently, I can relish in the fact that this ‘presentation’ or ‘performance’ is 

just a step in my RSVP cycle, just a stage of my process.  

 

In a collaboration, the responsibility that a performer has towards other artists is also affected 

by exquisite pressure since it ‘comes from an attitude of necessity and respect for the people 

with whom you’re working’ (139). In a collective effort, you build a team, a support system, 

which provides the basis for the work, inciting makers to look out for each other and play off 

of each other, much like an improviser. This void was felt throughout the workshops.  
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LOOKING TO THE FUTURE 

This case study reflects on a very early stage of practice of ‘auto-creation’. This process 

would benefit from further research and exploration in order to provide a more 

comprehensive account of the approach’s virtues and shortcomings. I do believe that there is 

ground for extended inquiry about this process, and with this in mind, here are a few ideas 

that I think would benefit from further questioning to see if ‘auto-creation’ can fulfil its 

mission of preparing self-sufficient artists.   

 

Firstly, the improvisations have given me a certain amount of material, but without arriving 

at the latter stages of composition, which begins to oversee the piece as a whole (however 

long that might be), it is difficult to assess the sustainability of this process. In the previous 

section, I reinforce the need to apply pressure on yourself, in terms of deadlines and 

limitations, and with this, I believe that there would be enough impetus to reach the next 

stage of making. The improvisations have proved that it is possible to generate material, and 

further refinement would also improve the conditions of reflection that the ‘auto-creator’ will 

have on that material. It is necessary to get a point where I can string fifteen minutes together, 

having applied the RSVP cycle to the process, to allow me to reach a stage where I can 

assemble pieces together and decisions about the elements of theatre I do have control over. 

 

Secondly, this practical exploration would have significantly benefited from the ‘bodily co-

presence’ much talked about in the theories of performance. The collapse of the traditional 

process/product model which influences theatre makers today requires the presence of the 

audience to communicate with the event taking place. In effect, it became clear that this 

presence becomes the ‘auto-creator’s’ sole collaborator. An important stage of reflection, the 

‘autopoietic feedback loop’ cannot be activated without having an audience present. I 
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question then the extent to which I could push this question of process and product in later 

research; could the ‘auto-creator’ actively go on stage without any material and, in the 

moment, build a piece of theatre solely relying on the audience’s feedback? How does this 

relate to long-form improvisation?  

 

Thirdly, transmission of this approach to other artists is an indispensable side of this research 

that I was not able to get to in this initial go around. The initial findings of this case study call 

into question the amount of knowledge needed to become an ‘auto-creator’. It is evident that 

my prolonged implication with this work gives me further insight and expertise in terms of 

activating the process. A deeper understanding of the necessities of the approach would ease 

the transmission of the process to another maker. Further to this, the isolation that has guided 

this independent project is personal. If I were to transmit the knowledge, this isolation would 

not be replicated as they would have my insights into the work; they would be working with 

another set of conditions entirely.   

 

I would like to conclude by saying that this research started off as a reaction to the cultural 

conditions of making theatre for emerging artists, it does not suppose that this approach to 

creation is the answer to all of the problems. While young artists are learning how to stretch 

resources through invention and ingenuity and performing in scratch nights in hopes that their 

project can have a future life, this economic model is not sustainable, and I dream that we 

find the ways to counter this trend. Pilot projects have begun in Ireland to reinitiate 

jobseeker’s allowance for self-employed artists12, in the meantime, as an immediate call to 

action ‘auto-creation’ takes a first step towards challenging the structure of theatre-making.  

                                                        
12 An article from the Irish Times, describes a pilot project lead by the Minister for Arts, to allow artists to apply 
for welfare benefits as ‘self-employed’  https://www.irishtimes.com/news/politics/new-scheme-will-allow-
artists-to-avail-of-welfare-benefits-1.3116760  
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