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→ In this paper, I argue for how comparativeness co-modifi ed by 

distance might stimulate an understanding of practice, thereby 

acting as a directive for further research. Identifying three key terms, 

namely, reproduction, refl exivity and redemption, I expand on an 

understanding of how these self-same terms are to be deployed before 

using them as lenses with which to interrogate two of my projects 

(Passages (2009) and The Merensky Project (2009)). Two primary 

objectives are signaled in the paper, 1) a defi nition of reproduc-

tion, refl exivity and redemption, and, 2) a contextualisation of two 

performance projects showing how the tri-medium of reproduction, 

refl exivity and redemption might be applied in practice. Both defi ni-

tions and practical refl ections are integrated with the writings of 

Walter Benjamin (thinking in constellations), Nicholas Bourriaud, 

(production) and Hannah Arendt (translation). Thereafter, I use the 

tri-medium application integrated with theory along with a case-study 

methodology (Robert K. Yin) to form an argument for an inventive 

practice-led research methodology. In doing this, I demonstrate 

how the application of the tri-medium of transmissions enables the 

generating of further research questions about my research so as to 

redeem my research practice. 



the distance in-between paSSageS & The MerenSky projecT the distance in-between paSSageS & The MerenSky projecT

265 266on making on making

the relay of distance

When my brother and my sister and I were growing 
up in Pretoria, Johannesburg was further away than it 
is now. The people there spoke English, the buildings 
were taller, the streets were dirty and dangerous, the 
driver – the TJ drivers, we called them derisively, after 
their number plates – were fast and reckless. Real 
cowboys. It was almost another country, a suspicion 
confirmed by the adoption of the decimal system, which 
widened the distance between the two cities from a 
familiar thirty-five miles to a foreign sixty kilometres  
Ivan Vladislavić (2006:168).

In August 2009, I began work on two different perfor-
mance projects occurring in two different South 
African cities: Johannesburg and Pretoria, cities 
separated by, amongst other things, the distance 
of approximately sixty kilometres. By having the 
opportunity to create two projects, Passages and 
The Merensky Project, during the same period but in 
different places, I wanted to determine if a compara-
tiveness co-modified by distance could stimulate an 
understanding of practice and therefore continue to 
direct my research.

Integrating comparativeness along with distance into 
the making process might signify how one operation 
of making could inform the making of another. 
Reproduction, reflexivity and redemption as operative 

terms were activated – as much as each of these terms 
was an identifiable outcome – in the making of two 
projects that were interconnected through the relay 
of distance, as if the relay of distance was a dimension 
of space itself. 

In writing this paper, I have two objectives. The first 
is to define reproduction, reflexivity and redemption 
as a tri-medium of transmission and translation of 
practice-led research. The second is to contextualise 
the two performance projects in order to explain 
how this tri-medium was applied in their creation 
and presentation. Thereafter I use the tri-medium 
application as argument for an inventive practice-led 
research methodology. Underpinning my position 
are theories associated with Walter Benjamin whose 
method of rescuing theories of knowledge has been 
described as “thinking in ‘constellations’” (Wolin 
1982:92). A constellation, as a framework for creative 
ideas, suggests how practical interconnections made 
between spatial differences and distances might 
inform vertical research procedures of inter-modality. 

Inter-modality is the interaction and use of differ-
ent forms, means and senses in order to arrive at 
the same destination. Therefore multiple meanings 
and knowledge evoked by the replication of practice 
are also diffused through various means in order 

to approach research and produce research. As Baz 
Kershaw (2008:36) suggests regarding performance 
as research: if performance is multidisciplinary then 

“it needs multiple means to identify the knowledge it 
produces”. 

Reproduction

Reproduction means remaking and replicating 
from an original form. In the context of my practice 
and research, reproduction also means successive 
production stages or processes applied onto each 
other progressively and continuously. It is a process 
of recycling that also reflects a process of assemblage. 
Furthermore, reproduction assists the advance of 
reflexivity between two or more research procedures. 
Reproduction could also become an agent for redemp-
tion. As a starting point for my research I originally 
claimed the concept of reproduction from two sources. 
The first was from Benjamin’s 1968 essay in which 
he validates reproduction as both process and an 
advance for the interpretative arts. He writes: “In 
principle a work of art has always been reproducible” 
(Benjamin 1968a:218). Once an object as an art form 
is conceived and received, it is reproduced. In the 
context of reproducing forms, he notes a progression 

from practice to diffusion onto gain. Being part of a 
particular kind of production, practice is also part of 
a distillatory process emitting value. Thus practice 
diffuses as it progresses. 

The second source is Nicholas Bourriaud’s descriptions 
of processes of production in art, particularly in his 
book Postproduction (2002). In this case, reproduc-
tion occurs because of an intersection occurring 
continuously between the various sectors of produc-
tion. Reproduction adapted from Bourriaud (2002:13) 
suggests terms of the manipulation and recycling of 
material that is “no longer primary”. This means the 
re-making of raw material reproduced in second-
ary and tertiary sectors. In a sense Benjamin and 
Bourriaud are talking about the same thing: the 
recycling of materials   from a point of view of produc-
tion. Bourriaud’s perceptions are more contempo-
rary and perennial – located in digitised media and 
aesthetic relational exchanges, whereas Benjamin’s 
intent, I suspect, is to harness reproduction as part of 
the process toward redeeming theories of knowledge. 
What I was able to extract from both of these theorists 
was how each of my projects could reflect reproducible 
forms. Once these forms were produced within the 
projects they could synthesise an interaction between 
each project that in turn diffused value and further 
knowledge – of and from each other.

The process of reproduction was explored through 
a practical articulation, back and forth, between 
each project − crossing the distances in-between and 
exploring the shape that was made in the distance in 
between. It was a comparative process that generated 
the making and remaking of the projects. Once the 
reproduction phase was activated, it meant that each 
project while projecting its own original narrative 
also stimulated and reproduced itself into the other 
project’s narrative and vice versa. Reproduction 
suggests that even if there is an intention to reproduce 
again in the same way, there is likely to be a transform-
ative change signaled by the imitation of the original 
and thereafter the extension of the original. 

The process of reproduction contributes to the shape of 
a particular case-study methodology that I apply to my 
research model. It is a model which I have adapted from 
Robert. K. Yin’s two textbooks, Case study research: 
Design and methods (Yin 2003a) and Applications 
of case study research (Yin 2003b). My model of 
case-study methodology assumes and generates 
reproduction as a process of three distinct case-study 
stages, namely, 1) Exploratory: “[D]etermining 

Fig. 1: The 
Merensky Project. 
2009. University 
of Pretoria. 
Photography by 
Myer Taub.

Fig. 2: 
Passages. 2009. 

Johannesburg. 
Photographs 

by Wendel 
Fernandes. 

Courtesy 
of Wendel 
Fernandes. 
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feasibility of the desired research procedures” (Yin 
2003b:5), 2) Descriptive: a “complete description of 
the phenomenon in question” (Yin 2003b:5) and, 3) 
Explanatory: “[E]xplaining how events happened” 
(Yin 2003b:5).

Case-study methodology provides a framework for 
an analysis of making.i Mediation of the research 
might mean a series of subsequent questions: Why 
did this happen? What can I take away from this? 
What happens if I do this, or that? This experimental 
process is then reproduced into a descriptive form 
and thereafter an explanatory form. My observation 
from this suggests how extracting questions and 
possible answers from an exploratory phase helps to 
focus and delineate the research as well as translate 
its outcomes. The first stage of the research contex-
tualises the research as experimental and thereafter 
what is determined as feasible is reproduced into the 
second more descriptive stage. The third stage asks 
why things happen they way they did and proposes a 
format that is explanatory, sustainable and productive. 
Effectively, this is a distillatory process of research 
that can also occur as a dual patterning in diameter. 
Once one project is complete, it can stimulate two 
things, 1) a replication of itself through similar means 
and, 2) an alternate yet more distinct form that 
functions alongside an already experimented-upon 
form simultaneously occurring alongside it.

Reproduction is not merely a conveyor belt of replicat-
ing practice or, as Benjamin (1968a:218) terms it, a 

“mechanical reproduction”; instead reproduction also 
advances practice into various states of correlation 
whereby comparativeness might instigate a reflexive 
mode of revealing meaning. The reproductive function 
advances the reflexive frame by suggesting endless 
recycling and repeating towards infinity.

Reflexivity

Reflexivity is a corresponding action of reflection. 
Benjamin (1970:7, emphasis in original) claims that 
the writer has a “single demand, the demand of reflect-
ing, of thinking about his position in the process of 
production”. Reflection provides the possibility of 
producing work within the phases of research – not 
only as text but also as secondary text. Reflection 
contributes to the transformation of research from 
producing research into research production. The 
difference lies between producing research, which 
is a process and which is quite fluid, and the product 
of research, which might be more finite. Reflecting 

upon one’s research provides further agency for 
the researcher but might remain simply meditative. 
Agency – as in making meaning from one’s research – 
advances when the reflective mode becomes reflexive. 

Reflexivity activates the reflective act by making it 
more critical and explicit. Gillie Bolton, who uses the 
model of the looking glassii (a model I sometimes use 
when facilitating group narratives) describes reflec-
tive “as the situations” found whereas reflexive is 

“the self” found there (Bolton 2001:30). Reflexivity is 
both a critical and ambiguous trajectory. It considers 
research implications on behalf of the researcher. It 
takes note of the presence of subjectivity inherent 
within the work produced. It is also a dialogue between 
researcher and subject. Its form promotes interactiv-
ity. Douglas Macbeth’s (2002:35) definition of reflex-
ivity “as a deconstructive exercise for locating the 
intersections of an author, other, text, and world, and 
for penetrating the representational exercise itself” 
is useful for exemplifying reflexivity as a proactive 
mechanism in interrogating practice and generating 
research. For when the reflexive exercise penetrates 
the representational form – also the framed practice, 
the work or the object itself – then a perforation of the 
enclosure occurs and there is an endless possibility of 
meaning. Similarly, according to Barbara Myerhoff 
and Jay Ruby (1995:309), reflexivity occurs when 
mirrors double, creating a mis-abyme: “the endless 
regress of possibilities” occurs, thus advancing the 
research.iii

A reflexive operation of perception emerged from 
the comparativeness that occurred between the two 
projects with the distance between them. It was as 
if the two projects mirrored each other and then 
revealed further meaning. This meant that reflex-
ivity could exist within the dimension of distance 
between the two projects and perform a conduit of 
critical perception, offering insight that embodied a 
multi-dimensional optic that when translated was a 
double-like seeing and understanding things. I now 
often refer to my practice as a reflexive device in itself 

– a practice that operates not only to provide critical 
assumption and to identify thematic relationships 
but also one that generates research out of itself, as 
it progresses. Thus, the activation of the theme of 
double-like seeing and thinking of things is embodied 
within the interrelationship between practice and 
research. There is in my performance projects and 
my written work, that is, my practice and research, a 
double-like relationship, described within research 
practice theory as a programme that “places artist 

(practitioner-researcher in a double position: s/he can 
access the process of making while s/he is meeting the 
need for explicitness that is characteristic of academic 
research” (Mäkelä & Routarinne 2006:13).iv

The reflexive operation instigated an outcome where 
each project revealed, to each other, each other’s 
homologies. Kershaw (2008:27) describes how 
homologies in biology are created “when diverse 
species share similar structural factors, such a five 
digits of a human hand and a bat’s wing”. Kershaw 
searches for homologies that link performance effects 
and spectators’ responses in between live events and 
their traces. He does so by employing “methods of 
paradoxical analysis” (Kershaw 2008:27) in order 
to discover the homologies and he asks paradoxical 
questions that consider how weakness is a strength 
and absence performs as presence (Kershaw 288:27); 
because it is in the embrace that performance is a 
paradox, made complicated by questions around 
documentation, live-ness, trace, the ephemeral and 

“the boundless specificity” (Kershaw 2008:26). In 
employing an inverted methodology, Kershaw obtains 
knowledge unconventionally excavated from the 
performance event. This method I understand to be 
similar to Allesandro Portelli’s (1991:42) description 
of the “upside down researcher” that does not just 
study informants but learns from them and allows 

him/herself to be studied in return. In the context of 
my practice-led research, an inverted methodology 
is also an invented one, an adapted one; one that has 
evolved by appropriating the method of redeeming 
experiences from a research narrative that has been 
perforated by reflexivity instigated by a schema of 
reproduction. 

Redemption

I suspect the ref lexive operation instigated by 
reproduction might provide a part of research design 
in the creative arts. I say ‘suspect’, because in my 
doctoral research, the making of projects always 
embodied interrelated commentaries that performed 
and reciprocated – necessitating processes of making, 
recording, reading re-reading and further re-reading. 
This progression suggests how replication is not only 
a process of diffusion but also of gain. I reiterate this 
notion about being suspect because my research is 
not “best provided by ‘evidence’ which is empirically 
free of the subjectivity of the creative practitioner” 
(Kershaw 2008:31). Nonetheless, as both my research 
and practice develops, a body of work is continuously 
and reflexively made and reproduced – a body that, 
if redeemed and re-correlated in an associative way, 
becomes a body of ideas that might diffuse theories 
of knowledge. 

Fig. 3. Grethe 
Brazelle as 

‘Golda Banks’ 
in the Ferreira 
Mine Museum, 
Johannesburg. 

Passages. 2009. 
Photograph 

by Wendel 
Fernandes. 

Courtesy 
of Wendel 
Fernandes. 
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Wolin’s (1982:92) description of Benjamin’s thinking 
in constellations mirrors this tri-medium of transmis-
sion, as if the research experiences and experiences of 
practice rescued are regrouped into an association of 
ideas that in their proximity (including juxtaposition 
and the distances in between) reveal truths and hidden 
meanings: “By regrouping the material elements of 
phenomena in a philosophically informed constel-
lation – an idea will emerge and the phenomena will 
stand redeemed”.

Presently, I am re-informing myself about my practice 
as part of my research experience through writing 
this paper along with its subsequent revisions. I am 
also returning to my research, redeeming its experi-
ence and raising my consciousness as a researcher. 
I am challenging myself to understand the value of 
my practice and what research questions come to 
the forefront in validating the practice itself. I am 
rescuing, from past research, fragments of experi-
ences from practice and fragments of research 
experience – rescuing them as a form of redemption 
or redemptive critique. The origins of these particular 
terms are found in Jürgen Habermas’s 1979 descrip-
tion of Benjamin’s critical theory as redemptive or 
rescuing critique. Habermas (cited in Duvenage 
2003:23) describes Benjamin’s critical method as 
rescuing critique as “a procedure that transposes what 
is worth knowing, from the medium of the beauti-
ful (its truth) into the world and rescuing it”. Thus 
Benjamin’s theories of aesthetic experience “rescue 
its objects for present day purposes” (Duvenage 
2003:23); this idea of rescuing prioritises redeeming 
the past “filled by the presence of the Now [ Jetztzeit]” 
(Benjamin 1968b:261). Habermas (1979:5) notes the 
difficulty in approximating Benjamin, for he “belongs 
to those authors whose work cannot be summarized 
and whose work is disposed to a history of disparate 
effects”. However it is in this reading of Benjamin’s 
fragmentary method that there is a significant encoun-
ter with the notion of redemption. The fragmentary 
method is not only effective in relation to reading 
Benjamin and to the overall establishment of redemp-
tive theory but also in drawing correlations between 
a technique of rescuing fragments from the past that 
correspond to forming perceptions about one’s own 
practice made through redemptive-like research.

Part of my research is a pursuit to find an appropriate 
method and means of translating my practice into 
accessible forms. Translation in this context is about 
locating ways to communicate research experience 

as the manifestation of practice. Hannah Arendt 
(1958:95) comments that: 

The whole factual world of human affairs depends for 
its reality and its continued existence, first, upon the 
presence of others who have seen and heard and will 
remember, and, second, on the transformation of the 
intangible into the tangibility of things. 

The transformation of experience, often intangible 
into the tangible, is part of the pursuit of research. 
Its purpose is the employment of an appropriate 
translation of the language of practice-led research, 
demonstrating how “action, speech and thought” 
(Arendt 1958:95) made within the experimenta-
tion of the practice might be transformed into an 
accessible “record” (Arendt 1958:95) of the research 
as it “documents” (Arendt 1958:95) the experiments 
it experiments upon. In turn, translation might also 
provide a means to comprehend the research experi-
ence as part of the programme towards recovering 
experiences made from practice. I now proceed to 
recover experiences from each project as part of the 
contextualisation of each project. Examples of the 
tri-mediums of reproduction, reflexivity and redemp-
tion are applied in this contextualisation to assist in 
the argument of locating an effective means towards 
translating the research experience and redeeming 
experiences of practice. 

Context of the performance project 
Passages

We lost everything. Everything. But it is not lost 
forever. It is buried somewhere between here and 
there. Listen, you‘ve got to take notes, take down 
everything. Everything might become important. 
I’ve lost everything, tokens on the side of the wall – 
that’s what we could’ve had if he hadn’t hidden it all, 
stamped with memories of another time (‘Golda Banks’ 
in Passages 2009).

I have developed a particular kind of performance 
project that incorporates the activity of an interactive 
treasure hunt within each of the projects’ specific 
narratives. There have been various types of this 
project since the inception of first project (in) Heritage 
in 2006. The most recent project called Passages, 
which was commissioned by the Bag Factory Artist’s 
Studios, occurred in the inner-city of Johannesburg 
on Heritage Day 2009. A similar theme, one that 
instigates acts of recovery underpins all of these 
projects. These acts of recovery operate not only along 
lines of interpretation but also by actively engaging 
with everyday, urban and historical sites, encouraging 

the audience to extract and recover clues that further 
prompt critical engagement. In each of these projects 
there is a thematic correspondence to redemption and 
to treasure seeking, which may be likened to Arendt’s 
(1968:51) description of what reading Benjamin might 
do, when redeeming the past, which she interprets 
as similar to ‘pearl diving’: “to pry the loose and the 
strange”– meaning to extract and recover fragments 

– as if the fragments were sea anemone that had 
mutated into coral, some of which have broken off 
from other larger coral, others pulled loose. Through 
such imaginary and violent acts of redemption, the 
fragments return to the surface as shards that are 
both rich and strange.

Associating the possibility of recovery with redemp-
tion means collating and rejoining fragments from the 
past. There is not only mutation of fragments as they 
emerge but the mutation itself suggests transforma-
tion through recovery. With this in mind, all these 
performance projects have an element of subversion 
in that the performances urge the players of the game 
(both performer and spectator) to imaginatively 
interrogate established narratives enshrined and 
exhibited as legacy. 

More recently the treasure hunt performance projects 
have taken on increasingly semi-autobiographical 
narratives by incorporating self-ref lexive units 
within their performance structure. The narrative 
of the Passages project most obviously threaded the 
interplay of autobiographical heritage incorporating 
the legacy of my late father who originally bestowed 
upon me the memory of him constructing treasure 

hunts for myself and my siblings in the inner-city of 
Johannesburg. This, along with his illness and eventual 
death aggravated by his insolvency, determined the 
personal relevance of this project – a project prompted 
by themes of economic recession and self-recovery. 
These elements combined determined the pursuit 
of the fictional character ‘Golda Banks’ who, played 
by performer Gretha Brazelle, searches for the lost 
fortune of her deceased husband. 

Golda Banks’s testimony drove the treasure hunt’s 
narrative, starting from the Ferreira Mine Museum 
in the Standard Bank Building on Simmonds Street, 
Johannesburg, then along the Mining Heritage Trail 
on Main Street, which is lined with various heritage 
tropes and artefacts associated with Johannesburg’s 
mining history.v Along this route there were clues 
embodied in live performances. By following the clues, 
participants stumbled upon my brother recounting my 
father’s history in the Vault Bar of the Mapungubwe 
Hotel in close-by Marshalltown. 

There were clues placed on city streets and shops 
showing a route to my studio at the Bag Factory Artist’s 
Studios in Fordsburg. The narrative of the treasure 
hunt became an open text: participants had to follow 
the maps they were given, and each map was an 
artwork in itself. The maps were individually screen-
printed by artists Rodan Kane Hart and Murray Kruger 
and signed by myself as author of the map. The maps 
encouraged a walking route towards my studio where 
another conceptual map, made on my studio’s wall, 
signaled the site of the hidden treasure. The treasure 
was a Paul Harris medallion and necklace awarded to 
my father from his Rotary Club for his service to the 
community. The necklace was re-modified, remade 
by a local beader, Lucia Sithole, with gold and silver 
beads along with my father’s name stitched in the inner 
sleeve of the necklace. The necklace was placed into a 
security suitcase filled with peanuts and then hidden 
in the New Gate High School tuck-shop, close to the 
Randtjieslaagte Heritage Beacon. This is a site on the 
border between Hillbrow and Parktown. The beacon 
is a heritage site because it is an original uitvalgrond, 
an area where Johannesburg’s plots of land had been 
originally demarcated but because of the intersec-
tions made in the mapping there was also an area 
that had not been claimed by anyone and hence was 
known as a non-place (Manoim 2003). The non-place 
became a significant interstice for this project and the 
corresponding project that I was creating with three 
drama students at the University of Pretoria’s Drama 
Department titled The Merensky Project (2009). The 

Fig. 4. Family 
testimony and 

treasure maps in 
the Mapungubwe 

Hotel 
Passages. 2009. 

Photograph 
by Mark Straw. 

Courtesy of Mark 
Straw. 
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non-place therefore was introduced in one project and 
reproduced in another. 

Context of The Merensky Project

On stage is a table. On the table stands a girl wearing 
a bonnet holding a sign that reads Uitvalgrond 
(Performance text from The Merensky Project 2009). 

The Merensky Project was a performance project 
that utilised heritage sites along the campus of the 
University of Pretoria. The first scene occurred on a 
makeshift table opposite the heritage building of the 
Merensky Library. The juxtaposition of the makeshift 
table and the monument symbolically suggested a 
non-place emerging alongside the place of history. The 
table was a setting for a fictional South African farm 
that had been claimed by no one except by a single 
inhabitant – a man called Boaz. Boaz was created 
as a fictional character by drama student Ndino 
Ndilula, during his preliminary audition task for this 
project. My instruction to the students was to visit the 
Merensky Library – which also houses Eduardo Villa’s 
sculptures and a South African art collection – to find 
a visual artwork that could stimulate dramatic perfor-
mance. After studying the paintings housed in the 
museum, Ndilula created a character who is a servant 
without a master, a man who lives in a fantastical 
world of made-up stories in his head but never writes 
anything down. This is because all the books he has, 

he has buried as hidden treasure. Two refugees arrive 
on the farm. Fellow drama students, Katlego Taele and 
Tsholofelo Shaunyane, created the refugees known as 
Ruth and Naomi. The characters of the refugees were 
adapted from the Old Testament story of Ruth. It is 
a story that resonates with themes of homelessness, 
acceptance, identity and nationality. The two refugees 
arrive in the non-place and claim it as their own. The 
non-place activated in this particular project meant 
performing outside the heritage monument, first as 
strategic juxtaposition and then to activate along 
with the audience a sense of wandering from place to 
place to suggest feelings of homelessness. This was 
an attempt to identify liminal geographical sites that 
also had historical resonance, in order to subvert 
an accepted homogony of histories and to engender 
contemporary experiences that interrogate through 
site-specific performance the intersections made 
between history, memory, race and identity.

Application of the tri-medium of 
transmissions

For the sake of brevity, I concentrate on only three 
examples of reproduction, reflexivity and redemption 
that were consciously and unconsciously created in the 
aforementioned performance projects. 

Reproduction occurred as an encounter with the histor-
ical figure, Hans Merensky, who was an influential 

figure in South Africa’s mining history. Merensky’s 
portrait is located alongside a sculptural mining shaft, 
also known as the Merensky Shaft – a heritage trope 
located along the Main Street Heritage Trail in central 
Johannesburg. In Passages, the mining shaft became 
a site were clues were activated through performance. 
On Pretoria University’s Arts Campus, the Merensky 
Library became central site stimuli for The Merensky 
Project. The library as a heritage monument became 
the starting point for the drama students to devise 
an interpretative narrative not so much as historical 
biographical exercise but as an exercise of how ideas 
can stimulate creative trajectories in interpolative 
ways. Once their project as a narrative was complete 
in Pretoria, the students performed abstracts of this 
narrative under the Merensky Shaft in Johannesburg 
during Passages. At first, this kind of synchronis-
tic reproduction, beyond influencing each project’s 
narrative, did not seem to have a purpose for the 
students except in claiming a site for the activation 
of their reproduced performance in Johannesburg. 
However, once this activation occurred, it became 
clear to the participating students and myself how 
Merensky was actually an historical figure that went 
beyond being just a name on a heritage building in 
Pretoria. Furthermore, once the students traveled the 
distance from Pretoria to Johannesburg to reproduce 
elements from their work, they freed up any restric-
tions of ownership that might occur when devising the 

original text. Instead their performance underneath 
the mining shaft generated a different kind of agency 
to ownership through improvisation. A further 
reproduction frame was introduced when the students 
were invited to perform The Merensky Project on the 
last day of the On making: Integrating approaches to 
practice-led research in art and design colloquium 
(2009) held at the University of Johannesburg, where 
this paper was originally presented. Without any 
historical reference site to hand, both the students and 
I relied on fragmentary devices to unpack both text 
and performance in alternative ways. What occurred 
in this last reproductive frame was in fact the breaking 
of the frame whereby attempts to explore not only 
dialogues of belonging but also of displacement were 
articulated through the scene-graphic choices of 
breaking the visual frame so that the presentation in 
performance became fluid, scene-graphic and filmic.

An example of a reflexive moment of transmission 
occurred in Passages through the meeting of the 
performers from each of the different projects as they 
were performing. This meeting, originally instigated 
by the transmission of reproduction, articulated 
thoughts about alternate narratives interconnecting 
and then doubling – reflections in time and space 
that activated a heightened dramatic moment for 
both performers and spectators. It became a reflex-
ive device, not only through the doubling effect of 

Fig. 5. The Uitvalgrond in The 
Merensky Project. 2009.  
Photograph by Wendel Fernandes. 
Courtesy of Wendel Fernandes. 

Fig. 6. Wandering from place to place: 
performer and audience. The Merensky 

Project. 2009. Photograph by Wendel 
Fernandes. Courtesy of Wendel 

Fernandes. 
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two performance frames reflecting each other, but 
by raising the critical question about what occurs 
in devising performance practice when multiple 
narratives interconnect and reflect each other. This 
moment is well expressed in the photograph below 
in Figure 7, which captured this specific moment that 
provided a conduit of strong dramatic dimensions.

As part of the redemptive exercise I asked the students 
of The Merensky Project to email me their thoughts and 
ideas, sometimes after rehearsals or performances. 
These narratives as reflections of their practice and my 
own, once revisited, provided transmissions towards 
rescuing the experience of practice as the recipro-
cators of the research emerged. The reciprocators 
are usually the subject or the participant’s voices 
that, when reproduced, reciprocate and translate 
the research by providing points of entry in order 
to understand the researcher’s voice as a reflexive 
one and the value of the research itself is redeemed 
(see Steier 1991:175-177). An example of this kind of 
redemption is apparent in the last letter emailed to me 
by Ndilula (2009/09/10), who as student performed in 
The Merensky Project:

The project’s construction was what really made this 
project magical for me, as characters we had our own 
narratives, and together we showed another narrative 
whilst never exposing either of the narratives fully to 
the audience, this left the audience confused and some 
left feeling cheated and not having understood the show 
[sic], whilst others saw glimpses of these narratives and 
set to work [sic], constructing their own narrative. That 
was for me the real magic of the Merensky Project, each 
audience member literally saw an individual perfor-
mance that they themselves constructed and which they 
had to decipher and comprehend. Many readings could 
be made into the performance of this project but as far 
as I’m concerned, this was not a project about the plight 
of refugees or the consequence of colonialism or the 
brutality of man or the or the, or the ... [sic] It contained 
and was created with many of these referential elements 
in mind and strove to expose many of the injustices 
of self-unknowing people in an unknown space, but 
ultimately the Merensky Project [sic] was about two 
women, a man, an uitvalgrond.

Ndilula’s reflection serves as a particular kind of 
research documentation: it is reciprocal, subjective 

and yet separate from the subjective position of the 
researcher. It is a document that suggests how reciproc-
ity made between researcher and participant might 
provide a channel for the researcher to reflect upon 
the projects made, assisted by an alternate point of 
view. Other kinds of documents presented are the 
digital images that are used as illustrative figures in 
this paper. A third kind which is not apparent here is 
the reliance upon journals notes written up during 
the research projects. An analysis of the value as well 
as problems of these various kinds of documentation 
produced in research does demand further attention, 
but this demand cannot be met in the space of this 
paper. 

In conclusion, what is significant is the amount of 
distance experienced as it comparatively occurred in 
creating these two performance projects apart, and to 
reproduce them again under very different geographi-
cal circumstances. This meant journeying the distance 
to understand, develop and sustain the knowledge 
produced from the experience gained in practice-led 
research. Research is about a journey that is about 
returning to the search. This is why in my research, 
themes, ideas and questions are replicated and revised 
in re-representational forms as an alternate to their 
initial specific concerns, not only as an excuse to 
showcase performance projects, but also to provide 
further research questions about one’s practice so as 
to redeem one’s research. Hopefully the replication 
of research itself accommodates the determination 
of reproduction as a reflexive means towards the 
redemption of research and its practice. 

Fig. 7. A reflexive moment is made 
in the intersection between the two 

projects. Passages. 2009. Photograph 
by Wendel Fernandes. Courtesy of 

Wendel Fernandes.
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endnotes

i. Case-study methodology is not the only methodology that purports to be a process of making. Other modes of 
methodologies that I have identified in my research include cartography (as in making observational maps) engagement 
with research narratives, auto-ethnographic fieldwork as performance and analysis of the self in relation to others. 
However the primary methodology in my research that of a case-study. This methodology appears to be the most effective 
in translating the research as an operation of production while simultaneously styling the research outcomes within the 
mechanics of reflexivity. Case-study methodology may appear to be clinical in its form but its frame assists in providing 
quantitative parameters to otherwise experiential and personal research praxis.

ii. This is a mirror exercise where participants look at each other as a group reflected in a large mirror. They would 
concentrate in silence observing each other, making mental notes of each other’s appearance and observing any 
differences between looking in the mirror and not. The intention is to develop the idea of reflexivity through stepping into 
alternative spaces that might provide a sense of safety in order to tell personal stories to others. In this dynamic state, 
apparent narratives appear strange and back to front. Bolton (2001:30-33) describes how this model has no “comfortable 
beginning, middle and end to the process” and has three foundations: “certain uncertainty, serious playfulness and 
unquestioning questioning”. 

iii. This image can be compared to sitting between two mirrors. It can be extended using the framing device of the mise-en-
abyme, originating from a “French expression used in heraldry to describe a small shield within a large shield” as 
articulated by Diane Elam (1994) to pluralise the relationship between object and subject as “fluid and changeable”(Elam 
cited in Gorton 1999).

iv. Explicitness in this context does not suggest that it is alone sufficient. If severe errors of reasoning are present and the 
research product lacks validity/credibility, then it is irrelevant how explicit/thorough the reporting is. Nonetheless 
attempts to make the translation of the research thorough suggest a translatability that is explicit in being transparent.

v. A heritage trope in this context is usually a sculptural object that metaphorically resonates with historical associations.


