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The purpose of this presentation is to open up a discussion about the dramaturgical collaborator in a creative process and to contemplate what kind of collaborator the dramaturg might be within a shifting dramaturgical paradigm. I am not presenting a fully-fledged argument or thesis, instead I will attempt to flesh out and contemplate some thoughts, albeit conceptual, and questions on ways in which we can release the dramaturg from the perception that she/he is the outside eye, or on the ‘outside’. The dramaturg is historically associated with the ‘outside eye’, the ‘audience in the rehearsal room’, the ‘corrective’ or ‘third eye’ - descriptions that conjure up the dreaded remote gaze. Objectivity is a tenuous notion and there is an interesting discussion to be had about the implications of modern spectatorship upon the work of the dramaturg. But if an Aristotelian paradigm has been challenged on all other accounts in the theatre it seems timely to look at how this challenge might manifest itself in relationship to the dramaturg’s role within a process. I realise that by speaking of the ‘dramaturg’ I am also in danger of talking in the abstract as if it is a function. It is not. But what interests me in the first instance is if we can address dramaturgical practice as something intimate as opposed to objective and somehow removed from the grit and messiness of the creative process. My curiosity has developed out of my interest in the ways in which a shift within contemporary practice has opened up a richness and innovation in terms of process facilitation, performance making and dramaturgical practice. Let us for example consider Marianne van Kerkhoven’s summary in Theaterschrift no. 5-6, 1994:  
‘What we today call ‘new dramaturgy’ is precisely the choice of a process-oriented method of working; the meaning, the intentions, the form and the substance of a play arise during the working process. (…) in fact this way of working is based on the conviction that the world and life do not offer up their ‘meaning just like that; perhaps they have no meaning, and the making of play may then be considered as the quest for possible understanding. In this case dramaturgy is no longer a means of bringing out the structure of the meaning of the world in a play, but (a quest for) a provisional or possible arrangement which the artist imposes on those elements he gathers from a reality that appears to him chaotic. In this kind of world picture, causality and linearity lose their value, storyline and psychologically explicable characters are put at risk, there is no longer a hierarchy amongst the artistic building blocks used’ (Van Kerkhoven 1994: 18-20)

This new dramaturgy, or Postdramatic theatre, proposes a shift in terms of ways in which process, collaboration, meaning, structure, synthesis, dramaturgy and so on is practiced and thought of. And the dramaturg, spectator and critic are naturally included in this rethinking; Spectatorship, dramaturgy, criticism and the dramaturg are closely linked for a number of reasons, an obvious one being that the dramaturg’s presence in the process as an ‘onlooker’ who documents, records, processes, analyses, reflects back to the artist the possible interpretations, complexities and decisions needing to be made connotes a sense of meta-process. Thus the dramaturg can of course not escape the association with the critic or audience’s view and perspective. However, as with the notion of the audience as something reliable, definable, external, decoding meaning, fixed and outside of the work has been long challenged so too can dramaturgical practice be redefined.
Consider for instance Fuchs and Chaudhuri’s exciting call for a retraining of the perspectival spectator (Fuchs & Chaudhuri 2002:6). In Land/Scape/Theatre Fuchs and Chaudhuri when describing ‘a new spatial paradigm’ informed by contemporary theatre’s ‘pervasive new spatiality’ (2002:2) proposes that we use ‘landscape’ as a metaphor to describe or conceptualise new practices and dramaturgies. They write, for example, that ‘landscape’ has encroached on the ‘traditional dramaturgy of plot and character to become a perspective and a method, linking seemingly unrelated theatrical practices in staging, text, scenography, and spectatorship’ (2002:3). Similarly Hans-Thies Lehmann alludes to changes in spectator optic whereby ‘an open and fragmented perception’ replaces the unifying and closed perception (2006:82). Here the spectator becomes aware of her own position as viewer. As we know meaning is not as much received and decoded as it is produced on behalf of the spectator. Thus there can be no such thing as the detached viewer; what is seen is of course highly informed by the person who sees. We need perhaps not remind ourselves of this, but it seems crucial to examine the dramaturg not as an objective, detached and authoritative analysis producing machine, but as someone who brings a vested interest to the work and whose perspectives, as multiple as they may be, impacts greatly on the work. 
Let us consider ways in which we can imagine the dramaturgical collaborator in the process. In her reading of Marianne van Kerkhoven Myriam Van Imschoot proposes that what makes the dramaturg particularly complex to sum up is that the actual result of her work is difficult to pin point and hard to see. ‘The work of the dramaturg literally dissolves into the production, it melts and becomes invisible’. And she goes on to say that ‘it is this invisibility that not only characterizes the work of the dramaturg, but the figure of the dramaturg as well’. ‘The dramaturg’, van Kerkhoven suggests ‘does not have to appear on the photo, but remains in the dark’. (cited in van Imschoot 2003:57) If the dramaturg’s contribution is not necessarily tangible because it remains firmly embedded in the work itself then  the dramaturg’s vested interest in the work remains somehow suspended between her own exploration and that of the director or choreographer’s.

The dramaturg, as we know, shuttles between reflection and creativity; analysis and creation; detail and overview in order to help create and articulate a conceptual, poetic as well as practical space in which the work can unfold. The dramaturg helps shape a scaffolding, helps create an axis, reference point or anchor for the process, links ideas to a bigger structure and ‘explains’ how something would be able to work according to the inner logic of the piece. Dramaturgical contribution is also to insist on taking stock of the direction in which the work is heading as well as consider the ways in which something can be enriched, grow and deepened. Eleanora Fabião says it well when she proposes that her dramaturgical purpose is not to intellectualise, but instead to make the material richer ‘in terms or dynamics and meaning’ (Fabião 2003: 29). Hildegard de Vuyst also insists that her role is not to get in the way, something which challenges her to be intellectual without being guilty of intellectualism. (de Vuyst 2006:134-5).
American choreographer Meg Stuart has once commented in an interview that in her process the dramaturg ‘carries the idea and the significance of the piece and helps retain a complex image of events and the whole’. The dramaturg, she says’ guides with constructive questions and helps implement above all, she says ‘synthesis’. 

(http://plot.bek.no/trete/distancecorrupts.html)

Stuart’s assertion that the dramaturg carries the idea, guides with questions, retains a complex image whilst also focussing on synthesis of elements situates the dramaturgical collaborator as someone who suspended between different tasks throughout the process offers a compass and holds on to original intention whilst formulating new possibilities and thereby re-interpreting the original intention. André Lepecki has expressed it quite wonderfully when he proposes that perhaps the dramaturg be seen as someone who creates the memory of the production (in Turner&Behrndt 2008:178). This memory need not only be material that has been generated but also the discussions and comments made by the director as well as by the other collaborators within the process. The intimate dramaturg is by no means a guardian of predetermined decisions or assumptions about the material, instead she discovers in ‘real time’ what may be possible and important for the performance as well as for everyone involved. It seems to me that the dramaturg’s contribution involves observing the different (invisible?) journeys and intentions that run through collaborative processes. It seems vital that different voices be present in the work, also to make the work shared, to make it everybody’s and to make the work accessible to everybody within the process.
I remember on a recent production how one of the performers explained the ways in which he imagined the performers’ journey within the piece. His comments and suggestions made a lot of sense to me and they remained a guiding principle in my thinking about the kind of feeling and audience experience the production could evoke. 
When Hildegard de Vuyst describes her practice as being as a dramaturg in the non-normative sense, I imagine someone who enters the process as collaborator and curious explorer, someone who knows not more or less than the other collaborators about the work but whose role it is to discover together with the ensemble and collaborators. The dramaturg working within contemporary practices is challenged to not see her/himself as an authority looking in on the rehearsals but instead must become part of the work itself. 

This is particularly evident when working within devised performance and dance theatre practices, processes that often do not have a fixed architecture, structure or defined content. I recently finished work on a project, An Infinite Line; Brighton directed by David Harradine (Fevered Sleep company/UK) which started with the simple yet complex challenge to make a piece about the natural light in Brighton city. A project about the natural light necessitates that one invents a practical, conceptual as well as a poetic space in which one can begin to develop the performance. These kinds of devised processes, which David Williams, has succinctly described as processes where one is generally trying to ‘find the shape of the thing that you think you’re after’ whilst not really knowing what is being sought (cited in Turner&Behrndt 2008:170-71) require alternative approaches to structuring a process. The dramaturgy is not arrived at through predetermined planning but comes into being thought a sensitivity and alertness to everything that goes on in the rehearsal space. When your starting point is very open from the outset any gesture, comment, action, atmosphere or improvisation might offer the key to where and how to begin the work. It is a question of observing in close detail anything that happens in order to work out its potential as material. This process of discovery requires, not distance and remoteness, rather intimacy and closeness. Choreographer Meg Stuart asserts that she insists that the dramaturg be permanently present throughout the process. Likewise André Lepecki calls for close proximity and I here quote from an interview with Lepecki in 2006: 
The distant observer doesn’t know that three months before, there was this improvisation that actually could fit perfectly in the moment in which the energy breaks. So he has no memory of the process because he is distant. But if you’re close, you’ve got to remember not only the people off stage, but you are also going to remember the movie that we all went together to see after rehearsal and there was this great thing, and why don’t you bring that in, or the thought that someone else had, or the dream I also had, that could be put into that scene. So for me dramaturgy is about proximity. (cited in Turner&Behrndt 2008:157)

It is therefore also a question about how one operates as a critical and creative force in the space and within the creative process. Here I have taken some inspiration from Esther Leslie’s writing on Walter Benjamin. Leslie observes a critical stance and critical sensibility in Walter Benjamin’s practice in which the critic is not seen as separate – or external - to the work. Benjamin might inspire an attitude to dramaturgical practice in which observations and criticality is seen as a dialogic continuation and extension of the work. Following Benjamin it therefore seems a given that the dramaturgical collaborator immerses herself in the work with the view to be surprised, open and assume not to know. As Leslie observes with regards to Benjamin it is a ‘double receipt’ where an ‘environment can be penetrated’, but the environment also penetrates (Leslie 1999:113). The notions of engulfment and absorption seem key as the dramaturg/critic immerses him/herself, becomes part of the work in the knowledge that the double receipt suspends him/her in between the inside and outside. To become absorbed yet to be able to regain a different perspective on what is going on is naturally a key dramaturgical responsibility. Perhaps it is the process of being able to shift perspective and be able to gain another point of view within an existing point of view which remains valuable; to be able to shift and move between radically different ideas and perspectives.  
In her reading of Gilles Deleuze, Dorothea Olkowski describes a type of reconfigured ‘reading movement’. (Olkowski 1999:25). Although Olkowski specifically discusses how contemporary visual art has challenged spectators to reconfigure their viewing position by way of involving them in the composition process itself, it is possible to apply her proposition to the dramaturg. She proposes a reading movement whereby the spectator, instead of having clearly defined entry points finds that each new angle offers yet more entry points. The spectator is thus not outside of the work, instead she is right in the middle of it and involved as a complicit and implicated witness, so to speak. It is this experience of being on the inside and complicit in the construction of the work that allows us to think of the viewer as mobile, at least in conceptual terms. 

Similarly inspired by Deleuze and Guattari as a lens, Maike Bleeker suggests that we see ‘the interaction between stage and audience' in terms of movement. The production of meaning is a flexible and fluid process which ‘results from the way the audience is moved by a performance or invited to move along with it or [is] even led astray' (Bleeker 2003:163). Bleeker develops her thoughts in Visuality in the theatre. The locus of looking (2008), in which she relegates the ‘disembodied eye/I’ and proposes that we think of spectatorship as an embodied experience (Bleeker 2008:7)  

So to experience, become part of and exist within the work. But there are conflicting forces at play within dramaturgical work, it is not a blind immersion, rather the dramaturgical collaborator straddles the rational and chaotic, simultaneously attempting to engineer or invest the process with chaos, negotiate the chaos that is created by others as well as channel the chaos into some kind of constructive creativity. Jayme Koszyn puts it interestingly when she in her discussion of the Dionysian dramaturg alludes to the dramaturg’s suspension between chaos and order and the way in which order often seems embedded in the chaos:
To be Dionysian is to be anarchic, chaotic. It is to avoid answers, as answers are anathema to that which we cannot know and therefore need art to articulate. Uncannily, the Dionysian dramaturg intuits that within the chaos a deeper order can emerge, an organizing principle that gloriously transcends standard notions of structure, whether it be the structure of a play or rehearsal process (Koszyn 1997:277)
The dramaturgical collaborator’s ‘suspension’ between order and chaos; one eye on shaping and ensuring some kind of synthesis of elements whilst looking for moments where order can be disturbed in order to enrich the work also puts the dramaturgical collaborator in the risky task of interrupting the process’s flow. The dramaturg might hold on to order within the creative chaos but is at the same time also a necessary ‘disturber of order’. To disturb order is to dig deeper, to insist that there are more layers, more complexity to be found. It can be to insist that a moment, an image or section is too controlled, too linear, too ordered. Perhaps the dramaturg’s analysis of the many ways in which an image or moment can be experienced or interpreted can be an act of disturbance because it leaves the work wide open with potentially more paths to follow whilst at the same time insisting that decisions be made and followed through. To imply that ‘there is more to be explored’, ‘go further’, ‘too much’ or ‘it’s not clear’ is to encourage yet also temper. Perplexing but hopefully helpful, dramaturgical analysis within process has the potential to offer multiple perspectives that can help clarify intention and inspire alternative directions, or even encourage brave decisions. 
The close proximity and intimacy allows for solutions, suggestions, observations that come from within the process and from an understanding of the performance’s emerging logic. The dramaturg is not a policing domesticator, but instead someone who looks for ways in which what is being created has potential to go even further, to be braver, richer in order to come up with non-reductive solutions. It is perhaps the act of ensuring that the process moves forward as well as encouraging moments where this moving-forward is interrupted in order to allow for more exploration.

Why might this be at all important, and is not the dramaturg’s supposedly detached and objective analysis without much involvement in the process what makes her/his position helpful? Firstly, we know that we have to abandon the notion that analysis can be entirely objective and with that we also have to abandon the dramaturg as a fact or objective truth producing figure. But the argument for intimacy and close proximity remains for me that it is perhaps when the dramaturgical collaborator is invested and immersed in the process that she/he discovers the most interesting, critically relevant and pertinent questions, the questions that really need to be asked in order to help enable the work and process, not the questions that one thinks one should be asking. 
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