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Foreword: Beyond Definition

Dramaturgy is notoriously difficult to write about. So much of our work as dramaturgs is invisible; often, though not always, intentionally so. In North America over the past thirty years countless hours at conferences have been spent endeavouring to define dramaturgy, generating countless nuanced definitions, few of which fully capture this elusive art and its collaborative power within the theatrical world. Eventually, many of us ceased trying to define it and focused rather on what we do, to emphasize that dramaturgy, contrary to its reputation, is not an intellectual pursuit focused primarily on research and context, but instead an active, muscular, opinionated and powerful contributor to theatrical creation.

Fiona, happily, has addressed both; she has captured multiple useful intersecting definitions of dramaturgy in this volume, while also providing many captivating examples of what dramaturgs do, how they approach dramaturgy and when and to what end they amplify the work of other artists. Fiona has made our craft not only visible, but she has also named its value(s).

Among the many astute observations throughout the book is this from John Ginman, ‘I don’t think story is where you start, it begins from an experience that you want to share’, which to me applies equally to the dramaturg and the creator/playwright/storyteller. It prioritizes sharing rather than telling, which opens the doorway to more possibilities and a richer collaboration between artists and those with whom they share their stories, events and experiences. It articulates where the art of the dramaturg is rooted – in the ‘experience you want to share’, regardless of form or discipline or genre. There are a lot of very different ‘experiences’ described in this book, along with an equally broad range of how dramaturgs have collaborated on, contributed to and advocated for these projects. Dramaturgs, emerging and experienced, will find vivid and inspiring examples across theatre, dance and many categories between and beyond, no doubt everyone in our field will be able to find one or many that may shape or reshape their practice in the future.

There is a lot of discussion about and commitment to care in the theatre world, particularly following the events of 2020, but defining precisely what that means and how to achieve it is a challenging task. Care is a word with specific and vast connotations; we all think we know what care is and what it requires, how might it be applied in the working relationships of theatre-making, and in terms of makers’ engagement with audiences. There are a lot of assumptions about care, and it is a landscape that, ironically, can easily be manipulated by those willing to take advantage of others to further their own aims. In her writing, Fiona offers us pathways into care that transcend ‘being nice’ and ‘working with difference’ and ‘staying open’ to encompass who we work with, why we work with them, what we ask of them, what we offer in return, what we must demand of ourselves and how all of this can be considered through the lens of dramaturgy.

As Fiona notes in Chapter 1, ‘It is important to develop a practice of care that values how we gather, how we host, how we travel together and how we hold everyone.’ Easier said than done. Which values in fact underlie one’s approach to care in this sense? How do we invest in them, make them apparent and apply them consistently with those we collaborate with? There are myriad strategies for doing so and what is necessary and significant about this book is that Fiona finds ways to enumerate these strategies while also offering an excellent, rich and detailed analysis of how many dramaturgs understand and carry out their work.

Care is in part ‘caring’, caring about someone and their story and the story they wish to tell. As Fiona notes in a lovely quote from Barack Obama, care lives in ‘sharing and empathy and listening’. Which might as well be another important definition of the dramaturg’s work. In a sense, Fiona has written two intertwined books that will influence how dramaturgs work, as well as how they treat their collaborators based on the values that can and must be articulated as part of their working practice. It is easy to imagine that we all work within the values we believe we hold; voicing those beliefs and putting them visibly into practice is a different task altogether. Even those who reach the highest standards in this regard will find invaluable reminders throughout Fiona’s writing, and in the many excellent colleagues she quotes, that will reinforce instincts and refine how to work – to work better and with more care – in the future.

Thank you, Fiona, for going beyond definitions to the heart of our complex craft.

Brian Quirt

Artistic Director | Nightswimming

August 2025



Introduction: Creating a Map

This book aims to advance the work of the dramaturg by presenting ethical and expanded possibilities for constructive, transparent, reflexive and radically inclusive ways of working. It is written primarily for dramaturgs: those working professionally in the role, those who aspire to be dramaturgs, those teaching dramaturgs and those acting as dramaturgs often without even knowing. But it will also be useful to any artist who wants to develop their practice, for, as I hope to show, there are many ways of being a dramaturg. The book offers a methodological analysis that does not aim to be prescriptive. It brings together my experience as a dramaturg and teacher over forty years and shows how these two ways of working are connected through the role of facilitator rather than the expert. This is about navigating the unknown to identify strategies for development and learning. I draw upon the ideas of key thinkers, practitioners and colleagues that have shaped my thinking. Chapters often begin with a scoping exercise that maps these influences before offering different routes for exploration. It is challenging to provide a template for dramaturgical practice because each project is different. The dramaturg sustains an open dialogue and writing about the work can fix ideas that need to remain fluid. It is easy to overstate or understate interventions missing the complexity of each situation. I deliberately draw upon many quotations from other dramaturgs to reflect the scope of practice and multiple entry points for these interventions. To be effective, a dramaturg has to be reflexive, vulnerable and accountable, the same qualities that have been required in writing this book.

The questioning process is central to the methodology of the dramaturg. This is examined in Chapter 3 with key questions italicized throughout my writing to amplify these offers. There are three questions at the heart of this book:

Why is there a need for an ethical practice and how is this possible?


How can a dramaturg work in many different situations with diverse forms and artists?


How can a dramaturg prepare for this work?


To work as a dramaturg, it is important to examine what the role involves and consider why an artist would choose to collaborate in this way. The word itself has two spellings; in Performing Dramaturgy (Graham 2017a) I employed the French term ‘dramaturge’ because I associated the additional ‘e’ as denoting open, feminine and flowing possibilities. In this book I have chosen to use the German spelling because it is more recognized in the United Kingdom, the United States and Canada. ‘Dramaturg’ is both a noun and a verb; it is about being a dramaturg and about doing dramaturgy. Luckhurst (2006), Turner and Behrndt (2008) and Trencsènyi (2015) offer extensive accounts of the history of the role. Most of all it is about being a performance facilitator and enabling dramaturgical decisions about the shape and form of the material. This requires a disposition that refuses to fix into one way of working and responds fluidly to each new situation through experimentation, or what Rosi Braidotti has termed a ‘nomadic subjectivity’ (Braidotti 1994). Here there is a strong commitment to curiosity and journeying.

Nomadic shifts enact therefore a creative sort of becoming: they are a performative metaphor that allows for otherwise unlikely encounters and unsuspected sources of interaction experience and knowledge.

(Braidotti 2011:27)

A nomadic subjectivity provides new connections, an analytical tool and a creative project. The dramaturg can develop creative relationships between many artists across different art forms. The practice influences composition choices and investigates multiple possibilities to enhance the performance vision. Everyone involved in performance-making is ‘doing dramaturgy’; however, the person with a professional responsibility for performance development is the dramaturg. They collaborate on projects in many ways depending on the needs of the makers and their expectations. For example, they may develop a performance from start to finish or be employed at any point within that time; they may research a project and provide a series of resources; or they may advise a literary manager about their programming decisions.

I have deliberately used the term ‘becoming’ in the title of this book because the dramaturg never arrives, as the Greek philosopher Heraclitus writing in the sixth century bc put it, ‘nothing is constant except change and becoming’. Peter Matheson has been employed as a dramaturg for more than fifty years and has worked with almost every theatre company and venue in Australia. When asked how he became identified in this role, he answered: ‘I’m not too sure that I ever became a dramaturg’ (Kelly 2023). The process of becoming never ends for a role that resists certitude and embraces multiplicity and continuous learning. It is a deliberate ethical choice to not become the expert. As bell hooks argues: ‘The engaged voice must never be fixed and absolute but always changing, always evolving in dialogue with a world beyond itself’ (hooks 1994:11). A nomadic subjectivity is always shifting and experimenting. Every creative action creates a counteraction and there is often immediate change but sometimes interventions do not have obvious influence until much later and other times they are not appropriate, and/or not relevant, and must be willingly discarded by the dramaturg and their collaborators.

My journey as a dramaturg began by accident. I had worked in the UK as an actor, director and writer for twenty years, and all my writing commissions had been facilitated by dramaturgs. Having migrated to Aotearoa / New Zealand, I realized that the priority was to develop New Zealand stories by New Zealand performance-makers; there was a hunger for dramaturgical development processes and I slipped into the role. After several projects I decided to extend this work by completing a PhD studying the methodologies of the dramaturg. I then worked across a wide range of performances before returning to Britain to teach dramaturgs at my alma mater. There are many universities around the world that offer dramaturgy degrees, but this writing draws upon twelve years of experience leading the MA Dramaturgy and Writing for Performance at Goldsmiths College, University of London. Throughout the degree we have investigated how dramaturgs can and must be prepared to work with integrity and nuance across different forms of performance.

Representational choices are important because they reflect diverse ways of being and what it means to be human and non-human in the past, present and future. We have recently lived through the coronavirus epidemic, the wars in Ukraine and Gaza, the refugee crisis, threats of economic crisis, inflation, rising cost of living and energy crisis. There have been new movements around #MeToo developing ideas about feminism and queer politics; Black Lives Matter questioning the continuing legacies of racism and postcolonialism; climate change examining nature, environmentalism and landscape, the posthuman, biodiversity and ecological threat; and migration raising debates about nationalism and asylum seekers. Our stories can examine these experiences, catalyse new ways of seeing and activate possibilities for change. In the United States, the Trump administration’s attempts to stamp out policies on Diversity, Equality and Inclusion (DEI) are producing a paradigm shift that is now seriously challenging progressive thinking, the liberal values of tolerance, pluralism, the rule of law and democracy. It is essential to sustain the ethics of expanded representation to counteract these autocratic and regressive actions.

Dramaturgy has been dominated by Western ideas of storytelling, and I am interested in what happens when we destabilize the status quo to disrupt assumptions, address power relations and open access creating new intersections. This comes from a recognition that ‘changing the story, dismantling the stories that trap us, finding stories adequate to our realities, are foundational to finding our powers and possibilities’ (Solnit 2025:2). This book supports a (re)storying through the interventions of the dramaturg and explores how they can prepare for an ethical and expanded practice. The term ‘expanded dramaturgy’ was first introduced by Peter Eckersal (2006) and has been further developed by Turner and Behrndt (2008), Trencsényi and Cochrane (2014), Romanska (2015), Turner (2015), Woynarski (2020), Masura (2020) and Radosavljević (2023). This work moves beyond the idea of dramaturgs working with traditional text-based theatre, to include all kinds of event dramaturgy, including dance, installation, comedy stand-up, verbatim theatre, live art, musical theatre, intermedial projects, site-specific performance, community events, architecture, ecology, digital and aural/oral dramaturgies. However, expanded dramaturgies are not just about widening the range of performance events. As discussed in Chapter 2, an expanded dramaturgy requires ethical strategies to extend what the work can become through a nuanced practice of care, critical kindness and radical empathy. Chapter 3 questions who we support as dramaturgs and how representation can be expanded through reflexive critical thinking. Chapter 4 investigates the complex web of dramaturgical structures, and Chapter 5 expands the boundaries for what dramaturgical practice may include. As the director Indu Rubasingham has argued, this work can develop big stories in bold but nuanced ways that cross continents, build community, move hearts and open minds:

In a world where difficult conversations often feel fragmented, theatre can create shared moments when people come together to reflect on issues, but also to laugh together and to experience joy. It has the power to allow us to experience the world from another perspective. In the polarised times we are experiencing, this is more crucial than ever.

(Rubasingham 2025)

In this writing, as in my practice as dramaturg, it is important to be as transparent and reflexive as possible about the influences upon my thinking. I attempt to sustain an intersectional, feminist, anti-racist, decolonized perspective that has been influenced by my experience of sexism and being a joint citizen of Britain and Aotearoa / New Zealand. I have always been alert to gender power relations and how they impact social behaviour. When I moved to Aotearoa, I realized that I had never been taught the full history of British imperialism to understand the impact of colonization. The Māori scholar Linda Tuiwhai Smith (2021) describes five dimensions to the struggle for Māori to re-imagine the world without imperialism: (1) Awakening critical consciousness and realizing action; (2) Imagining a Māori view of the world through creative work; (3) Tactical deployment of intersections between disparate ideas and events; (4) Destabilizing the status quo; (5) Addressing imperialism and power relations. I currently work in a British university that has been affected by this imperial history and knowledge frameworks laden with Western judgements; however, Goldsmiths scholars and researchers have also been at the forefront of the critique of capitalism and imperialism. It is important to move towards decolonization, the recognition of difference and multiple ways of knowing from other traditions. The experience of moving between Britain and Aotearoa / New Zealand has shaped my work with emerging dramaturgs as I strive to decentre their thinking, challenge ethical considerations and expand possibilities for practice.

When preparing dramaturgs it is important to explore how to construct, deconstruct and reconstruct material, how to move between theory and practice, how to research and identify key questions, how to value difference, collaborate and make creative connections. Dramaturgy influences what Zoë Svendsen calls the ‘structure of attention’ for the audience (2023:2). Using multiple metaphors, it is simultaneously the weave of performance elements (Barba 1985), the shape and form of an event (Graham 2017a) and an ecosystem of connections (Little 2012). Dramaturgy can also be a core pedagogical methodology because ‘it invites students to invest personally in any subject and to consider it from 360 degrees’ (Jonas in Hamilton and Chon 2023:xiii). Every performance is consciously or unconsciously responding to how life is lived, so a dramaturg analyses the ‘what?’, ‘why?’, ‘how?’ and ‘for who?’ to develop and deepen the work. Like the practice of a curator, it can be about making impossible things possible and making artists’ dreams come true (Obrist 2014:10–11). Drawing on the ideas of Rebecca Solnit, being a dramaturg involves the art of picking out constellations in the night sky. It requires a curiosity about patterns and how ‘cultures evolve and shift and how ideas migrate from the margins to the centre’ (2020:148).

Our First Nation colleagues raise important questions about value systems, colonization, authorship and audience relationships. They remind dramaturgs of their communal obligations to cultural and artistic maintenance, transmission and transformation through indigenous and non-Western perspectives. In Māori performance-making the dramaturg operates as kaitiaki (cultural guardian) in the development process. Director Hilary Halba describes how the kaitiaki is a travelling companion who helps navigate the journey:

They help to see another route, clarify the route, walk alongside, read the map, turn the map another way, chop the foliage back to see where we are and where we’ve got to, they ask questions that help us see with our hearts as well as our heads, let taste and preference be part of it, honour the participants (whoever they are).

(Graham 2017a:127)

This way of working is based on whanaungatanga (an ethics of care), which acknowledges everyone involved and their connections to the place and the past:

One such framework is that of Custodianship, a system which emphasises care of the collective, prioritises the preservation of process over product and which is governed by Lore, the stories and values-based underpinnings that define the parameters by which practice may be passed on.

(Kelly-Mundine 2024:22)

In Aboriginal performance development there is a practice of care and responsibility to country, which is:

The lands, waterways and seas to which they are connected. The term contains complex ideas about law, place, custom, language, spiritual belief, cultural practice, material sustenance, family and identity.

(AIATSIS)

I will explore how indigenous dramaturgs challenge colonial constructions of time and identity as they value stories from the past to care for people and places in the future.

The dramaturg has a kinetic methodology that involves a constant becoming as the role moves between navigator, midwife, diplomat, catalyst, curator, witness, conduit, architect, translator and bridge builder. In all these positions there must be mutual trust, respect and what the dramaturg Art Borreca calls a ‘state of insecure security’ (1997:66). This attunement takes work and time to develop requiring artists to lean into risk and vulnerability. For the dramaturg it involves a caring for the work, the artists, the audience and the issues of our times. The key function of the curator comes from the Latin root ‘curare’, which means to take care of (Obrist 2014:24). Actions of care are influenced by social, political, economic, and ecological conditions, and the work requires inclusivity, diversity, accessibility and integrity. It is about being open to new beginnings, uncertainty and experimentation.

An important concept in dramaturgical practice is what Donna Haraway (2016) calls ‘tentacular thinking’, or developing a multisensory connection to the world, a caring that embraces all forms of life and beings. It is also important to consider how a dramaturg cares for themself when their work can sometimes remain unrecognized, invisible and uncredited. It is significant that many women become employed in this role facilitating the creative practice and vision of others. This can be a feminist choice to lead from behind rather than out front, using empathy and listening to forge new connections and a collective ownership. In 2020 the Care Collective published The Care Manifesto to develop a responsibility to others in human relations. Written from a queer-feminist-anti-racist-crip-eco-socialist political perspective this manifesto stresses the importance of being at ease with difference and mutual dependence. In Chapter 2 I analyse how the dramaturg needs to enable an open and brave space where artists can be challenged and nurtured with generosity and honesty without being judged. Good feedback is an important gift of care that requires thoughtful choices and critical kindness. Dramaturgical thinking investigates how an idea, event or concept has been constructed by examining all the influences upon it. In Chapter 3 I demonstrate how this occurs through critical analysis using the questioning process to challenge assumptions making new discoveries at the edges. By working between multiple forms a dramaturg can develop visual, spatial, written, non-human and embodied dramaturgies. My vision for this text has been influenced by Sara Ahmed’s Living a Feminist Life, which she terms a companion text, that is, a text whose company enables you to proceed on a path less trodden:

Such texts might spark a moment of revelation in the midst of an overwhelming proximity; they might share a feeling or give you the resources to make sense of something that has been beyond your grasp; companion texts can prompt you to hesitate or to question the way you are going, you are not alone.

(Ahmed 2017:16)

It is about discovering how to see the familiar in new ways. Ahmed observes that to live a feminist life is to make everything into something that is questionable; in a similar vein, my argument is that to become a dramaturg is to constantly work through questions. Ahmed argues that feminism is the dynamism of connection; to become a dramaturg is to constantly search for connections. She believes that feminism is everywhere; I argue that dramaturgy informs the shape and form of every event. Like Ahmed I want to identify theoretical work that is in touch with the world and that speaks directly to practice. Ahmed writes that to become a feminist is to stay a student and for me this is the joy of being a dramaturg. The role requires enormous curiosity while oscillating between insider and outsider: Why is she here? What is she doing? How will she change us? Will she steal? These questions are also asked of new immigrants, and much of my dramaturgical practice has been with artists who have migrated, who live with a foot in two or more worlds and have experienced the politics of immigration. Dramaturgs are often joint citizens; they understand the experience of being between and the interventions of ‘between-coming’ (Pope 2005).

This book investigates how the dramaturg is positioned and how they can weave contemporary practice and theoretical thinking to offer ethical and creative strategies for composition. It provides decentred provocations that deliberately question cultural and performance assumptions to unsettle thinking. This is a journey that investigates the ‘what, when, how, which and why’ of dramaturgical intervention to map multiple possibilities for development:

Chapter One – The Role of Dramaturg: What does a dramaturg do? Here I examine the work of the dramaturg, how they interrogate ideas and influence the shape and form of material, how they ‘read’ other artists and how they see the work. It questions how the dramaturg is positioned in a development process: Who do they serve? How are they needed? What are they doing and why? I analyse why artists choose to work with a dramaturg and the impact of this practice on the composition process. Through interviews with other dramaturgs, I assess the responsibilities of the role and the importance of a nomadic subjectivity, reflexivity, curiosity, listening and risk. I investigate how the dramaturg can catch the temper of our times and identify key strategies when starting a new project.

Chapter Two – The Ethics of the Dramaturg: When do they inform the work? Here I explore how the dramaturg is positioned between different cultures, artists, forms and ways of working. I analyse the ethical considerations that inform this diplomatic practice drawing upon the philosophies of Kwame Anthony Appiah, Rebecca Solnit, Pierre Bourdieu and Emmanuel Levinas: Why are reflexivity and transparency crucial for ethical integrity? What is the habitus of the dramaturg and how do doxa and cultural capital shape and form their feedback? How does the dramaturg care for the artist’s process? How do they hold the memory of the work? What is the role of a cultural dramaturg? I investigate how a dramaturg can develop critical kindness and radical empathy to negotiate subjectivity, cultural translation and dramaturgical composition.

Chapter Three – The Questioning Process: How does the methodology unfold? Here I examine how micro and macro dramaturgies can be developed and connected through the questioning process. The chapter investigates how theory informs practice and how practice can create new ways of thinking and doing. I draw upon critical writers such as Pierre Bourdieu, Frantz Fanon, Sara Ahmed, Christine Sharp, Christian Busch, Donna Haraway, Rosa Braidotti, Gilles Deleuze, Alyson Campbell, John Swain and Sally French to interrogate the influences of decolonization, feminism, queer and crip theory referencing performance examples: What are dramaturgical questions doing and how?

Chapter Four – Dramaturgies of Time: Which dramaturgical strategies are possible? Here I examine time travel – how is time behaving? And composition strategies – what are the possibilities for navigation? Dramaturgical structures reflect how we think of ourselves, how we shape feeling and how we operate in the world; they change over time and are influenced by the times that we live in. It is important to know how material has been shaped and formed in the past to respond in the present and find new possibilities for the future. I explore indigenous concepts of time, dramatic time and postdramatic time, examining pedagogical possibilities within a workshop and readings. I analyse performance development processes through a specific production case study.

Chapter Five – Expanded Dramaturgies: Why are intersectional and interdisciplinary connections needed? Here I investigate possibilities for a decentred practice through liquid connections, archipelagic thinking and serendipity. The chapter draws upon my practice research in Aotearoa / New Zealand and the work of the artist scholars that have contributed to the MA Dramaturgy and Writing for Performance at Goldsmiths. I explore strategies for creative intervention in interdisciplinary practice with specific exercises and case studies: Why do the edge lands provide fertile ground for innovation? How can a dramaturg work at the periphery to facilitate new possibilities and connections? What is the importance of serendipity within the composition process?

My conclusion presents final reflections before introducing a manifesto for best dramaturgical practice. These provocations attempt to catalyse the work of a dramaturg by mapping the possibilities for more ethical, expanded and engaged practices.
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