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ABSTRACT – Research Laboratories: embodied research methodology in performing arts – The article dis-
cusses the concept of laboratory in performing arts by means of intersections between academic research and labora-
tory theatre. By using the term laboratory to describe bodily and scenic investigations that are conducted in the stu-
dio, a combination of artistic and academic activities are discussed in order to foster a methodology for embodied 
research in performing arts. To that end, we present examples of laboratory practice in researches based on theory 
and on Practice as Research. Finally, we indicate laboratory practice as a method that produces tacit-somatic 
knowledge and present a methodological proposal for laboratory practice in academic research. 
Keywords: Laboratory. Choreology. Practice as Research. Research Methods. Embodied Research.  
 
RÉSUMÉ – Laboratoire de Recherche: méthodologie de recherche corporalisé en arts du spectacle – L’article 
discute le concept de laboratoire dans les arts du spectacle à partir de croisements entre la recherche académique et le 
théâtre laboratoire. En utilisant le terme laboratoire, pour décrire les investigations corporelles et scéniques qui ont lieu 
dans l’atelier, on discute la combinaison d’activités artistiques et académiques pour fomenter une méthodologie de 
recherche incarnée dans les arts scéniques. Pour cela, des exemples de laboratoires de recherches théoriques et 
pratiques sont articulés. En conclusion, on souligne le laboratoire comme une méthode qui génère une connaissance 
tacite-somatique et on présente une proposition méthodologique pour réaliser des pratiques de laboratoire dans la 
recherche académique. 
Mots-clés: Laboratoire. Chorégraphie. Pratique-comme-Recherche. Méthodes de recherche. Recherche 
Incorporée. 
 
RESUMO – Laboratório de Pesquisa: metodologia de pesquisa corporalizada em artes cênicas – O artigo 
discute o conceito de laboratório nas artes da cena a partir de cruzamentos entre a pesquisa acadêmica e o teatro labo-
ratório. Ao usar o termo laboratório, para descrever investigações corporais e cênicas que acontecem no estúdio, é 
discutida a combinação de atividades artísticas e acadêmicas para fomentar uma metodologia de pesquisa corporali-
zada nas artes cênicas. Para tal, são articulados exemplos de laboratórios em pesquisas de cunho teórico e práticas-
como-pesquisa. Conclui-se apontando o laboratório como um método que gera um conhecimento tácito-somático 
e apresentando uma proposta metodológica para realização de práticas laboratoriais em pesquisa acadêmica. 
Palavras-chave: Laboratório. Coreologia. Prática-como-Pesquisa. Métodos de Pesquisa. Pesquisa Corporali-
zada. 
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Introduction 

Laboratory practice is widely referenced and employed as a research 
method in the performing arts. With no precise definition as a method, it is 
above all an activity and a fertile ground for experimentation, where prac-
tices are used to research something unknown or test out ideas. Nonethe-
less, it remains a space for practice, where the researcher needs to be crea-
tive, daring and interested in that which will be examined and/or learned. 

Traditionally, academic research implies discussions about method. 
Gilson Volpato (2013) explains that the production of scientific knowledge 
depends on a set of regulations for evaluation and normalization that are re-
vised and updated following the paradigms introduced by researchers 
throughout the years (over centuries). When the arts were introduced into 
academia, they became equally committed to thinking means and ways of 
producing knowledge in their field. In this sense, the laboratory provided a 
platform for artistic research in academia. Spatz (2015) notes that, in order 
for laboratory research to be validated in a knowledge production context 
(both scientific and artistic) and as an epistemic practice, it is also necessary 
to point out the rules to systematise and evaluate that which is being tested. 
Then, thinking of laboratory practice as a research methodology in the arts 
implies a number of considerations about its use as a rigorous research 
method. 

But what exactly is a laboratory and how to use it as a research practice 
in the field of performing arts? Neither trying to exhaust the definition nor 
covering its epistemological details, I suggest a look into the broad meaning 
of the term, moving through thoughts and theories that present the labora-
tory as an investigative practice and a research space-place in arts, more spe-
cifically, in the domain of performing arts, to then discuss its use as a meth-
odology of embodied research and finally propose a systematisation for its 
use as a method. To that end, I seek to explore how laboratory practices 
emerged in the theatrical discourse and making of the twentieth century, es-
tablishing a mode of production of artistic knowledge. Next, I present ex-
amples from different projects and contexts in which laboratory practice 
was established as an embodied method of artistic research.  
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Due to this article’s methodological focus, instead of delving into the 
theoretical discussion on each project illustrated, I will detail how and why 
laboratories were implemented and how they supported different projects. 
Such examples may provide tools for designing and systematizing laborato-
ries so they can be recognised as a research methodology in performing arts. 

Laboratories 

According to the Michaelis dictionary, a laboratory is:  

1. Place or special room for work, experimentation and scientific investiga-
tions, equipped with specific apparatus for research and experiments; 2. FIG 
Situation or favourable environment to observe and experiment something;. 
3 TEAT Practical and experimental exercises of creativity where actors or 
theatre students create characters and situations and develop emotions, pre-
paring for the role or character to be played; workshop; 4. Place where these 
exercises are done (Laboratório, 2015, electronic document). 

The Oxford dictionary (Laboratory, 2019) explains that laboratory 
originates from laboratorium, from the Latin term laborare, which means 
work or activity to be performed. Therefore, the term can be associated 
both to the situation and the place for conducting experiments as well as to 
the practice that takes place in this space. So, what exactly is this special 
workspace and the creative experiments that take place therein? This ques-
tion is the starting point for discussions regarding the use of the term labor-

atory in academic research, artistic practice and arts pedagogy. In fact, the 
term laboratory has already been widely used in researches that seek an ex-
clusive space to develop experiments. The use of laboratories as territories of 
experience and embodiment in performing arts research is significant, and 
the recurrence of the term in Brazilian publications is notorious. For exam-
ple, in the last ten years the term appeared in seventy articles published in 
proceedings of national conferences of the Brazilian Association for Re-
search in Performing Arts (ABRACE)1. The word laboratory is also recur-
rent in research groups in Brazil, being used to describe a space for creation 
and experimentation, research and teaching in performing arts. Moreover, 
it has been widely used to label the epistemological field of research groups2. 
Even with the wide recurrence of the term, it is likely that its use as a meth-
od is more frequent than it seems. Despite its use as a method in several in-
vestigations, it is not always considered as such. In this context, little is dis-
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cussed about the laboratory as a method itself and the rigor or systematiza-
tion needed to have it as a research platform in academia. 

The use of the term in performing arts is far from being unique. Ben 
Spatz (2020) explains that “[...] the concept of the laboratory has a long his-
tory in theatre and performance [...] to which a laboratory ‘is a particular 
space of action’” (Spatz, 2020, p. 24). The Laboratory as a space of experi-
mentation is described by Bya Braga (2013, p. 76) as synonymous to “Re-
search Theatres”, “Studio Theatres”, “Theatrical Laboratories”, and “Theat-
rical Workshops”. Based on this space dedicated to investigative action, 
theatre makers (directors, actors and actresses, dramaturges, etc.) have been 
drawing on the term to support their exploration into theatre making since 
the early 20th century. 

Theatrical laboratories (or theatre laboratories) are powerful arenas 
where performative practice can be associated with an experimental investi-
gative field. Spatz (2015) explains that the theatre laboratory emerges as an 
indicator of how theatre and dance have appropriated the recognised scien-
tific term. Interestingly, these researches that involve laboratories are far 
from being associated with the objectivity and productivity of scientism. In 
these circumstances, the actors, dancers or researchers in performing arts 
can be seen as “[...] a kind of wizard” (Temekini in Boisson, 2013, p. 117). 
That is because, as Risum (2004) explains, laboratory theatres arose from 
the need of creating a space to conduct experimentations, challenge conven-
tions and corporal capacities, where the researcher launches himself or her-
self into the unknown in search of what the body, the voice, the actions and 
the staging can do, in varied and sometimes unusual ways. 

In the theatrical context, the laboratory has been seen as an “[...] inde-
pendent, continuous and systematic experimental work with the means of 
expression of the actor, uninterrupted by the normal time limit and result” 
(Risum, 2004, p. 15). Schino (2009) points out that the laboratory theatres 
go beyond the rehearsal for a performance, being a space to dive into the 
maze of the creative process, proposing the recognition of the complexity of 
the creative paths involved in the theatrical creation. The plunge into a cre-
ative process or research indicates the need for a space and time reserved for 
such, “[...] a special space and a given time, devoted to sustained hard work 
on and reflection regarding performing and theatrical tasks” (Chemi, 2018, 
p. 2), whether they are corporal, scenic and/or theatrical. In addition, Schi-
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no (2009) explains that, in theatre, practice laboratories were a relevant 
modernization in the artistic developments of the twentieth century, be-
longing to a history of advancements in the performing arts. As a particular 
way of making theatre, they were disseminated by artists and groups around 
the world and throughout history, remaining as an updated practice of re-
search and experimentation. 

The laboratory dimension of theatrical practices suggests a dynamic 
understanding that goes beyond research being conducted in the artists’ 
studios. It involves pure research experiments that are not directly “[...] 
aimed at creating performances” (Schino, 2009, p. 08). In this sense, the 
term becomes established as an opposition to performance practice3. The 
author explains that: 

Theatre laboratories are undoubtedly not a genre or a uniform category. 
They may include theatres that focus on political struggles or social issues; 
others intent on researching the actor’s art; still others seeking primarily in-
ner values or different forms of artistic creation (Schino, 2009, p. 07). 

The exploratory activity that is carried out in the artist’s studio, with-
out a direct connection with a specific production, nevertheless related to a 
creative, maze-like and non-linear exploration (that mostly results in a per-
formance), comes close to what artists have been calling laboratory practic-
es, as suggested by Eugênio Barba (2019). Some examples of laboratory 
practices – of “pure research” (Barba, 2019, p. 8) – in the studio can be 
seen in the works of Brazilian scholars, artists and pedagogues Mônica Ri-
beiro (2012), who researches multisensory devices for authorial dance crea-
tion; Ciane Fernandes (2013), who investigates ways of performing aca-
demic writing and performative interventions through embodied experi-
mentation; Bya Braga (2013), who experiments with actor training and cre-
ation techniques in contemporary acting; and Márcia Strazzacappa (2014), 
who uses the laboratory as a space of poetic immersions for the training of 
artists-educators. 

Indeed, in performing arts practice and research, studio or laboratory 
activity has been synonymous with experimentation (Braga, 2013; Strazza-
cappa, 2014), theatrical practice (Barba, 2019; Risum, 2004), and work 
that involves research (Fernandes, 2014; Kolaniewicz; Osinski, 2004). 
However, these spaces-time that are reserved for experimentation are – per-
haps fundamentally – part of individual or group artistic expression. 
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In addition to being labelled as a specific artistic expression, “[...] thea-
tre laboratory implies instrumentality [...]” (Chemi, 2018, p. 216). Moreo-
ver, Marília Donoso (2010) reminds us that, in theatre’s 20th century histo-
ry, performer training was directly associated with the emergence of embod-
ied and theatrical laboratories as well as artist’s studio research. Spatz (2015) 
explains that training and experiments (in laboratory) with the body and 
what can be achieved with it (through different techniques and skills) can 
be seen as a type of embodied research. That is because, when the perform-
ing artist is in the studio performing his or her research, the body becomes a 
primary element and platform for research. The association between labora-
tories and embodied research will be our focus from now on. 

Embodied Research 

In the last decade, the body as a medium or substance of research has 
been the focus of several social (Thanem; Knights, 2019), somatic and em-
bodied studies (Fernandes, 2015a; Sebiane Serrano, 2013; Bacon; Midge-
low, 2014; Spatz, 2017). Embodied research4 and the growing interest in 
the body have become increasingly popular in social sciences, humanities 
and the arts, qualifying what Torkild Thanem and David Knights (2019, p. 
01) conceptualise as the “[...] embodied turn”. In the arts, advances in em-
bodied and somatic methodologies have enabled developments in extraor-
dinary and non-Cartesian directions, where the body begins to be recog-
nised as a producer of knowledge (see, for example, Cunha; Pizarro; Vel-
lozo, 2019; Fernandes, 2015a; Strazzacappa, 2012). Not only as an object 
of investigation, the body is recognised and validated as a medium in which 
thoughts and processes occur, becoming the place where and through 
which research is carried out. This means that everything that is part of a 
person’s corporeality (inherited and acquired characteristics) is considered 
as an element that fosters and determines research5. Thanem and Knights 
(2019) explain that, when assuming the body as subject and object of re-
search, it is imperative to question its practice in three levels: in the onto-
logical level, inquiring about what is the body in this research; in the epis-
temological level, questioning what can be learned through it; and, finally, 
in the methodological level, questioning as to what kinds of methods, tools 
and techniques are activated by it (embodied knowledge) or used to investi-
gate it. 
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Considering the third question about the tools for the body to become 
subject and also object of research (without excluding the ontological and 
epistemological perspectives that accompany them), we reinforce the par-
ticular interest in the tacit knowledge that is intrinsic to the body. The term 
tacit knowledge or knowing was introduced by Michael Polanyi in 1958 in 
his book Personal Knowledge (Polanyi, 2015), in which he discusses the in-
telligence of bodily practices and techniques developed and acquired to per-
form certain activities, such as riding a bicycle, playing the piano, knitting, 
dancing hip-hop, etc. Advocating against the universality of objective 
knowledge paradigm, tacit knowledge is subjective and a qualitative experi-
ence apprehended and developed through the body and its agency. Tacit 
knowledge has been associated with embodied knowing by a range of re-
searchers (see Adloff; Gerund; Kaldewey, 2015) who, in addition to the 
term’s subjective content, also include intuitive and cultural cognition as 
well as pre-reflexive decision-making. All these factors determine the way in 
which bodies coexist and operate in space-time. 

Based on the notion that the body has a certain amount of tacit 
knowledge, I inquire, together with Spatz (2015, p. 1) “[...] what a body 
can do”, considering bodily techniques and decision-making processes 
(knowledge coming from and acquired through practice) as tacit and em-
bodied wisdom, or epistemic. From this standpoint, actors and dancer’s 
training practices added to embodied research related to such training are 
seen as epistemic activities that carry and promote knowledge. The 
knowledge that comes from bodily practices is part of the practice turn, an 
academic-philosophical research movement that praises corporal activities 
and their epistemological power. What would it be, then, the space where 
corporal thinking or epistemology is employed for questionings that are 
typical of academic research? The laboratory could be an answer. 

Ciane Fernandes (2014; 2020) has been working with laboratories as a 
method by combining academic research with Somatics, Laban Movement 
Analysis (LMA) and dance-theatre. In a pedagogical laboratory context (as-
sociated with a postgraduate course called Performance Laboratory), Fer-
nandes created an approach called Somatic-Performative Research, whose 
twenty founding principles were inspired by Rudolf Laban’s Art of Move-
ment. She guides the student-researchers to mobilise or dance their research 
based on propositions and questions that she asks during the sessions. Thus, 
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the Somatic-Performative Research approach has become a methodology, 
not only for Fernandes, but also for several researchers who come into con-
tact with her proposals.  

Similarly to Fernandes, in my laboratory practices I have been employ-
ing Art of Movement as an essential feature and tacit knowledge. However, 
instead of LMA, I depart from the Choreological Studies and their five cat-
egories – Body, Space, Dynamics, Actions, and Relationship6. These have 
an epistemic role or a corporeal wisdom that determines the embodied re-
search method I have been investigating, as discussed below. In fact, the use 
of Laban praxis to work with embodied research proves a valuable alterna-
tive. Laban devised technical-analytical parameters to understand and work 
on what the body can do, developing the foundations of the Art of Move-
ment, a praxis that merges theory and practice in a bodily thinking that oc-
curs through movement (Laban, 1978). 

One of Laban’s concepts, which is relevant to this article, is the think-
ing in terms of movement (Laban, 1978) that initially appeared in his ca-
reer in the 1930s in his book A Life For Dance (Laban, 1975). The dance 
philosopher Maxine Sheets-Johnstone (1981) extensively elaborated on it, 
describing in detail the kind of thinking that occurs through the (dancer’s) 
body in motion. According to Laban and Sheets-Johnstone’s perspectives, 
thinking through or in terms of movement is performed by the body as it 
moves through space, combining cognitive and analytical activities with 
kinesthetic experience of performing certain dynamic and/or spatial pat-
terns. Unlike Sheets-Johnstone, who stays in the philosophical sphere, La-
ban details this kind of thinking through proposals that aim at investigating 
the body in motion in space-time. According to Vera Maletic (1987), it was 
through the observation of people and nature, in conjunction with bodily 
experiments, that Laban developed this and several other concepts that were 
exhaustively investigated in a laboratory environment by him and his pu-
pils. His formulations provide a somatic corporeal knowledge that needs to 
be bodied or embodied in order to be apprehended/comprehended7. 

Inspired by Laban’s praxis and his proposal of thinking that transpires 
through movement, I have been working in laboratory with Choreological 
tacit knowledge8 as a means of developing a “moving analysis” (Fernandes, 
2014, p. 85) in academic settings. In order to discuss these practices and il-
lustrate ways of using the laboratory practice as an embodied research 
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methodology, I present examples of two research projects in which the stu-
dio laboratory was used as a method for study and a platform for develop-
ing tacit knowledge. Combining these experiences and the works of Fer-
nandes (2014), Prette and Braga (2020), Bacon and Midgelow (2014), and 
Spatz (2020), I propose (at the end of the article) a framework to imple-
ment research laboratories in which expressive movement becomes a pro-
ducer of tacit and embodied knowledge. 

Individual Laboratory Experience: embodiment of questions 

As part of a historiographical (theoretical) study, I held laboratories in 
the studio to explore research questions through the body and to embody 
the research through expressive movement (see Scialom, 2017). The use of 
questions to mobilise the researcher has been widely investigated by Ciane 
Fernandes (2013). Following the author’s practice of devising questions to 
set the research in motion, I selected some of the questions I had been de-
vising in my studies and went to the studio to answer them with the body. 

Eight sessions were held – each one with duration of two hours – 
weekly during two months in a dance studio at the Theatre School of the 
Federal University of Bahia, Brazil. Following the method of Fernandes 
(2013) for documenting laboratories, all sessions were filmed with a still 
camera (fixed on a tripod) to facilitate the analysis of the recordings. Dur-
ing these sessions, there was no musical accompaniment or atmosphere. I 
also used a notebook for taking notes, which were taken immediately after 
the explorations. According to Robin Nelson (2013), this documentation 
shows and makes explicit the tacit knowledge produced in the practices (as 
research). Similarly, the choreological analysis9 of this material supported 
the discussion that follows, illustrating the epistemological contribution of 
the laboratories to the research, which surpasses a mere description of the 
movements. When recognising the body’s experience as an epistemological 
contribution to the research, the discussion held in this article expresses the 
somatic tacit knowledge produced in the experiments, going beyond a sim-
ple description of the exercises. 

In each laboratory session, I investigated a unique question. For exam-
ple, aiming to explore, through bodily motion (embodying), the possible 
paths of research, including the problems, the solutions, the enquiries, and 
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what had already been established, I propounded the following question to 
the lab: What are the possible directions I can take in the research path? I de-
veloped this theme to investigate different kinds of focus and directions (in-
cluding their opposites) for research. I also experimented with the possibili-
ties of making changes and ways of doing them. 

As I started to move with the investigation’s objectives in mind, I be-
gan to collect information (sensations) that my body in motion was giving 
me, recognising and mapping the available area and space around (as a met-
aphor of the space where my research is happening)10. As I moved, attempt-
ing to experiment the three-dimensionality of the body (in dimensions, di-
agonals and planes), I started to perform counter-movements that inter-
rupted my free flow with sudden changes of focus and direction. I was sur-
prised by the new routes my body began to follow. To avoid creating hab-
its, I started to increase the speed of the changes of focus. This enabled de-
constructing and instantaneously reconstructing the paths that had been 
traced – in an opposing flow to that which my mind and body were already 
used to11. The result was a retraction and contraction, followed by even 
faster changes of focus. The more I tried to expand, the more I ended up 
condensing, as seen in Figure 1. 

The analysis of the video showed that the intention of multidirectional 
expansion led to a contrary movement of contraction and travelling back-
wards. When transposing such situation to the research actions, I realized 
that if I tried to include and add too many possibilities (directions), instead 
of helping me to progress (move forward), I would end up moving back-
wards and hindering my progress. 

Returning to the investigation, to escape from the pattern described 
above, I decided to expand in a sudden motion. I tried not to allow myself 
to retract again, but after a few minutes in maximum body expansion (oc-
cupying the whole edge of the kinesphere12) my body already exhausted be-
gan to condense in an indirect, strong and controlled motion. Then, I once 
again embodied the explosive quality (sudden expansion), performing, re-
peatedly, accelerated, centripetal and direct movements (in an attempt to 
avoid the contraction). In my journal, I called this quality limbs escaping the 

body (sudden movements from the centre to the periphery), as if the arms 
and legs were breaking free, yet being immediately controlled back to the 
medial line of the body. The improvisation ended with a walk, enabling me 
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to explore the space of the studio once again. However, neither the space 
nor my body were the same as they were in the beginning of the improvisa-
tion. Both space and body presented an extra dimension: that of experience, 
which transforms emptiness into lived experience, bringing back memories 
of that which was experimented. 

When analysing the video-recordings, I associated the variations in 
spatial directions (different focus) that occurred during the improvisations 
with the analysis of the data collected from the oral history interviews I had 
conducted in the genealogy of Rudolf Laban’s legacy in Brazil (Scialom, 
2017). By collecting new data (conducting interviews), other possibilities 
for analysis emerged, providing both changes of focus and direction to my 
enquiry. By transferring somatic tacit knowledge from the laboratory to the 
actions of the research, the dimension of the experience of the individuals I 
had interviewed for the research became the core of my analysis. 

 
Figure 1 – Images from the laboratory: movement in maximum expansion and beginning to condense.  

Source: Author’s personal archive. 

In another laboratory session, I investigated the question: path or re-

search objective? For such exploration, I held a session in the studio involv-
ing the internal-external connections and the free flow between inside (im-
pulse and sensation) and outside (forms and shapes performed by the 
body13), operating sequentially. The movement started in one part of the 
body and was conveyed like a wave until it reached the extremity and was 
projected outwards. With a variety of origins and exit points (projections), I 
started to undulate the body moving on the floor like a worm, see Figure 2. 
I slowly projected myself forward and outwards without anxiety with a sen-
sation of continuous and infinite progression. I surrendered to the slow 
speed imposed by the movement of small impulses sequenced by the body. 
Following this movement pattern, instead of focusing on the point of arri-
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val, I projected myself through space maintaining a constant speed, calmly 
experiencing the route (or progress). When analysing the video recording, I 
realised that the path was not pre-determined by a (mental) thought, but 
emerged from the event itself. Hence, it was not possible to foresee where I 
was going. I was simply going. In my journal I wrote:  

The writing that comes from within – removes – heart. The heart that directs it-
self inward. Outwards. The heart that drives. In. Out. Relaxation. The hand that 
caresses the ground. Withdraws. Pulses. Right foot that leaves the ground, returns 
slowly. Impulses. Heart, hand that caresses the floor (Annotations from the au-
thor’s laboratory journal, 2008). 

When linking the movement patterns to the journal entries, I was able 
to see the difference between turning my attention to the path and, con-
versely, aiming for a conceptual objective without considering the process 
of achieving it. When the focus is on the journey rather than on a precon-
ceived idea to be achieved (as with a predetermined research hypothesis), it 
is possible to notice the details of the process and what might emerge from 
it – potential trajectories. Attention to the route connected me to various 
affects, feeding me sensitive information about the chosen path. While 
transposing the understanding produced in the laboratory to the research, I 
began to direct my attention to each action (of research) being performed. 
Thus, my path was being modified without prior planning and led me to 
achieve distinctive results from the objectives initially proposed on the re-
search project. This was a process of recognising, aligned with Fernandes 
(2013), that dance, the body and its vital efforts or the somatic tacit 
knowledge produced in the laboratory have the potential to co-move the re-
search. For example, initially my aim was to map Brazilian artists who 
worked with Laban’s praxis. However, the practice of the research and its 
changing course transformed the interviews (initially carried out to com-
pose an oral history) into a genealogy (in the sense elaborated by Foucault) 
of Laban’s praxis in Brazil. In this sense, the persons interviewed nourished 
a living and dynamic genealogical tree in constant mutation. 

In this investigation, the laboratories became a way of embodying the 
research thinking and its actions, even though it did not include practice as 
part of its initial methodology (it was not a practice as research project). 
Going beyond what Thanem and Knights (2019) propose as an embodied 
analysis of interview data (which does not involve the researcher’s move-
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ment), the laboratories, along with my tacit (choreological) knowledge, 
showed a method of embodying historiographical research and of practicing 
somatic writing that comes from the body in motion (as suggested by Fer-
nandes, 2013)14.  

 
Figure 2 – Images of the laboratory: movement sequencing on the floor.  

Source: Author’s personal archive. 

Laboratories to Investigate Affective Thinking 

 The affective thinking research laboratories were conducted in a se-
ries of nine sessions held during a fellowship at Utrecht University in 2018. 
They aimed at activating a thinking that occurs through movement, explor-
ing and cataloguing the affective responses that arise when embodying par-
ticular movement patterns. This tacit knowledge was then used to develop 
the dramaturgical direction of a dance performance. 

The laboratories integrated the methodology of Practice as Research 
(Fernandes, 2014; Nelson, 2013), seeking to understand how movement 
generates affective intensities (how the performer/dancer/actor/actress is af-
fected by specific dynamics) and how this movement is choreographically 
organised in an affective dramaturgy. It should be noted that the intention 
here is to show how the laboratories were used as a method to implement 
the research proposal and not to discuss the particularities of the individual 
projects (which can be seen in Scialom, 2020).  

A total of nine sessions were held, each one lasting two hours, where I 
was alone in a studio with the filming camera and my laboratory journal. 
The warm-up consisted in free improvisation, inspired by the embodiment 
of Laban’s Effort factors polarities (see Laban, 1978) and Space Harmony 
scales. Indeed, Leslie Bishko (2005) explains that the embodiment of La-
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ban’s movement scales has the potential to facilitate experimentation with 
bodily sensations.  

The preliminary phase lasted around half an hour. Sometimes it in-
cluded a musical atmosphere (that depended on my willingness or need to 
have melodies or rhythmic accompaniments). Then, I would position the 
camera (to test the filming space) and concentrate on the research objective 
of the day (that was outlined prior to the session). The sessions’ recording 
and documentation ranged from twenty to sixty minutes. 

To begin the sessions, I first situated myself, recognising my present 
corporeality. Following the first three phases of the Creative Articulation 
Process designed by Jane Bacon and Vida Midgelow (2014) for carrying out 
dance laboratories – opening, situating and immersing –, I selected a 
movement theme and started to perform it freely (improvisation with a spe-
cific focus). For example, in the first laboratory I explored small and large 
kinespheres created by the body in motion, paying attention to the affective 
intensities generated by each body organization. When watching the video 
recording, I noticed that when my body in motion shapes a small kine-
sphere (movement of the limbs close to the medial line of the body), it gives 
the impression of intimacy, selfishness, and introspection, as seen in Figure 
3. On the contrary, when the limbs try to reach far from the medial line of 
the body, creating a large kinesphere, the impression is of extroversion, es-
tablishing a kinesthetic connection between the dancer and the one watch-
ing the movement15. In the laboratory journal, I wrote about the sensations 
of such moving: 

I began to feel that affects were emerging from those movements. I can’t name 
them and I can’t understand what they were. I can’t rationalise it. It is something 
that came from inside, nameless and was awakened by the movement. The exter-
nalisation made me feel somehow complete, because internal and external were 
connected. I feel what I move. I move-feel (Notes from the author’s laboratory 
journal, 2018). 

I learned that by changing the type of movement I was making, the 
intensities I felt also changed. This means that the affects were consciously 
experienced through the selection of the types of movements performed. 
This means that it was possible to manipulate them through the choice of 
certain movement patterns. The possibility of choreographing using these 
sensations and not pre-conceived forms or ideas about dance or a choreo-
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graphic theme became the goal of the research, and emerged after the labor-
atory practices had begun. This experience shows how the tacit knowledge 
that emerged from the affective correspondence of certain movement quali-
ties and that were activated and advanced in the laboratory interfered with 
the course of the research. 

The disclosure of the paths and objectives of a research through its 
own practice is a procedure that belongs to the Practice as Research para-
digm. According to Fernandes (2015a, p. 26), in this paradigm “[...] prac-
tice is, in itself, the research method, its main axis, and means of organiza-
tion.” This means that, in Practice as Research, tacit knowledge becomes es-
sential to outline the development of research, beyond its problem or hy-
pothesis. 

 

 
Figure 3 – Images from the laboratory: investigating small and large kinespheres.  

Source: Author’s personal archive. 

In the following laboratory, I added another layer to the investigation. 
The aim was to look at movement affinities or their “choreological order” 
(Preston-Dunlop; Sanchez-Colberg, 2010, p. 64)16 related to motion that 
occupies larger and smaller kinespheres. For example, I noticed that when 
moving with the limbs closer to the centre of the body (medial line) materi-
alising a small kinesphere, movement naturally accelerates (increase speed). 
I also inferred that when I reach out with the limbs in their maximum am-
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plitude tracing peripheral paths and increasing the size of the kinesphere, 
the speed of the movement decreases17. Laban (1978) had already described 
this choreological order: when retracting a limb towards the centre of the 
body, the movement becomes faster; while the opposite – movement of 
spreading the limbs in space – tends to be slower. By inverting the choreo-
logical order (in this case, the speed and the path), I learned that the energy 
spent to perform the task was higher, generating heat and fatigue sensations 
– especially in the accelerated motion within the large kinesphere. At the 
same time, I felt anxious because I needed to contain the flow so I would 
not lose my balance (as I could not go back to the centre to balance myself 
and perform an effort recovery). 

These laboratories were followed by others that continued to investi-
gate the affective qualities present in movement patterns (according to La-
ban’s praxis), such as: spatial intention with the use of direct or flexible 
space (space motion factor); accelerated or decelerated speeds; light or firm 
weights and the combination between them. This procedure produced a 
tacit and somatic knowledge that, according to Fernandes (2015a, p. 30), is 
in the researcher’s activity of “[...] perceiving (their self) and co-creating 
mutable and performative connections”. 

Based on these laboratories and the tacit understanding and 
knowledge created from the relation between affect and movement quali-
ties, I worked with the dramaturgy of the piece Parada Obrigatória (2019). 
In the creative process of the Vanessa França Dance Company, I guided 
choreographer Vanessa França and the nine dancers to create scenes based 
on movement qualities and patterns that produced particular affective in-
tensities, resulting in flowing qualities that showed the choreographer’s in-
tention of producing what she called compulsory stops. In this process, I 
worked with the dramaturgy of the piece from the outside of the scene, fa-
cilitating the development of choreographic situations where the dancers 
experienced different movement patterns and their intensities. This enabled 
them to experience a range of options so they could chose the most appro-
priate ones for the choreography. 

In both the (apparently) theoretical research and in the Practice as Re-
search project, the laboratories revealed an embodied practice that both 
employed and enhanced the researcher’s tacit knowledge. The investiga-
tions that were conducted in the studio became a platform for leveraging, in 
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academic research, that which we know through the body. This provides a 
particular epistemology to work from. I recognise that the research that is 
pursued through the body could also be characterised as a somatic proce-
dure. That is because, according to Fernandes (2015a, p. 25): 

[...] somatic research is grounded in extensive somatic practice, building a 
flexible conceptual and consistent apparatus, structured as a dynamic whole 
following its own methodological coherences that are related and/or applied 
to other fields. This research ceases to be an object or a merely quantitative 
scheme, so it can be, in itself, soma. 

Considering the thinking of Fernandes (2015a) and Adloff, Gerund 
and Kaldewey (2015), I understand that the knowledge used and also pro-
duced in laboratory settings would be a kind of tacit-somatic knowledge, 
based on body techniques that not only inform the research but also direct 
or even determine it. 

Basic Structure to carry out a Research Laboratory 

Inspired by the researchers mentioned throughout this article and ac-
cording to my own experiences, I present here suggestions of basic practices 
to motivate the reader in the systematization and use of the laboratory as a 
research method in performing arts. 

Theme and Preparation 

The exploration to be carried out will provide benefit if the topic of 
the laboratory is planned in advance. The reason the researcher is going to 
the laboratory should be known, even if doubt and the unknown are among 
the topics being investigated. Schedule a room or studio for a few hours for 
each session. Plan the materials you will need for the practice and its docu-
mentation – such as a camera with a charged battery, tripod, computer, 
sound system, cables, props or any other equipment. Nelson (2013) points 
out that, in Practice as Research projects, documentation is used in the re-
search discussion as evidence and/or example of processes and, therefore, 
must be carefully planned, executed, collected, and stored. 

Warm-ups that prepare for the session must be considered, aiming to 
shift the researcher from the inertia that is frequent in intellectual work, 
where much time is spent sitting, reading, and writing. The choice of tech-
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niques to be used depends on what the researcher wants to investigate and 
his or her affinity with their practice. Warming up may even be the investi-
gation itself.  

Planning and Arrangements 

The arrangements were made both before the laboratory and also after 
arriving at the studio. If the researcher is using a camera for documentation, 
it should be positioned where lighting and the shooting area have minimal 
visual interference. The researcher decides whether the warm-up should be 
documented or not. Equally important is the planning and documentation 
of the laboratory session; as Spatz (2020) explains, these are elements that 
characterise the laboratory as such. 

Investigation Stage 

The next stage is the investigation, which is conducted when the re-
searcher focuses on the theme taken to the studio and moves through it. 
The duration of this stage depends on each researcher and must be taken 
into consideration as data for analysis. Props and music may be used, but 
they should also be considered in the analysis. Some questions are relevant, 
such as: is there a time limit? How does the laboratory end and what de-
termines its end? 

In some laboratories, for example, as I begin to move I focus on the se-
lected questions or themes to be embodied. They are silently repeated in the 
mind as thought, or they may also be verbalized out loud, as often as need-
ed. At times I speak aloud so the camera can record what I am thinking or 
perceiving in that moment. This active speech resembles a dialectic action 
with myself that sometimes leads to new considerations about the investiga-
tion, made in real time. At other times, I verbalise my impressions simply to 
record them on video so they can be used during the analysis later on.  

The reason for the finalising an investigation should always be identi-
fied and considered. For example, there were times when a laboratory end-
ed because I realised that I was no longer focused on the purpose of the ex-
ploration. In other occasions I finished the investigation because I felt phys-
ically sick, which was also important data showing that my motion was 
moving me out of my usual pattern (an important fact for the research). Af-
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ter turning off the camera, I take notes in the laboratory journal to record 
the phenomenological impressions of the experience. It is important to take 
notes immediately after the practices to register the impressions that are still 
fresh as experience, as Prette and Braga (2020) suggest. 

Documentation Analysis 

The final stage involves the analysis of the materials produced in the 
laboratory and the documentation, such as video recordings and journal en-
tries. According to Prette and Braga (2020), the documentation shows de-
tails of the process and the liveliness of the research. The analysis aims at 
discussing the process using tools that translate the experience into a lan-
guage to be shared. The method for such analysis must be carefully chosen. 
Particularly, I use Laban Movement Analysis (see Fernandes, 2006). How-
ever, any other method can be tested. Finally, the researcher can return to 
his or her writing with a phenomenological point of view of having experi-
mented and reflected about his or her experience. 

Conclusion 

After introducing the concept of laboratory, presenting researchers 
who have been working with the method as a space for artistic experimenta-
tion and research methodology, as well as discussing some examples of my 
own practices, it is possible to recognise the laboratory as an investigative 
and experimental method that produces tacit knowledge and contributes to 
the development of research in performing arts. As addressed, they can be a 
way to activate and practice research in and through motion. In addition, 
they facilitate the investigation of the potential of the body in artistic crea-
tion, as Laban, Grotowski and Stanislavski, among others, envisioned in the 
beginning of the 20th century and Fernandes (2014), Braga (2013), Ribeiro 
(2012) discuss in the 21st century. Although the laboratory is grounded in 
concepts and practices developed in the last century, the systematization of 
laboratory as a research method becomes significant in the third decade of 
the 21st century. Even when considering that the arts research methodology 
“is done by doing it” (Strazzacappa, 2014, p. 101), I agree with Spatz 
(2020) that the laboratory is a space of systematic experimentation and that 
it relies on a rigorous method to support embodied research in the academ-
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ic and artistic spheres. As Prette and Braga (2020, p. 16) suggest, the rigor 
allows “[...] an effective legitimation and recognition of the arts as a field of 
knowledge.” 

As discussed throughout the article, both practice-based and performa-
tive research as well as theoretical investigations (without artistic results or 
performance – as in the first example mentioned) can benefit from embod-
ied research laboratories and the tacit-somatic epistemology that they pro-
vide. The laboratory is a means of investigating and experimenting through 
corporeality, enabling the research to come to life and breathe in the body 
of the sensitive and attuned researcher. They enable the researcher to ex-
plore the maze of the process (creative or research), to write and speak 
from/through the body that moves (instead of speaking about the body). 
Then, when we allow the research to be thought of and expressed 
from/through the body, the “[...] movement becomes the research method, 
how we learn and relate, how we discover and invent” (Fernandes, 2015b, 
p. 65). Laboratory practice in research in performing arts becomes a meth-
od that associates creativity with rigor, in an experimental and sensitive ter-
ritory, producing knowledge from the body and not about it. In the em-
bodied research laboratories, the body becomes the platform where 
knowledge is produced, sustaining a means of thinking and generating ex-
pertise, both within and outside academia. 

Notes
 

1  Available at: <https://bityli.com/sUOx1>. Accessed on: Sep 30, 2019. 
2  Some examples include the CONACR – Research Laboratory in Poetic Scenic 

Composition, Narrativity and Knowledge Construction (Federal University of 
Tocantins, UFT); the dramaturgy laboratory (University of Brasilia, UNB); 
the LAPETT – Study and Research Laboratory in Tanz Theatricalities (Uni-
versity of São Paulo, USP); the Critic Laboratory – LabCrítica (School of 
Dance of the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro, UFRJ); and the recently 
launched Acting and Practical Knowledge Laboratory (University of Campi-
nas, UNICAMP). 

3  Here, the use of the word performance is related to one of its meaning in Eng-
lish, referring to the moment of the presentation of a work onstage. 
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4  The use of the word corporalizado as a translation of the word embodiment 
was suggested by Queiroz (2012) and supported by Souza (2020). 

5  Ben Spatz (2015) supports that an embodied production of knowledge is di-
rectly related with the techniques embodied by a person. That is because the 
author holds that body techniques (such as Meyerhold’s Biomechanics, Mar-
tha Graham technique, Yoga, singing techniques, etc.) are epistemic practices 
and therefore promote the production of specialised knowledge.  

6  Choreological Studies are one of the branches of Rudolf Laban’s praxis develo-
ped by his pupil Valerie Preston-Dunlop and her collaborators in England in 
the late 20th century. See Preston-Dunlop and Sanchez-Colberg (2010). 

7  The relation between theory and practice in Laban praxis and how his Art of 
Movement involves and embodies philosophy can be seen with more details in 
Fernandes, Lacerda, Sastre e Scialom (2019). 

8  According to Valerie Preston-Dunlop, Choreology is used to define a systema-
tic study of dance – in a methodological sense (Preston-Dunlop, 1980). The 
term was initially introduced by Laban (Laban, 1966) to encompass the study 
of expressive movement in its dynamic and spatial possibilities, including its 
notation (Eukinetics, Choreutics e Kinetography, respectively). In the 1980s, 
Preston-Dunlop presented a revision of the term, having in mind the practice 
of contemporary dance. Founded on the term, she developed the Choreologi-
cal Studies or Choreological Perspective (Preston-Dunlop; Sanchez-Colberg, 
2010). 

9  Choreological analysis is a movement and scenic analysis involving movement 
principles and terminology from Valerie Preston-Dunlop’s (1980) Choreologi-
cal Studies and Rudolf Laban’s (1978) praxis. 

10  It was during the analysis of the documentation (videos) that I noticed how 
the action of mapping the space could serve as a metaphor for the research ac-
tions.  

11  In this sense, I refer to habit as habitus, a concept related to the embodied 
knowledge developed from the practice of specific body technique. Anthropol-
ogist Marcel Mauss (1973) coined habitus as a technique of the body in itself, 
which came from the bodily actions of a person – a type of embodied 
knowledge and acquired from training or culturally. 

12  Kinesphere is dynamic space that the body occupies when in motion. The size 
of the kinesphere responds to the movement of the person. According to Leni-
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ra Rengel (2003, p. 32), the kinesphere is “[...] a sphere inside which move-
ment happens”. It is the space that surrounds each body. The centre of the ki-
nesphere is the centre of the body and its periphery are the edges in space that 
each person’s limbs reaches. 

13  Shapes are the forms that a body can take. These can be linear, curved or spi-
ral, as well as a combination among them. For an in-depth discussion, see 
Hackney (2020). 

14  See the dissertation Scialom (2009).  
15  The kinesthetic connection has been the focus of diverse researches that associ-

ate dance and neuroscience (Lessa; Jesus; Corrêa, 2016). It is related to the 
physical (and consequently emotional) sensation of watching a body in motion 
and participating in that which one is watching. I am not interested in un-
packing this operation’s physiological processes, but in pointing out to the fact 
that the audience is bodily and affectively sensitised by what they watch, thus 
establishing a kinesthetic connection between audience and art work. 

16  Movement affinity and choreological order are concepts Rudolf Laban (1966, 
p. 4) developed to explain “[...] the occult laws [...]” and the structures of 
movement that, when embodied, make the movement “[...] penetrable, mean-
ingful and comprehensible [...]” (Preston-Dunlop; Sanchez-Colberg, 2010, p. 
64). In other words, the dynamic and spatial affinities each body possesses faci-
litate the kinesthetic and symbolic communication amongst people.  

17  The trajectories that the movement of a limb draws in space are called spatial 
pathways. According to Laban, they can occur on the periphery of the kines-
phere (peripheral pathways), traversing the centre of the kinesphere (central 
pathways) or traversing the kinespheric space, not passing through the centre 
nor the periphery (transversal pathways) (Laban, 1966). 
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