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Theories and Methods of Artists Performing Fieldwork

To this day, the Cartesian splitting of mind and body, of rational science 
and sensuous forms of knowledge, persists in social science. Privileging 
rigorously controlled observation, rationalists ask, What truth might there 
be in dancing? How does a walk to a lagoon offer empirical insight? Of 
course, researchers have no way of directly witnessing, and thus positively 
interpreting, the events being referenced in this book. Time has forever 
severed us from when enslaved West Africans arrived in the mills of Cen-
tral Cuba and came to be known as the Arará. The stories, though, survive. 
Often, these stories are told in vivid detail, through the senses of the mo-
ment as experienced by a storyteller who does not just recount events but 
performs the moment.
 For example, stories, accompanied by photographs or other artifacts, 
sometimes sent an interlocutor into trance, as was the case with Clarisa 
Emilia García, the wife of Perico resident Orlando Francisco Quijano Tor-
toló.1 Other times, as was common with Hilda Zulueta, stories involved 
song and dance. At a more structural level, the telling was itself an oratory 
performance, full of the sensuous embodiments that remain elusive to ra-
tionalist research agendas.
 In order to open up possibilities of other ways of knowing—the imagina-
tive, the sensuous, the aesthetic—we rely on particular performances of writ-
ing (true fiction and choreographed narrative). This chapter presupposes that 
writing is both a method of research and a method of performance.

Performance

Following Marion (personal conversation 2016) who cites Schechner (2011), 
it is possible to analyze “something” that is a formal performance (such as 
a dance concert). However, it is also possible to analyze everyday cultural 
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enactments (for example, feeding a deity) as performance. By recognizing 
cultural enactments as performance, we argue for the shift from seeing 
and analyzing disembodied subjects to seeing and analyzing the processes 
that give meaning to everyday life. These processes take place as sensuous 
embodied events that are understood in and through the senses rather than 
through a static rationalism that analyzes a subject’s meaning.
 We could not avoid being actors in the performance even as we sus-
tained analytical distance. The struggle resembles the one faced by van de 
Port during the initial stages of his research in Candomblé. He found him-
self incapable of transcribing the “sensation” of “being in Brazil.” The music 
thumped in the sizzling air. Ecstatic undercurrents charged from body to 
body during ceremony. What did these sensations have to do with science? 
How could they answer something as banal as a “research question” when 
the wind stirred aesthetic electricity?
 Van de Port soon realized the inextricable relationship between the 
senses and knowledge, a sensuous scholarship (Stoller 1997). He reminded 
himself to “insist on the thought that this is what it is all about” (empha-
sis ours). The “it”: encounters that evade language as “the revelations that 
come to you, engulf you, unsolicited, unpredictable, as an immediate, full 
embodied knowing” (van de Port 2011, 11–12).
 The archiving of cultural memory in embodied performance is a simul-
taneous act of remembrance and creation. Memory becomes a dialogical 
conversation open to continual invention and imagination. Memories per-
formed as stories are a strategic way of enduring and remaining relevant. 
Ritual can be thought of as a story routinely performed, whether through 
narrative, dance, music, or gesture. Each ritual presents some unique aspect 
that simultaneously preserves history and extends its meaning to meet con-
temporary needs (Gee 1992; Mullen 1994; Richardson 1990).
 Phelan (1993) warns that because performance lives only in the moment 
of itself, experiences like oral history narratives, ritual dances at ceremony, 
even staged recordings of music cannot be directly documented in non-
performative ways. Doing so would constitute an “economy of reproduc-
tion [that] betrays and lessens the promise of its own ontology” (146). In 
order to perform in ways that do “resignify” important meanings, we turn 
to Butler (1997), who reminds us that “we do things with language, produce 
effects with language, and we do things to language, but language is also 
the thing that we do” (8). In specific terms, storytelling creates particu-
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lar effects like archiving cultural memory or recognizing a social identity. 
Elders act with stories, and stories become acts on others in what Fabian 
(1990) calls “sociality,” which is “the result of a multitude of actors working 
together to give form to experiences, ideas, feelings, projects” (13). Through 
sociality, knowledge emerges not as information to be collected, but as a 
performance shaped by increasingly complex social interactions, such as 
fieldwork, art-making, and writing.

True Fiction

The writing of ethnographic stories in this book is deeply informed by Clif-
ford and Marcus’s (1986) description of “ethnography as art” (6). In many 
ways, the work of an ethnographer is to interpret a culture. Bound by lan-
guage, researchers must perform acts of interpretation by relying on “useful 
cultural artifacts,” such as local discourses, aesthetics, material objects, etc. 
Clifford and Marcus (1986) remind us that “literary processes—metaphor, 
figuration, narrative—affect the ways cultural phenomena are registered, 
from the first jotted “observations,” to the completed book, to the ways 
these configurations “make sense” in determined acts of reading” (4). The 
result is what Clifford respectfully calls “true fiction” (6), which directly 
relates to how I (Torres) use the term. It references storytelling that is nei-
ther completely factual nor completely invented. Nonfiction and fiction, in 
this case, interact with each other in a dialectical manner so that meaning 
depends on both (Torres 2016, 113).
 Patricia Leavy (2013) is among the scholars who challenge the clear di-
vide between fiction and nonfiction. Her book Fiction as Research Practice: 
Short Stories, Novellas, and Novels calls for researchers to think of fiction as 
a means of inquiry in that it “grants us an imaginary entry into what is oth-
erwise inaccessible” (20). The stories told in this book encourage readers 
to “imaginatively put ourselves in the shoes of others [so] that we are able 
to develop compassion and empathy” (28). Stories, regardless of their clas-
sification as fiction or nonfiction, involve readers by drawing on emotional 
power.
 “True” or “untrue,” stories build connections between audiences and au-
thors, researchers and interlocutors, always with the goal Ricoeur (2007) 
had in mind: “To say that you think as I do, that, like me, you experience 
pleasure and pain, is to be able to imagine what I would think and experi-
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ence if I were in your place” (180). This kind of knowledge is profoundly 
personalized. It focuses on the researcher as an author of experience who 
is also a character in a narrative of knowledge. Behar (1996) describes how 
intimate this process can be, defining anthropology as “loss, mourning, the 
longing for memory, the desire to enter into the world around you and hav-
ing no idea how to do it, the fear of observing too coldly or too distractedly 
or too raggedly, the rage of cowardice, the insight that is always arriving 
late, as defiant hindsight, a sense of the utter uselessness of writing anything 
and yet the burning desire to write something” (3). What researchers do is 
tell the stories of experience that are unique to a specific moment in time. 
In so doing, the writing is usually organized as a narrative that places read-
ers “close-in-contact with far-out lives” (Geertz 1988, 6). Just as the reader 
of scientific realist research experiences the distance of indifferent observa-
tion, readers of this book, by virtue of empathy, become a character in the 
narrative. Once readers feel an emotional connection with the characters in 
a story, they might be more open to the experiences under consideration. 
In Behar’s (1996) words, readers must see themselves “in the observer who 
is serving as their guide” (16).
 Chapters that employ true fiction will reference interviews in the end-
notes to anchor any leaps in fiction in the fieldwork data. Flanders Crosby’s 
strategy, choreographed narrative, chooses to weave literary leaps and field-
work data within the text. Her choice presents a writing approach based 
on the performance of storytelling, either through dance, ritual, or oral 
history.

Choreographed Narrative

Choreographed narrative signifies a dance of voices, from storytellers, 
musicians, artists, and scholars. The intention is to continue what Rich-
ardson (1993) felt when experimenting with poetic texts, a method that 
“displayed the deep, unchallenged constructedness of sociological truth 
claims, and a method for opening the discipline to other speakers and 
ways of speaking” (697). Writing itself, argues Elliot (2017), is performa-
tive in nature as an “embodied, sensorial experience” (33). Such writing, 
Richardson (1993) adds, can “capture the messy sensorial experience of 
life,” (25) and does not preclude “ethnographic rigor and historical accu-
racy” (28). Artistic forms confront the sensorial messiness and the many 
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simultaneous truths inherent in the fieldwork, allowing for a non-linear 
layering of stories.
 As a method, choreographed narrative arranges the oral history narra-
tives shared with us, similar to how one might choreograph a dance and 
driven by the sensation of movement. For me (Flanders Crosby), the task 
required choreographing the various versions of stories. While translating 
shared narratives into text, I first had to untangle multiple interviews and 
recast them in a way that honored the differences inherent in each telling. 
My sense of movement required staging; information paired with other in-
formation might shift understandings. In these cases, a single-story aspect 
might be moved and placed in proximity to other aspects from a different 
performance, creating a mise-en-scène that illuminates what might have 
otherwise been shadowed. For those stories that were shared by or known 
from only one or two interlocutors, other contextual factors had to be con-
sidered to understand those stories as a single performance, still staged in a 
particular frame. The purpose of choreographed narrative, ultimately, is to 
understand how stories become performances in relation to other perfor-
mances, and how believed-in truth becomes a construction of an ensemble 
with particular dynamics that emerge only when the ensemble interacts in 
new and unsuspecting ways.
 While choreographed narrative as a writing method is about the per-
formance of words and stories, it also goes a step further. My writing style 
is also driven by the sensation of movement—in particular, those that I 
prefer as a dancer and choreographer. While movements-as-expressions 
are not easily translated into language—for how can one describe the col-
ors, temperature, and flows that wash over and ebb through the body when 
dancing?—probably the best description I can find for my movement pref-
erences as a dancer is a cascading lyricism of weighted flow. Specific to my 
perceptions, choreographed narrative is a sense of floating through time 
while simultaneously feeling deeply weighted and grounded, resonant and 
full, moving seamlessly and continuously even during suspended-move-
ment phrases. When navigating the simultaneous truths and multiplicities 
into text, I work to find that cascading lyricism of shared stories. In contrast 
with Torres’s true fiction, which fills in gaps with imaginative leaps, I seek to 
fill those gaps by arranging stories in ways that do not disrupt the current 
of perceived understandings over the riverbed of the book’s text.


